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				I do not at all understand the mystery of grace—only
that it meets us where we are

				but does not leave us where it found us.

				—Anne Lamott

			

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Putting my story down in writing was my way of processing a journey that has encompassed the highest of highs and the lowest of lows. I’ve done my best to be factual and fair in my recounting of the people and events that shaped my skating and how those people and events impacted my life. I have changed some names to keep the focus on my experience—and on the change I’d like to make in a system rigged toward those with the power to silence others. My perspective is my own, shaped inexorably by my struggles with depression, anxiety, disordered eating, and traumas, including sexual assault and suicidal ideation, that are described in these pages. I can appreciate how, the more you can relate to any of these subjects, the harder the book you hold in your hands might be to read. If that’s the case, please proceed with caution, care, and self-compassion.
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			PROLOGUE

			My days were meant to be filled with polishing my programs for the upcoming Winter Olympics, wrapping up interviews with the national and international media, and awaiting the television rollout of Olympic promotional spots that I had already starred in. Instead, I was in a recovery center surrounded by heroin addicts and meth users and self-harmers.

			I was just starting to process how my career as an Olympic figure skater had turned me into a bright, shiny object to be gazed at and admired, only to shatter me in the process. In the communal area of a dorm best described as motor inn chic, I stared at my newest assignment: Write a letter to my addictions.

			
				September 2017

				Dear Skating,

				I am writing to you because I cannot decide if I hate you or if I love you. You are a part of me—my identifier to the world. You are my esteem, my joy, my sense of self all tied up in one. I hate you—but I cannot leave you. I was so excited to meet you. Just one lap around the rink and I was home. You made me feel special. Some people even said that you made me extraordinary.

				You’ve brought me to places I never dreamed of.

				But you were a double-sided coin.

				You’ve brought me across the world, you’ve brought me so much passion and love, you’ve introduced me to the most amazing people. You’ve exposed me to once-in-a-lifetime opportunities. I flourished under your guidance and love. But I also was crushed by the weight of your expectations.

				I abused your love and became addicted to your rush. I watched as you ripped apart my family and others, destroyed my life, and brought me to lows I didn’t know were possible. You are the mask I wear the most. Who am I under it? I have no idea. It’s time to say goodbye to this relationship. My toxic shame spiral will continue no more. I will not let you ruin my life. For what? More medals? Fame? Money?

				I’ve come to realize I am exceptional with or without you. You introduced me to an eating disorder, alcohol, depression, anxiety, and perfectionism. The combination almost killed me. I wanted it to kill me. But now I am awake. I am alive and do not need you. You are no longer the only facet of my life. You’re just a tiny carat on the beautiful diamond ring that is my life now. I can’t imagine my life without you—but I’m going to try.

				Goodbye, my dear friend,

				xoG

			

			A handwriting analyst might have concluded from the paragraphs of left-slanting letters that my childhood had left me severely emotionally repressed. “Exquisitely trained” is the preferred wording in the skating world. Over many years I had been painstakingly conditioned to make people feel something when I was on the ice, but to do that required stuffing down my own emotions.

			I can’t do that anymore. And I won’t.

		

	
		
			ACCESSORIZING THE TRUTH

			It’s so on-brand that my skating origin story, the one that I’ve recited more than the Pledge of Allegiance, is a fabrication, a tale spun from granules of truth into an easily digestible cotton-candy anecdote. But if I’m going to offer up the truth of my life now, I can’t approach this as I did too many failed triple jumps over the years: nervous and afraid of looking bad. I’ve committed to telling every last part, no matter how anxious it makes me (I can feel a neck rash forming already).

			I might as well start from the beginning, with the story that I’ve always told: A boy in my class invited me to his birthday party at a sparkling new rink in Springfield, Missouri, shortly before I turned eight. That much is true. But when I laced up my rental boots and jumped on the ice, it wasn’t my first time on skates, as I’ve made it sound in the past. I had teetered as a two-year-old on a frozen pond near our house when we were living in Massachusetts. That experience was a nightmare, reducing me to a shivering puddle of tears.

			But a few years later, I was in my element in the music box that was Springfield’s Jordan Valley Ice Park rink, which pulsed with pop hits like Justin Timberlake’s “Rock Your Body.” Given the town’s conservatism, it was like having bootleg music flow from the speakers. The Springfield of my youth was the kind of place where dinner at a friend’s house was preceded by everyone joining hands in a circle and singing “God Bless America.” The rink offered me an alternative world, one that paired the freedom of movement, including flight, with shocking lyrics like “Just wanna rock you girl / I’ll have whatever you have / Come on, just give it a whirl.”

			The story that I told for years was that on my way out of the rink that day I picked up a flyer advertising skating lessons and begged my mom to sign me up. Yeah, no. The flyer that caught my eye was for hockey lessons. I was rough-and-tumble. My best friends were almost exclusively boys. I wanted to chase the puck, not perfection, on the ice.

