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      Prologue

      For me, a new life is coming, a different life from that which I knew. I felt it for the first time when I was back in Moscow, two weeks after my beloved Sergei’s funeral. In my grief,
         I feared I had lost myself. To find myself again I did the only thing I could think of, the thing I knew best, the thing I’d
         been trained to do since I was four years old. I skated. I went onto the ice, which was always so dear to Sergei and me, and
         there, in the faces of young skaters training with their coaches, I recognized their bright dreams and hopes for the future.
         The new life is coming, I thought.
      

      A little later, New Year’s night, 1996, I was reminded of it again, this time in the sound of the laughter of my twenty-year-old
         sister, Maria, and that of her friends, and in my own laughter from being around them. How wonderful it felt to laugh, if
         only for a short time.
      

      And always, especially, I feel stirrings of a new life whenever my daughter, Daria, is near. No matter how I am feeling, no
         matter where my mind is wandering in time, I have to smile back at her, because she is always smiling for me.
      

      I have a picture of her father long before he became Sergei Mikhailovich Grinkov, two-time Olympic pairs skating champion.
         I seldom called him Sergei to his face. It was Serioque, which is softer, or Seriozha, softer yet, and more romantic, a name
         to be saved for special times. This picture was taken when Sergei was nine years old. He is skating on the ice where we trained
         as children. His face in the picture is Daria’s face. She is four years old now, and has her father’s shocking blue eyes,
         and the blonde hair he had as a child. She has Sergei’s wide and ready smile, so beautiful to me. Sergei was the one who brought
         laughter into our house. He brought the sun into my life. He taught me, who was always so serious, how to have fun. He took
         care of me without ever telling me that’s what he was doing. Even now that he’s gone, he’s managed to look after me by leaving
         me Daria, who is so much a part of him.
      

      I want Sergei to know I will always take good care of her. She’ll be the happiest girl ever. I’ll make sure that she knows
         the kind of man her father was, the kind of heart he had. That’s one of the reasons I’m writing this memoir now, before his
         lovely echo fades, as it inevitably will, with time.
      

      Not long ago I heard someone ask a friend, If you had to live your life over again, what would you do differently? I’ve thought
         about this, and for me, I’d like to live my life over again backward. I’d like to live in a world where tomorrow would be
         yesterday, the day after tomorrow two days ago, and so on, because now I have little interest in the future. It’s probably
         unhealthy for me to think this way, because of Daria, because I should be looking to the future for her. But it’s true that
         any day I’m living now, I would exchange for any day in the past. I hope this will change with time. But I know that, for
         me, to find the kind of happiness I had with Sergei isn’t possible. It’s not unbelievably hard. It’s impossible, like trying
         to find the comet that was in the night sky last spring, which passes Earth once in seventeen thousand years. No matter what
         lies ahead, the best years of my life will have been with my Seriozha, and those years are now laid to rest.
      

      So I step into the future, as bravely as I’m able, with my heart longing for a time I’ll never see again. With Sergei and
         me, everything was natural, almost inevitable. First we were skating partners. Then we were friends. Then we were close friends.
         Then we were lovers. Then husband and wife. Then parents. I lived in a world in which I always had my favorite thing to do,
         which was to skate. I had my favorite man around me all the time. I had my beautiful parents, Elena Levovna and Alexander
         Alexeyevich Gordeev, who wished for me only happiness. I never heard angry words from people, never experienced unkindness,
         because the one person I cared about loved me. I never looked closely at the world around me and examined it for flaws. I
         only paid attention to Sergei.
      

      Then God took him away at the age of twenty-eight. Sergei died without warning of a heart attack on November 20, 1995, during
         a routine training session in Lake Placid. I lost my husband and best friend, the father of my daughter. I lost my favorite
         thing to do, because now I had no skating partner. The only thing God left me with was Daria. It was like He was sending me
         a message: Start your life over again, Ekaterina. Open your eyes to the world around you. Experience what it’s like not to
         be so blessed. And this I now do. I am learning the disappointments of life.
      