			But hockey lessons were a nonstarter for my mom, who shuddered at the thought of the aggressions that I might unleash with a stick in my hand. She and my father often told the story of how, when I was six or seven and playing soccer on a coed team, I ran neck and neck with a boy who positioned himself between me and the loose ball. I whacked him across the face with my arm to knock him out of the way and got my foot on the ball first, but my triumph was short-lived. The boy sobbed and I received a red card from the referee, resulting in an automatic ejection. I couldn’t help but detect a note of pride in my parents’ voices every time they trotted this story out at parties. My competitiveness was something that could set me apart if it was channeled correctly. On the drive home, I asked Mom why I had been pulled from the game, because I honestly had no idea. She took her eyes off the road long enough to swivel her head to stare at me. “Gracie, you punched a boy,” she said. “You cannot do that!”

			So, yes, skating lessons struck my mother as the preferable option. It was a competitive outlet that seemed safe. Respectable, even. Gracie Goon was not a persona she wished to encourage. I became a figure skater because those sparkly, sequined dresses offered camouflage for my inner tomboy and cover for my impulse control issues. On the ice, the only person I could hurt was myself.

			So completely did I internalize my sanitized origin story that my recollections of that soccer game—indeed, of my life before the birthday skating party—are foggy. That hockey story, for example, had completely slipped my mind until my mom brought it up recently in a conversation.

			If it’s hard for me to keep track of what’s real and what’s fake, it’s because figure skating has split me into three people. There’s my public self, Gracie Gold, an Olympic bronze medalist and two-time national champion who wore designer costumes and drew comparisons to Grace Kelly with her platinum-blond bun and carefully applied mask of mascara, red lipstick, and a permafrost smile. There’s my private self, Grace Elizabeth, an artsy eccentric who lives in baggy sweatpants and oversized sweatshirts and sneakers with no socks, crochets granny hats and scarves in her free time, wears no makeup, and never leaves home without her vape. Then there’s my secret self, Outofshapeworthlessloser, a judgmental perfectionist whose self-destructive tendencies nearly killed me.

			Throughout my life, each of these personas has dominated at different times. This memoir is my attempt to reconcile these selves into a single being. She might be messy. But at least she’ll be Me.
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			PART ONE

			GRACE ELIZABETH

			
				But it’s no use going back to yesterday, because I was a different person then.

				—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

			

		

	
		
			1

			PERFECT OBSESSION

			My compulsion for order revealed itself early. As soon as I was old enough to reach the hangers in my closet, I arranged my clothing by color. Strangely, red and white mixed together in any other context forms my favorite color, pink. But in my bedroom, their careless converging created meltdown-level angst.

			Which made me an ideal mark for skating. I’m a big believer that sports choose you rather than the other way around. I dabbled in enough of them to know: soccer, swimming, gymnastics, dance. None suited my temperament as well as skating did, but my time spent in the other activities wasn’t wasted. Along the way I developed strength, flexibility, self-confidence, and spatial awareness, all of which would facilitate my success in skating. The discomfort I had felt on the ice as a toddler was long gone by age eight, replaced by an athleticism that made me feel all-powerful in my body and convinced there was nothing I couldn’t do.

			Perfection seemed not just possible but, with enough practice, a reasonable goal. That was reassuring because from as far back as I can remember, I hated to make a mistake. Could. Not. Stand. It. If I misspelled one word on a homework assignment, I’d furiously erase the whole sentence and start over. You don’t want to know how many times I’ve reworked this chapter.

			Skating, with its emphasis on precision and perfection, was the ideal obsession for me. It held my attention much more than swimming, with its black-lined sensory deprivation tank. And it didn’t scare me like gymnastics. I loved running full speed toward the vault and launching myself skyward, but I feared the balance beam. My discomfort at being suspended like a tightrope walker was acute. I wanted to feel more grounded before flinging myself in the air (it didn’t help that the leotards were so itchy they made me want to jump out of my skin). Of course, there were times when skating scared me, too, but the difficulty of the skills increased so gradually, like water coming to a slow boil, that I was never really conscious of it until the spills that were once no big deal were suddenly resulting in bone bruises and fractures. The anxiety, the apprehension, the pain—they rose in lockstep with my skill level and expectations.

			Nobody expected much of me when I participated in an ice show at the end of my introductory lessons. It was 2003 and skating was riding a wave of popularity in the United States. Sarah Hughes and Michelle Kwan had made the podium at the last Olympics (with Sasha Cohen behind Michelle in fourth), and Michelle was the reigning women’s world champion. Skating was near the height of its appeal in the United States, but in Springfield it had yet to catch fire. As I recall, there were fewer than six students, all girls, in my group lessons. Its lack of a coolness factor in Springfield matched my own nerdiness, which was part of its initial appeal. I liked that I was doing something that most people couldn’t or wouldn’t try. It suited me just fine that I didn’t have to share the ice with a lot of people—including, at first, my fraternal twin sister, Carly.