      Marina Zueva, who was Sergei’s and my choreographer from the beginning, told me something after his death that I don’t understand.
         Or maybe I understand it but cannot believe it. She told me she’s not sorry for me.
      

      Maybe she said this because I had such a beautiful life, and no one can expect such a beautiful life as I had with Sergei
         to last. Maybe because she’s sure that I’ll be okay. I don’t know. I do know that I never thought that humans could handle
         so much. I never imagined people could be so strong, so resilient. Humans can handle any pain. Words, however, can cut the
         heart to the quick. Words can make the pain that never goes away. It’s so true. And they can also make happiness that lasts
         forever.
      

      I always felt Sergei was on a higher level than me, that he was stronger and smarter and more stable than me, and that he
         would always protect me. Now that he’s gone, I feel vulnerable, unsafe in ways I never felt before. I’m scared to trust people.
         I’m afraid to say things, afraid that I may hurt people’s feelings, or that people may say things that will hurt me. I never
         had any of these worries before. I find that I’m unsure of people’s motives.
      

      I never thought before I wasn’t brave. I was always the first to jump from the heights into the water. Now it’s like I’m out
         of my home for the first time in twenty-five years. It’s like I was living in a fairy tale before, and now I’ve been abandoned
         in a wild forest.
      

      That is what life was like with Sergei: a fairy tale. He was so honest and calm and solid. Sergei was a man first and then
         a skater. Not like me, who was a skater first, then a woman, then a mother. I wish I wasn’t that way. I wish I’d saved more
         of my strength and power for Sergei and my daughter. I’m trying to learn to be more like Sergei, who was such a good father
         and gentle husband, strong and yet tender. I leave, and always did, too much of myself, too many of my feelings, on the ice.
      

      I can’t explain why, but I’ve started to make a list of things that Sergei wanted to do.

      He wanted Daria to learn karate.

      He wanted to skate in the Nagano Olympics in 1998. He had made one small mistake in Lillehammer, where we won our second gold
         medal. It was the only mistake that he ever made in a competition. The only one. He was so dependable, and he only missed
         this one time because he was worrying about me. So he wanted to compete again, to erase that single blemish from his thoughts.
         He kept this wish inside him for over a year before mentioning it to me. A third Olympic bid. I didn’t think I could handle
         the pressure of another Olympics, but I couldn’t say no, because I saw the hope in his eyes.
      

      Sergei wanted to get a big globe of the world for our home. He loved to look at places we’d been, to study geography, and
         he wanted to be able to show these places to Daria.
      

      He wanted his sister, Natalia, to visit us, and he wanted Natalia’s daughter, Svetlana, to learn English. It was Sergei’s
         great regret not to speak English, although he understood it very well. He was a perfectionist, and was too shy to speak until
         he could do it without any mistakes. Tutors in Moscow are expensive, about five hundred dollars a month, but Sergei said he’d
         pay for Svetlana’s tutoring no matter the cost. She’s thirteen, which he thought was a good age to learn.
      

      He wanted to someday move to Idaho. To Sun Valley. We’d skated there a few times and both liked it very much. Sergei liked
         to ski. I loved the mountains. We loved the nature there, the forests, the beautiful night sky brilliant with stars. The wildlife
         and the great open spaces. This was a place for a family to dream.
      

      He wanted to drive me through Europe. Or perhaps he would have taken me on the best train. He wanted to stop in all the cities,
         to visit the cathedrals and museums. He wanted to eat at the sidewalk cafes, to have wine with our lunches, and long naps
         in the afternoon when we were tired. He wanted to walk the boulevards while holding hands, to have no schedule to keep, or
         exhibitions to skate in, or competitions to train for, as we’d had for so much of our lives. No more rushing around without
         seeing. We talked of this trip many times.
      

      I’m going to keep this list and add to it as I think of other things. Sergei wanted to do so much, so many different things
         besides skate.
      

   
      Childhood

      As I look back, I see that everything went too smoothly for me. I had no experience with the sadness of life. Even before I met Sergei, I was a happy child, innocent and naive,
         blessed with good health and much love.
      