			My sister and I did most things together, but figure skating was the first endeavor that was mine alone. I was very possessive about it, referring to it as “my Saturday activity.” That would change after Carly gave up riding horses, which had been her Saturday activity, to join me at the rink. Surprisingly, I didn’t mind sharing skating with Carly as much as I thought I would, because from day one she’s been my main source of comfort and security. Ten years later, our father would tell a New York Post reporter that he and Mom were torn about how much to push us, saying there was “a lot of wailing and gnashing our teeth.” But in the beginning skating was bliss. Twice a week, Mom dropped us off at the rink, waved goodbye, and said, “Have fun!”

			An unexpected perk of skating was that it—at least at first—brought me closer to my mom, a girly-girl gifted with twin tomboys whom she loved and supported even though we often must have seemed inscrutable to her. Denise Gold grew up near San Diego, California. She liked to skateboard and roller-skate and would later play recreational tennis, but sunbathing was my mom’s main jam as a kid.

			The female-centric sport of skating opened a whole new world to me. It was my initiation into a sparkly culture of shiny stones—skating-speak for beads—and glamorous dresses. Mom was thrilled to serve as my guide. We bonded over the outfits that she helped me pick out for lessons and then competitions. I can remember us pawing through the clothes racks and Mom’s face lighting up: “Isn’t this cute? This is so cute! I love this!” I became a dress-up doll that my mom loved to clothe in pretty costumes, including many that she sewed herself.

			I was proud to have the cool mom, someone who found a way to feed her artistic side while carrying out the prosaic duties of parenting. She’d make many of our clothes because of her love of design, rather than out of necessity. Her attitude was, basically, why buy something new when you can make something unique? She applied the same approach to furnishing our homes, filling them with thrift-store furniture that she artistically restored.

			I still have vivid pictures in my head of some of the dresses she made for me. They were pieced together with such care and creativity. I remember an outfit that Mom made from scratch using yellow and white bugle beads that she individually stitched by hand onto the dress (because I was skating to the instrumental song “Popcorn,” duh!). Despite the labor involved, she did not skimp on the bugle beads. It was so cute. There was one problem she hadn’t anticipated. All those beads made the costume incredibly heavy. It bent the metal hanger that held it, which should have been our first clue that it was going to be less than ideal to skate in. I might as well have been skating in a wet fur coat. I have no idea what happened to that dress. I wish I’d kept it. It rivaled any of the beautiful pieces that designers Brad Griffies and Josiane Lamond, she of my famous Firebird costume, would create for me in the future.

			At the time, though, I probably expressed ambivalence about it. With the benefit of time and distance, I can see how lucky I was to wear Mom’s unique creations. But my elementary and middle school selves gravitated toward conformity. Especially in the conservative Midwest, where I spent those years, happiness was equated with maintaining appearances; of coming across as pious and picture-perfect.

			Everything about our family’s existence, from the tidy neighborhood and the backyard pool to the riding and skating lessons, screamed respectability. My dad, an anesthesiologist, and my mother, a retired emergency room nurse, were self-made successes, The Official Preppy Handbook–toting believers in the American dream. In an interview with the Springfield, Illinois, State Journal-Register, my dad painted this family portrait: “I challenge anyone to imagine a Midwest family, very humble beginnings, small-town, rural Missouri, small-town Illinois, just doing something on a daily basis, day in, day out, working hard.”

			The skating world reinforced conventional norms. I quickly picked up on how Mom’s costumes, no matter how clever and well-constructed, were met by disapproving looks from coaches and judges. I intuited their judgment and pushed back on Mom’s inventions. I wanted my outfits to look like everyone else’s. I remember begging her for the costumes hanging on the racks. I was such a shit. Bless my mom for not taking it personally. In fact, I think she was secretly relieved: You don’t like all that hand-beading that took me hours to complete? Fine!

			I was surprised to discover that I enjoyed playing dress-up. Who knew that a budding femininity was buried beneath the flannel shirts and oversized hoodies and baggy sweatpants that made up my day-to-day wardrobe? But going glamorous had its downsides, too. I struggled with the body-hugging contours of costumes and the accompanying tights, which exacerbated an extreme sensory sensitivity that my loose-fitting clothing helped me manage. I’d never be caught dead wearing Mickey Mouse ears, but I’d find them far more tolerable than anything with seams, socks included. I’ve skated sockless on and off over the years because I couldn’t find a pair of socks that didn’t make my skin feel like it was covered in mosquito bites. (I.T.C.H.: It’s the cross-stitching, honey.) Same with denim jeans, which were a nonstarter for me because the seams felt like knives on my skin. Whoever came up with the idea for jeggings deserves the Nobel Peace Prize for stopping the fighting in our house. Jeggings allowed my mom and me to establish a truce in our wardrobe wars. I could wear them without wanting to scratch my skin till it bled.

			When it came to the tights that skating required, only one brand, Nita Sports, was soft and buttery smooth enough. The tagless label was key. One time, we showed up for an ice show and Mom had packed a brand of tights that itched. I burst into tears and informed her that under no circumstances could I wear them. I was inconsolable. She said she was sorry that she had messed up but I had no choice. I had to skate in the torturous tights. It would be a test of how well I could cope with discomfort, she said. People were counting on me. I couldn’t let them down. Mom framed it as a learning moment. If I couldn’t figure out how to regulate my emotions, she said, I was destined for a difficult life.