      My father, Alexander Alexeyevich Gordeev, was a dancer for the famous Moiseev Dance Company, a folk dancing troupe that performed
         throughout the world. He had strong legs and a long neck like a ballet dancer, and a stomach that was absolutely flat. Everything
         he did, he did fast, and he always moved quickly around the house. I can remember my father jumping over swords when he danced,
         bringing his legs up to his chin as the knifelike blades flashed beneath him, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen times in a row. Or
         he’d kneel down and kick, left and right, left and right, in the athletic manner of the folk dancers of Russia.
      

      My father wanted me to be a ballet dancer. That was his big dream. He was disappointed that I became a skater. He had gray-blue
         eyes, the same color as mine, and a kind face. But he was also strict and serious, as if his kind face didn’t quite match
         the words that came out of his mouth.
      

      He met my mother, Elena Levovna, at a dance class when she was fourteen. They married when she was nineteen, and I was born
         when she was twenty. My mother was the sweet one, always perfect with children, the person I most admire on this earth. Selfless,
         generous, she was also quite beautiful as a young woman, five feet six inches tall, with a tiny waist and a very feminine
         figure. She walked like a ballerina, one foot just in front of the other. Her hair was brown, like mine, and wavy. Her fingernails
         were strong, and she polished them red and wore makeup every day. I used to watch in fascination as she applied it. She was
         always tender with my younger sister, Maria, and me, smiling much more often than my father.
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      My mother and me.

      She worked as a teletype operator for the Soviet news agency Tass. She was proud of her job, which paid her 250 roubles a
         month—more than my father made—and she liked to look nice when she went to work. She always wore high heels and beautiful
         clothes that my father had brought back from overseas, attire that set her apart from most Soviet women. She, too, traveled
         for her work. When I was eleven, my mother spent six months in Yugoslavia, and the next year she worked twelve months in Bonn,
         West Germany. Even when she was based in Moscow, my mom worked long and irregular hours, from eight in the morning till eight
         in the evening one day; then from eight in the evening till eight in the morning the next.
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      With my father in 1974.

      So my maternal grandmother, Lydia Fedoseeva, took care of me and my sister. We didn’t have to worry about day care or babysitters.
         We called her Babushka, and she was an important person in my life. She was short and a little heavy, but walked very nimbly
         and was full of energy.
      

      One time, when I was twelve, we were training at a place on the Black Sea, and one of the other skaters left my suitcase in
         the Moscow airport. The boys were in charge of the bags, the girls were in charge of the tennis racquets, and when I got off
         the plane, I had this boy’s tennis racquet but he’d forgotten my bag. I could have killed him. So I called home to ask them
         to send my suitcase to me.
      

      My grandmother went to the airport and picked up my bag, but she didn’t trust putting it on an airplane by itself. So she
         took it on an overnight train to Krasnodar, five hundred miles, then took a bus to the resort where we trained. I got a call
         from the guard at the gate saying my bag had arrived. I went to pick it up, and there was my grandmother. I wanted to cry
         when I saw her. “Babushka, what are you doing here?” I asked.
      

      She told me she had brought me my suitcase. She only stayed a few hours, then she walked to the bus and took the overnight
         train back home to Moscow.
      

      Her hair was always short and neatly styled. When my grandmother was nineteen years old, her hair turned completely white,
         like paper, and ever since, she went regularly to the hairdresser. Her face was darling; her voice soft and soothing. I loved
         to listen to her read to my sister and me at night. My favorites were Grimm’s fairy tales. Very, very scary. My grandmother
         did most of the cooking, and I liked to help her in the kitchen. She taught me how to knit and sew, and made my skating costumes
         for me until I was eleven. She taught me how to suck the yolks out of eggs and decorate the shells for Easter. That was one
         of my family’s favorite holidays. A few weeks before Easter came, Babushka used to take a plate, fill it with earth, then
         plant grass in the earth. She watered it and tended it until the grass grew up. Then on Easter morning we’d hide painted eggs
         in the grass for my sister, Maria, to find.
      