			Despite my costume issues, I loved the attention that skating gave me (as befits someone born under the Leo astrological sign). Skating made me feel special—at least in the beginning. I was nine years old the first time I can recall seeing my name in the newspaper. The Springfield News-Leader in Missouri reported on my victory at a competition in Kansas City in its June 17, 2005, edition. I was still representing the Jordan Valley Figure Skating Club, but I would soon outgrow my coaches there.

			The difficulty of the sport, especially for beginners, did not slow me in the least. I loved the challenge. Fun fact: A figure skating blade is about three-sixteenths of an inch wide, with two edges that you lean on to glide around on. The more you lean in to the edges, the more points you can accrue, but only to a degree. Lean in too far or hit a rut in the ice and you’ll fall, surrendering more points than if you had played it safe. It’s an unsubtle metaphor. I would basically spend my whole career pushing it as far as I could, for as long as I could, and fail many, many times before I succeeded.

			Strangely, it didn’t bother me to fall. There are kids I come across now in my clinics who’ll do jumps with little air under them or stick to the jump they know they can land cleanly rather than risk me seeing them take a tumble on the ice. I don’t understand voluntarily clipping your wings. For me, there’s nothing cooler than the sensation of soaring through the air. It’s addictive—worth the possibility of a crash landing.

			Another thing I loved about skating was that there existed a methodical system for learning and advancement. There were so many fun skills to learn. From my first swizzle, people gushed to my mom about my athleticism. Bunny hops, crossovers, spins—I picked up the basic skills with ease. My mother was encouraged to bring me to the rink for private lessons, which sometimes required me to rise before the sun. She didn’t blink. She just herded me into the car and turned on the engine. Her life philosophy, which she applied to her parenting, is that everything you do, you do to the max. To this day, I can hear her voice in my head: To the max, Gracie!

			In the beginning, there was no expectation that I’d ever approach anywhere near the level of my idol, Michelle Kwan. Mom was happy to indulge my skating mostly because all that spinning and jumping and gliding had a tranquilizing effect on me. She was relieved to stumble upon what appeared to be a healthy outlet for my high-strung personality, my impulsivity, my perfectionism. If she had only known what we know now.

			

			—

			I was a relative latecomer to the sport, but I didn’t know it until I started to venture outside Missouri for events and interacted with skaters my age who had been on the ice for half their lives. A few were already being homeschooled to accommodate the sport’s demands. My parents couldn’t wrap their heads around the idea of families arranging their days to accommodate a grade-schooler’s skating. That was never going to be me and Carly, they said.

			Nothing was more important to my parents than academics. I was an adult before I realized that there were people who failed classes. I couldn’t conceive of “earning” a C or D, much less an F. I recall getting one B in all my years of school, in high school biology, and I thought it was the end of the world.

			I was a fast learner in skating, which enabled me to catch up quickly. I’ll never forget the first time I launched my body into the air and landed my first Axel—a one-and-a-half-revolution jump that’s a key milestone for young skaters. It was awkward but I stayed upright. I was nine years old and my coaches at the Springfield, Missouri, rink were incredulous. They fawned over me like I was a rock star. I can’t deny that my love for the sport was tangled up with my mastery of it. But was I good enough to one day skate in the Olympics?

			Nobody could have predicted it. The odds were stacked against me despite all my built-in advantages: my obsession with single, repetitive tasks; my natural coordination; my flair for the dramatic; my conventionally attractive looks; and, last but certainly not least, my father’s anesthesiologist’s salary, enough to cover equipment and coaching, which are not cheap.

			I always thought it was so cute when people thought that I was a prodigy along the lines of Nathan Chen, who at age eight was landing clean double combinations. Unlike Nathan, I did not explode on the scene like fireworks. Other skaters had started before me and had a head start. I was the overnight sensation several years in the making.

			The ladder of progression in skating has changed somewhat since the 2020 pandemic, but when I was coming up, it consisted of the following rungs: basic skills, pre-preliminary, preliminary, pre-juvenile, juvenile, intermediate, novice, junior, and senior. So, yeah, a lot of steps in this stairway to glory. At each level, the fields at nationals are typically filled by skaters who have survived and advanced through two rounds of qualifying competitions called regionals and sectionals.

			Given how much I love going my own way, you’d think my first taste of national skating success would have been in singles. But it was actually as a pairs skater. In 2007, I finished seventh at the U.S. Junior Figure Skating Championship with Sean Hickey, whose mother coached us. Sean and I were decent freestyle skaters and our side-by-side double Lutz–double toe combination set us apart. We performed lifts, just not overhead ones, and we had a throw Axel in our repertoire that was so much fun to do. I enjoyed getting tossed in the air. I liked that it was more acrobatic than singles. It was my dream to go all the way to the top in pairs. Singles was fine, but pairs was where it was at as far as I was concerned. As I remember it, though, Sean broke his arm in a non-skating mishap and then started high school, and his interest in the sport waned.