      My grandfather—my mother’s father—also lived with us. His name was Lev Faloseev, and I called him Diaka, which is short
         for diadushka: grandfather. He had been a colonel in a tank division during World War II, a prestigious position that enabled us to live
         in a lifestyle that was, while not extravagant, quite comfortable by Soviet Union standards. He taught about tank warfare
         at the Red Army academy in Moscow. He always wore a uniform to work, covered by a warm gray coat in winter, and a big fur
         hat and strong leather boots. His uniform always smelled very weird to me, pungent and musty, so he took it off as soon as
         he came home. Then he would have a nice long dinner, followed by a glass or two of cognac.
      

      He called me Katrine—nobody else called me this—and he liked both me and my sister very much. He was a calm man, a quiet
         man, who used to let Maria and me play with his medals from the war. We also liked to look at his books. I remember thumbing
         through his history books and geography books, which were very old and filled with maps of famous battles, much more interesting
         than our fairy tales.
      

      We lived in a five-room apartment on the eleventh floor of a twelve-story building on Kalinina Prospekt, near the Russian
         White House, where the parliament meets. It was a fantastic location, with a good view of the Moscow River. From the balcony
         we used to be able to watch the soldiers on parade march past our building on their way to Red Square. It was also a beautiful
         spot to watch holiday fireworks, which were aimed so they’d come down in the river. The Olympic torch in 1980 was also exchanged
         on our street. I remember watching the ceremony from our balcony when I was nine years old.
      

      From what I could tell, I was the luckiest girl on earth, wanting for nothing. Like most children, I never thought much about
         the rest of the world. I never heard bad things about the United States, either on television or in school, was never frightened
         that someone would drop bombs on us, and never worried that the United States and the Soviet Union would go to war. It was
         more like: We’re the happiest country; we’re the greatest nation. I was fourteen before I began to learn anything about politics,
         and by then I understood, or started to, that when the government tells you something, it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true.
      

      • • •

      My parents used to vacation for a month every summer at the Black Sea. I hated to swim. I’ve always hated to swim, I don’t
         know why. I’m not very good at it, and my mother tells me that the only time I ever got angry as a child was when I couldn’t
         do something well. But in a roundabout way, a Black Sea vacation was how I got started skating.
      

      On one trip my parents met a skater who trained at the Central Red Army Club. The club was known by its initials: CSKA, an
         acronym that we pronounced cesska. The army, like many trade unions in the former Soviet Union—automobile manufacturers, farm equipment makers, coal miners,
         steel workers—sponsored sports clubs throughout the country, and the biggest and most prestigious of these was CSKA. These
         sports clubs—and there were hundreds and hundreds of them nationwide—were quite professionally run, with the best coaches
         and facilities. They turned out the elite athletes that made the Soviet Union an international powerhouse in sports.
      

      One key to the success of the clubs was identifying talented children at a young age and teaching them sound fundamentals
         so they could reach their full potential. Tryouts were held by age group, and they were open to anyone. Your parents didn’t
         have to have any army affiliation to join CSKA. If your child was selected, the club was free of charge. It was affiliated
         with a sports school in Moscow that also provided the young athletes with an education. It was a great honor to be admitted
         to any sports club, but particularly CSKA, because sports was one of the few means by which a Soviet citizen could travel
         and see the world; and top athletes also got many privileges unavailable to the ordinary citizen, like hard-to-find Moscow
         apartments, cars, and relatively generous monthly stipends.
      

      This skater knew of my father’s dance company, and he suggested that my parents bring me to the rink at the army club in September
         to try out. I was only four years old, too young to start ballet and too young even to try out for skating. But this friend
         lied to CSKA officials and told them I was five, which was the age at which you were allowed to join. I was very tiny, which
         is an advantage for a girl in skating, and they took me right away.
      