			After our partnership ended, I was flown to Los Angeles for pairs tryouts like I was a kid actor auditioning to be a Mouseketeer or something, but ultimately it didn’t work out. The logistics didn’t make sense. I’d have had to move to Los Angeles with Mom, and Carly would have had to stay behind with Dad, which we decided would have made us all miserable. It was a hard pass then. It wouldn’t be later. But at age eleven, the thought of our family living apart was unfathomable to us. The concept of breaking up the Golds for something as frivolous as figure skating violated the Midwest social contract that put God and family first. Not to mention that it would have shattered the united family image that we labored to maintain.

			I still was leading what I’d consider a conventional childhood. I had non-skating friends at school: boys I liked to play kickball, dodgeball, tetherball, or soccer with at recess, and girls I liked to sit on the swings and gossip with. I spent a lot of time outdoors when I wasn’t at the rink but I still found time to read books I checked out from the library or do puzzles or play board games like Scattergories with Carly and our parents. As a family, we went to the movies on weekends and ate out every Saturday.

			The first real accommodation we made for skating happened when I was nine or ten and we began making a three-hundred-mile drive every Friday to work with a woman in Springfield, Illinois, who came recommended by my coaches in Missouri. Mom didn’t mind making the drive because she recognized that to keep improving I really did need to “step it up,” as she put it. Our Suburban SUV had three rows of seats, so Carly and I would each spread out in a single row and sleep, watch DVDs, or do homework during the long drive. The miles on the odometer piled up and so did the truancy letters from our school district for all the class time we were missing. I didn’t know then that my parents had their own reasons for wanting to spend all that time apart. But they also were flattered when people praised my potential and undaunted by the commitment required of all of us to squeeze the most out of this gift that I had been given.

			I have few fond memories of this coach—let’s call her Cruella—who aggressively played favorites and pitted skaters against one another. One of us would be on the ice running through our program and Cruella would say, loud enough for everyone to hear, “She sounds like a hippo out there. Thud. Thud. Thud.” The girls being criticized were as young as eight.

			Cruella disallowed the wearing of pants or leggings during training—dresses and tights only, ladies!—and bestowed skating dresses, made by her, on us to wear on special occasions, or to mark milestones, like landing a clean double Axel. If there was no ice availability at our regular rink, Cruella would drive us to another town and book us into hotel rooms sans parents. If a skater was visiting from out of town, they would stay at Cruella’s home.

			On occasion she would invite all her students to spend the night. The sleepovers were presented to us as treats, a reward for our hard training. To the best of my knowledge, nothing physically or sexually inappropriate happened at these get-togethers. But that does not mean there wasn’t something off about them.

			My mother definitely had misgivings about the gatherings but broke down and let us attend one after Carly and I begged and begged her to let us go. She arrived early the next morning to collect us. We didn’t speak of the experience.

			I vaguely recall that one of the other skaters essentially became Cruella’s charge. Her parents lived in another town and signed off on Cruella becoming her legal guardian. And if my memory serves, she wasn’t the only one. It flabbergasts me that adults were willing to cede their authority to her, as so many did. Were they naive? Happy to outsource their parenting? In thrall to their child’s potential? Blinded by their own ambitions for their child?

			All of us, the adults included, were marionettes and Cruella was pulling the strings. She chose our music. She cut the tracks. She choreographed. She coached. She screamed. When Cruella aimed her ire at Carly, my sister would shrink into the background or cry, not because she was scared or upset but as her coping mechanism. When Cruella lashed out at me, I lashed back louder. Anger was my protection. It got back to me years later that Cruella told people she had always known I’d become a star. I call bullshit! She was always doing her best to humiliate me. Or maybe she didn’t like me because I stood up to her.

			Children are perfectly capable of identifying a schoolyard bully in a grown-up’s body. They may not respect them, but because of the power coaches wield, they’ll listen to them and do as they say. The years I spent with Cruella normalized the kind of controlling behavior that, even if it produces positive results on the ice, can be ruinous to a child’s personal development. I look back at this period of my life and wonder, was it a fever dream? It was so weird in so many respects, but at the time we simply arched our (already) professionally waxed eyebrows and carried on.

			I was working with Cruella when I conducted my first newspaper interviews. My mom sat in on them, but not to make sure I said everything “correctly” or “perfectly.” She was there to rein me in if I started speaking without running my words through my brain’s filter first, because when I was little, especially, I was prone to blurting out the first thing that popped into my head. Her direction, however gentle, did play a role in choreographing my origin story. I mentioned the birthday party, and as I recall, my mom took it from there. “Gracie saw girls spinning on the ice,” she said, “and she wanted to learn how to do that.” As time went on, I added my own twists. “While I circled around and around in my brown rental skates, I studied a group of skaters spinning in the center,” I later told the Olympic media in 2014. “I was fascinated! When my mom picked me up, I began a campaign for skating lessons.”

			Gracie Goon, the would-be hockey player, was gone, erased to make room for the Disney princess version that hewed more closely to the wholesome-girl-next-door script.

			It was fitting because my whole world as a child was a stage. Even my home was its own movie set, with each room carefully curated by my mom to embody a theme. Consider my childhood bedroom. The walls were painted my favorite color, pink, with a border trim that featured pink bows. Using stencils, my mom painted fairies on the walls. My nightstand was a piece she found at a thrift shop, sanded, and painted pink. By hand, she made a pink tulle canopy, with bows, for my bed and found a duvet and sheets to match. She put considerable time and thought into making the kind of cozy home that she wished she had had as a child.

			In many ways, my childhood home was the ideal environment for nurturing a champion skater—at least until my family’s secrets brought down the whole production. I learned at a young age how to smile when I felt like crying.
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			GROWING UP GOLD

			When I look back at my struggles now and search for the red flags I should have seen, the exact moment when I went off the rails, it would be easy for me to point to people like my coach, Cruella—those who transformed skating from something fun into something toxic. But if I’m being honest with myself, I have to start much earlier, because the conditions that would later contribute to my high-profile crash and burn had already been established on the day I was born.

			Twins are notorious for being born weeks ahead of schedule. Not us. Carly and I arrived in August 1995 several days past our due date and some forty minutes apart, establishing from the very beginning a pattern of lateness that I’ve never been able to break. I call it GST (Gracie Standard Time), and it is reliably fifteen minutes behind schedule. I weighed eight pounds and Carly weighed seven. I can’t imagine what it must have been like those last few weeks to be our mother, who was forty-one at the time and precariously balancing two hundred pounds on her five-foot frame. It wasn’t just our late arrivals and natural births that tested Mom’s mettle. She went through hell to conceive us. After years of futility, she used in-vitro fertilization. For that, I’m in awe of her. These days, my mom and I have a complicated relationship, but I can’t deny that her strength is impressive. When I think of the phrase “whiskey in a teacup,” I picture her.

			According to Dad, Mom was supposed to have labor induced on the sixteenth of August. But early that morning she was contacted by her doctor, who said there was no room at the maternity ward. Every bed was taken. As annoyed as she was to have to wait another day, there was a bright side. We wouldn’t be born as Wednesday’s children full of woe, to paraphrase the Old English nursery rhyme. Full of woe, no. We were Thursday babies. Thursday’s child has far to go.

			I showed a flair for the dramatic from the start. An ultrasound taken by the doctor to confirm our positions for delivery revealed that I was feet-first. The doctor was preparing Mom for a C-section when I somehow turned myself around so that I was head-down and ready for my grand entrance. I’m not surprised that I maneuvered myself in the birth canal so that I beat Carly to meet our parents. I can totally imagine it: me elbowing my way into the lead, just as I later would on the soccer field, establishing at the beginning of our lives the pattern from which we’ve only recently deviated: me fearlessly forging ahead, testing the waters, while my sister holds back, carefully weighing her options before joining me. According to family lore, I came out screaming bloody murder. Carly, on the other hand, was as quiet as dawn. When she was placed on Mom’s chest, the nurses remarked on how her eyes held wisdom. In our first hour in this world, our roles were assigned. Carly was the wise one. I was the spitfire.

			Sometimes when I tell the story of our delivery, I leave out the part about the sizable gap between my arrival and Carly’s, because when I remain faithful to the script people invariably have a lightbulb moment. They go, “Oh my God, your mom didn’t have a C-section? She gave birth vaginally?” I don’t know about you, but the less I’m drawn into any discussion of my mom’s vagina, the better.

			Temperamentally, Carly and I could not be more different. Mom used to laugh at teachers who suggested separating us in school so that we could forge our own identities. “Trust me,” she’d say. “They may be twins, but they are two distinct people.” She wasn’t wrong. Our dissimilar dispositions were on full display in Mrs. V.’s first-grade class in Texas. Carly has always been adept at sizing up adults and assessing what’s required of her to stay in their good graces. I believe the term for it is “people pleaser.”

			I was the opposite. Social nuances for me as a child were like dirty jokes. They went right over my head, which is why I thought nothing of writing in an assigned journal: “Mrs. V. is a fun sucker. She sucks the fun out of learning.” So lacking in self-awareness was I, it never occurred to me that Mrs. V. might read my words. I simply emptied my heart out onto the page. That entry led to an awkward conversation at the next parent-teacher conference. I remember Mom coming home and saying, “Really, Gracie? Mrs. V. sucks the fun out of learning? What were you thinking?” Later in the year, when Mrs. V. assigned us to interview an adult we admire and write a one-page report, Mom saw an opportunity for me to redeem myself. She suggested that I interview Mrs. V., then sat in on my Q&A with her. I sweetly asked Mrs. V. what made her become a teacher and she said that in her day women could be nurses or teachers and since she hated the sight of blood, she became a teacher. I glanced at my mom and the look on her face was like, Hmmm, maybe Gracie has a point.

			I had no filter. Anything I thought or felt, I expressed. Not for nothing, Mom’s pet names for us were Grace Storm Cloud and Carly Sunshine.