      It was impossible to find skates small enough to fit me in Moscow at that time, so I wore several pairs of socks beneath the
         smallest skates my mother could find. The first year I skated twice a week, a regimen that increased to four times a week
         when I was five. It was just an activity to me, something to give me exercise. I didn’t have any goals in mind. If it hadn’t
         been skating, it would have been gymnastics or dance. My mom never really believed I’d be anything special as a skater until
         Sergei and I won the Junior World Championships when I was thirteen. She just wanted me to be a normal kid and thought whatever
         I was doing was great. I never dreamed about Olympic medals or traveling the world like my parents. On the ice, I was not
         a good jumper. I just liked to skate.
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      I started skating at age four.

      But the Central Red Army Club had a long history of producing skating champions, and the coaches knew how to train a young
         child for future success. We did physical conditioning off the ice three times a week—abdominals, jumping, leg exercises
        —and ballet training three days a week, which I loved. We learned how to stand, how to hold our heads, how to hold our hands
         and arms. Everything. There was a mirror the entire length of the army club rink where we skated, so we could keep an eye
         on our posture. And I was always the smallest one, boy or girl.
      

      My mother tells me that as a child I was obedient. I was not a troublemaker at all. And disciplined. In order to be at the
         rink by 7:00 A.M., which was when we had ice, I had to be up at 5:30 or 6:00 in the morning. Sometimes my parents wouldn’t want to drive me
         to the early practice. I’d toddle in and wake them, insisting, “I can’t miss it. It’s my job.”
      

      This side of me came from my father. He was very hard on me, very demanding. He got mad at me if my hair wasn’t braided, or
         if my shirt wasn’t tucked in, or if my room wasn’t neat; if my posture wasn’t right, or if my face wasn’t clean, or if my
         food wasn’t eaten.
      

      As a child I was always tense around my father. He expected me to be able to tell time when I was four years old. My mom always
         said, “It’s all right, she’ll learn it soon enough.” She always had sympathy for me, probably because I was so tiny. But my
         father just kept on pushing me. I was scared of him. If he came to help me with my homework, my head didn’t absorb anything
         because I was so afraid that I’d make a mistake. Always fast in mind and movement, he wanted the answers immediately. I got
         so stiff, so panicky, I couldn’t do it. He expected the homework perfect, with no mistakes. If I didn’t do it right, he made
         me repeat it again and again, until it was not just correct, but also neat. I used to make my sixes backward, and if I erased
         one of these mistakes, I had to do the whole homework sheet over again.
      

      Looking back now, I can see that he was teaching me to strive for perfection. Sometimes I think he overdid it. But whenever
         I made a remark like “I want to finish first” or “I want to be the best,” my father liked it.
      

      Deep down, though, my father always had a kind heart. It’s said that the eyes are a window to the soul, and I know it’s true,
         because my father’s eyes were kind. He sometimes came to my room before I went to bed and said, “Katia, I’m sorry I was so
         hard on you.” He used to get angry with me if I got sick, saying it was my fault because I wasn’t wearing warm enough clothes.
         I was even afraid to cough in front of him. But in the evening he’d come up to my room and give me my medicine, or would rub
         cream on my chest, and he’d apologize for getting mad.
      

      He explained that he was the way he was because he’d always been hard on himself. He was already a dancer when he began serving
         two years in the army, and every night, after doing his army duties all day, he’d go to the ballet and work out so he wouldn’t
         lose his conditioning. He told me, you always have to do extra. If your coach tells you to do five jumps, you must do eight.
         If everyone else does something once, you must do it twice.
      

      Now I see my father with my daughter, Daria, and I can’t believe he’s the same man. He’s so patient, and will take hours to
         explain something to her. If he asks her to clean up her toys, he will also help. I don’t remember my father ever helping
         me clean up. When Daria was little, he would feed her the bottle and hold her as long as he could. He is completely different
         now that he’s a grandfather. His body shape is different, too. Perhaps there’s a connection.
      

   
      School Years

I went to a sports school as a child. It wasn’t just for CSKA athletes. There were also kids there from other sports clubs around Moscow. But everyone in the school trained in a sport
         in addition to taking regular classes. One of my classmates, in fact, was the hockey player Pavel Bure, who’s now with the
         Vancouver Canucks.
      