			No question, I could be a handful. When Mom was pregnant, she received identical baby blankets from a friend as a shower gift. They were arranged neatly in our cribs when Mom and Dad brought us home from the hospital. The blankets were composed of different squares. In the center was one with a bunny holding three balloons: blue, pink, and yellow. I loved Blankie, as I called mine. I took it everywhere, which is how I came to leave it at a sleepover hosted by a friend whose family moved the next day, before I could get Blankie back. I was inconsolable. I sobbed for two days straight. Carly couldn’t stand to see me upset, so she offered me her blanket. I still have it. In twenty-eight years, I’ve spent less than a week of nights without it. I’m so attached to Blankie, if I go out for drinks with friends, I’ll throw him in the back of the car just in case I end up sleeping over at someone’s place. Make of it what you will that I rely on a comfort object from early childhood to feel safe and secure as an adult.

			It was so on-brand for Carly to give up her blanket for me. She has consistently put my needs ahead of hers over the years. And how do I repay her? Rarely in kind. I remember when we were relatively new to skating and acquired Züca customized roller bags. With their array of colors and built-in seats and wheels that lit up as they went round and round, the bags were as coveted at the rink as Birkin bags in other cliques. One morning after a skating session, Carly rolled hers to the back of our Suburban and left it next to the open hatch, assuming I’d toss it in with my own. Call it a moment of mischievousness or straight-out spite, but my child brain thought it would be hilarious if I deposited my bag in the rear and left hers where it was. While backing up, Mom ran over it. Crunch. The bag’s metal frame got stuck against the wheel well and lifted the car like a jacking device. We had to call a towing service to get Carly’s bag extricated from the wheel. I remember we were over an hour late to school that day. But on the bright side, Carly’s skates miraculously survived unscathed.

			Carly and I relate a lot to Athena and Nike. Carly is Athena, our family’s goddess of wisdom, and I’m Nike, goddess of victory. We’re pretty much joined at the hip, as were they, and even though Carly wasn’t buzzing around the battlefield like I was, she was pulling her own weight in other ways. Of the two of us, Carly had the much healthier relationship to the sport. She competed to do her best. She didn’t need to become the best. She wasn’t obsessed with taking it to the next level. It wasn’t only about winning (or not losing) to her.

			When I think of Carly’s approach, “self-preservation” is the word that comes to mind. Skating was never more important to her than her own well-being. What separated us was something that the Olympic champion Scott Hamilton described as the invisible step: the elevation of one’s motivation from improving to winning, which elevates an athlete’s intensity from a 10 on a 1-to-10 scale to a 15. Carly maintained boundaries that I lacked. She didn’t see the point of throwing herself into the air fifty or sixty times in a single session to land a single jump perfectly. She was not motivated to commit to an off-ice program of strength training and spin classes and hot yoga sessions and ballet four or five times a week so that she could see a fractional improvement on the ice.

			She was content to chase personal milestones. She did not need national titles or Olympic berths to justify her existence. She could finish fifth and if she had put forth her best effort, she was happy. I was mystified by her healthy attitude and ability to self-regulate because I had neither. I needed the medals and titles in some way, to validate that I really was good and that the effort was worth it. Her internal compass is not the norm in a sport like skating, where the most obvious measures of success are dependent on the opinions of other people—namely, the judges.

			If I did my best and finished fifth, it would be the worst outcome imaginable. If my best effort is good enough for only fifth, what am I doing here? If I’m not capable of winning, what’s the point? That’s where I was coming from. It was a mindset encouraged by my parents, who always counseled us that anything worth doing was worth doing really, really well.

			Their desire to see us succeed was genuine but not entirely selfless. Our victories became a validation of their parenting, which I picked up on years later after I made the Olympic team and my dad was interviewed for a feature that ran in his hometown newspaper, The Joplin Globe. The headline: “Former Joplin Man’s Daughter to Go for Skating Gold in Sochi.”

			A psychologist I saw in my teens once gave my mom a homework assignment: read the 2001 book The Blessing of a Skinned Knee by Wendy Mogel, a child psychologist. As I understand it, the book encourages parents to see past their children’s talents and appreciate all the ways in which they are ordinary, the better to relate to them as perfectly imperfect human beings.

			I don’t remember Mom ever completing that assignment.

			

			—

			Some people study their parents to make sense of their physical traits—their curly hair or beaked nose. I look at Denise and Carl Gold for clues to understand where my behaviors come from.

			My parents met at the hospital in Missouri where they both worked. If I close my eyes, I can picture their meet-cute moment: the petite and vivacious nurse catching the eye of the socially awkward doctor. They fell in love while married to other people (an inconvenient fact that would come back to haunt Mom). My mom is a California-born flower child, and my dad is a conservative midwesterner, so it’s a mystery to me how they ended up together. I know now that alcohol lubricated their connection.

			As a child I remember straight-out asking them both what attracted each to the other and being perplexed when they sidestepped my question. My best guess as an adult—since they still won’t talk about it—is they were the hot party couple that ran with the fast crowd and bonded over last calls.