      Elementary schools in Russia have ten grades, and you start when you’re seven and graduate at sixteen. We all wore uniforms.
         From grades one through eight, the girls’ uniform was a brown dress with a black apron in the front. On holidays, the black
         apron was replaced by a white apron. At the top of the dress we wore a little white lace collar that was removable and could
         be washed separately, because the collar was always supposed to be clean. Then in grades nine and ten the uniform changed
         to a navy blue skirt and jacket, under which you could wear any color blouse. The boys, throughout, wore navy blue pants and
         jackets.
      

      Then there were the pins. From grades one through three, we wore a pin on our shirts the shape of a red star that had a portrait
         of young Lenin on it. From grades four through eight, we wore a red scarf around our necks that signified we were members
         of the Pioneers, an organization something like the Boy Scouts. It taught us to respect older people, to be good citizens,
         to be patriots—that sort of thing.
      

      In grades nine and ten, we wore a pin on our shirts in the shape of a red flag that had a portrait of old Lenin on it. That
         meant we were members of the Komosol, which is for strong young people who would help our country grow up. After that, we
         graduated, and it was everyone’s hope to some day be invited to become members of the Communists, which was a great honor.
         My parents were in this organization. To be a Communist, in Soviet society, was considered the highest level of good citizenship.
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      Sergei (in back) in his school uniform.

      Classes went from September till May, and until I was ten years old, we had the summers off from skating. My favorite thing
         to do for vacation was to go to our dacha—a summer home an hour north of Moscow. We shared it with another family, and our part of the house had a living room, a
         small kitchen, and three bedrooms. It was in a village near the forest, and three miles from the dacha was a river where my
         father could swim. In most places this river was so shallow I could wade in it.
      

      I loved being outside all day long. The train line between Moscow and Leningrad—now Saint Petersburg—was only a mile away,
         and five times a day the train roared through. We’d play on the tracks, or would sit on the nearby hillside and throw stones
         at the trains as they passed. The best game we played was War, where we built a camouflaged hut, and I played the nurse waiting
         for the soldiers to come back wounded. I’d bandage them up and send them back to the front. My father wanted me to spend this
         time stretching or running to improve my conditioning, but I just wanted to play. As I said, my father was a very serious
         man in those days.
      

      I liked painting and coloring and crafts and playing with dolls. Very normal things. I used to choreograph shows for my sister
         at the dacha, creating little dramas to which we gave grand names like The Last Concert or Borahtino, the last of which is a Russian fairy tale similar to Pinocchio. Then we’d invite the neighbors to come watch our production.
      

      I’m afraid I was very tough on my sister when directing these shows, much as my father was tough on me. Maria was a cute and
         quiet girl who had very blonde hair as a child. She had round cheeks, pale skin, and wore her hair in bangs, so she looked
         a little bit like a boy. I would expect her to do certain ballet moves in the productions, even though she was four years
         younger than me and had never studied ballet. “So, you can’t do this?” I would say haughtily, showing her a pirouette. I was
         domineering and very demanding.
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      Me, my mother, and my sister, Maria.

      But my favorite thing to do at the dacha was to pick wild mushrooms with my grandfather. He loved the forest, and had names
         for all the different places where we hunted for mushrooms. There was the Forest Across the River, or the Big Forest, or the
         Dog’s Road. They all had different kinds of mushrooms that grew at different times of the year. One was a pine forest, where
         white mushrooms grew. One was a birch forest, where orange mushrooms grew. September and October were good months for picking,
         but in June the biggest mushrooms came up, bigger than the biggest tomato.
      

      Diaka would come in and wake me up at 6:00 A.M. My parents would still be asleep, because they came to the dacha for relaxation, and the last thing they wanted to do was
         get up early to pick mushrooms. Sometimes they slept till noon. My grandfather told me it was better to go early so the other
         mushroom pickers didn’t get there before you. It’s a very popular activity in Russia. But if we were late some days, he told
         me not to worry; our mushrooms would hide from the other hunters until we came. And he was right, because we always found
         them.
      