			I can’t blame my mom for seeing my dad as a promising project, a secondhand partner that she could rehabilitate like all her thrift-store treasures. She came of age at a time when women did not have the freedoms or choices that Carly and I take for granted. She couldn’t obtain her first credit card unless her husband or father co-signed the application. The careers available to women outside the house were pretty limited. Her best chance at upward mobility wasn’t a job, it was a marriage to an upwardly mobile man, and cultural forces conditioned her to believe that putting her most attractive foot forward required being the thinnest version of herself. Mom was taught, as women still are, that smallness equaled strength.

			I’ve never known Mom to go a single day giving herself permission to eat whatever she desires. Cheat days are foreign to her. She is the mom who pops two or three almonds into her mouth and calls it lunch; who considers half a grapefruit and coffee a complete meal; who insists that fresh fruit is as sweet as any sugary dessert; who takes two bites of turkey and one bite of mashed potatoes at Thanksgiving before pushing her plate away and groaning, “I’m stuffed.”

			Her discipline has paid off. She’s sixty-nine as I write this and could easily pass for someone in her forties. My father couldn’t resist her, and he ticked off a lot of her boxes, too. He had been a star athlete in high school in football, basketball, and track before pursuing a career in medicine. As a doctor, he figured to provide Mom with the financial security she wanted not just for herself but for her children. She had grown up piss-poor and was determined to give us a better start. And he was great with Kendra, Mom’s daughter from her first marriage, who was born nearly twenty years before me and Carly. Theirs was, at least on paper, a fairy-tale marriage, which made it tricky when life got real.

			The narrative of our existence, fed to us in loving spoonfuls by Mom, was that we were her miracle babies. She had prayed so hard for us, had wanted us desperately, and as such was happy to stay at home and make our care her full-time occupation. From the outside, it looked like Carly and I lacked for nothing. We had a menagerie of pets, which at one point included dogs, cats, a hedgehog, and a chinchilla—and our parents’ full attention. Any activity that we expressed an interest in, Mom and Dad threw their whole support behind it.

			Like most children, Carly and I weren’t privy to aspects of our parents’ lives and marriage that might have helped us make sense of how they related to each other. Knowing what I know now, I can see how Mom became more emotionally attached to me and Carly as she became more disconnected from Dad. We were clueless as kids because our parents did their best to keep the ugly stuff from us to give us the carefree childhoods that they hadn’t had.

			And we did have some wonderful times. One of my absolute favorite memories is of a family trip we took to Cancún. It was right before I started skating, so I’m going to say that Carly and I were seven. We stayed at a fancy resort and swam with dolphins. We got our hair braided and burned ourselves to a crisp at the beach during the day and played Pictionary at night. Mom and Dad refrained from yelling, for the most part. Everyone was happy.

			It was the last vacation I can remember us taking that wasn’t skating-related. Later, I would connect skating with the unraveling of our family, which was like blaming a tornado for the destruction of a shoddily built house. My family’s foundation was crumbling at least as far back as our preschool years when Mom found out Dad was cheating on her after the damning evidence arrived in the mail, wedged between the weekly circulars and bills. A hotel nearby had kindly returned my father’s driver’s license, which he had forgotten to collect at the front desk.

			The biggest piece of the puzzle, the one hidden from me and Carly for a long time, was that Dad had had a substance abuse problem that was serious enough to land him in a treatment center before we were born. And that Mom had been a drinker, too. Our parents moved past their party days, but I’m not sure they ever processed whatever traumas drove them to all those bars and all that booze. Neither was great at managing their emotions in a healthy way, and the added stresses of parenthood mixed with their own discordant personalities turned them into walking powder kegs.

			Especially Dad. On the one hand, he was our Tickle Monster and co-conspirator in junk food raids. I used to think that he set out to be the “fun” parent as a means to win our love, but as I’ve gotten older it’s occurred to me that he let us stay up late and eat pizza—even at competitions, when how we fuel our bodies became doubly important—because he wanted to stay up late. He wanted to eat pizza and junk food. It was about satisfying his desires instead of considering what’s best for us.

			I’ve never eaten a Butterfinger candy bar in front of my mom, and even now, I shudder to think how she’d react if she found an empty chocolate wrapper under my bed. But at least she was/is coming from a place of what’s best for us nutrition-wise. Dad, on the other hand, would let me order a pizza at ten at night, drink a liter of regular soda before bed, and stay up way, way, way past my bedtime to sit on the couch with him and watch horror movies that would spark nightmares once I finally did go to sleep.

			I remember watching Bram Stoker’s Dracula when I was four years old. It wasn’t rated R for restful, that’s for sure. Nothing like a gothic horror film to send me off to sleep. I imagined green mist creeping into my bedroom for weeks afterward. Around this time, my night terrors began. I’d wake up in tears but not in my bed. Where am I? How did I get here? I had no idea. I was a fidgety, foot-tapping bundle of anxiety. I bit my nails until my cuticles bled. I had my extreme sensory issues. I’d routinely erupt into kicking, screaming, punching rages that would prompt Mom or Dad to drop everything and come running to comfort me.

			But here’s the thing. Dad could be scarier than
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