      Russian people have long looked at mushrooms as being mystical. There is a very old belief that says that once a mushroom
         comes under the gaze of a human eye, it ceases to grow. Diaka wouldn’t let me carry a basket when we went hunting, because
         if the mushrooms saw you carrying a basket, they’d know what you intended and would hide in the grass and not show their faces
         until you had passed. And we never carried a knife. Imagine what you would look like to a mushroom, creeping through the forest
         with a basket and terrible knife. Very scary.
      

      So Diaka would hide a plastic bag in the leg of my pants, and another in his pocket, and then the mushrooms would let us come
         near. We’d go far into the birch forest, and I’d try very hard to keep up with his long stride so the next time he would let
         me come, too.
      

      When we had filled our bags and returned home, everyone would get excited, because Babushka would make nice dishes with our
         mushrooms. We cleaned them very carefully, washing them twice with a brush. Then my grandmother would begin to cook. In one
         dish, she would cut them up, blend them with onions, eggs, and spices, then make them into patties that she fried in butter.
         Or she would make a mushroom soup. Or she pickled them. I liked them pickled, and my grandmother would sometimes pickle a
         whole jar of only the smallest ones for me, because I, too, was the smallest. Unfortunately I hated mushroom soup. I preferred
         picking mushrooms with my grandfather to eating them.
      

      Diaka would also take me fishing. He made a special pole for me, not too big, a very small one, and a bigger pole for him.
         Then we went to dirty places looking for worms. It’s gross, of course, and maybe something I wouldn’t do now, but when I was
         ten or eleven, I loved to put the worms on the hook. Red ones, ugly things, the bigger the better. We used them to catch carp.
         My father, too, sometimes went fishing for eels. He went at night to a place where he would shine a light into the water and
         then spear the eels as they swam toward it. Then he’d bring the eels home, and I’d help him smoke them in alder. Very, very
         delicious.
      

      So, you see, it was a good childhood, filled with happy memories. I was skating singles then—the club did not put pairs
         together until the girls were at least eleven—and I was proud that my parents never came to my practices to watch. Many
         of the parents did that, and I always felt sorry for these skaters. You saw these kids later in their careers, and the first
         thing they did when they finished a program was look to their coach, then look up to their parents.
      

      But my father always asked me about my practices. Every day. Which was why I always wanted to do well. I couldn’t lie to him.
         If I did badly that day, I told him I did badly, and he would speak to me disapprovingly. That’s why I used to hope that my
         Babushka would come to get me after practice, not my father. She knew I preferred it, and even though it meant she had to
         take two buses and the subway, she always tried to come get me. But often my father picked me up in the car, and if I told
         him it was just a normal day of practice, that was very bad. Definitely the wrong answer to give. If I said practice went
         okay, he’d say, “Explain to me how it was okay.” He wanted to know every jump I tried and why I thought I missed it. Every
         night I had an exam.
      

      If a young army club skater failed to show sufficient improvement during the year, he or she was not promoted to the next
         grade in the sports school. To give you some idea of how difficult it was, when I first started skating there were about forty
         kids in my class who skated at CSKA. By the time I graduated, just five boys and five girls remained.
      

      The club always had a year-end competition that was like a final examination. My jumps were not strong, which is why I could
         never have successfully competed as a singles skater. The highest I ever finished in these competitions was third; the lowest
         was probably sixth. When I was nine, my father came to one of these competitions, which was held at seven in the morning.
         I was very nervous because my father was there, and when I was putting on my costume, I somehow zipped my hair in my dress.
         I started to skate, but I couldn’t move my head. My ponytail was stuck in the zipper, lashing my head in place. Finally I
         stopped the program and went to the judge, and he let me unzip my hair and start over. Afterward my father had a very long
         face and big frown, and he didn’t come to any of my competitions again until I was skating pairs.
      

      My father’s dream was still for me to become a ballet dancer, so when I was ten years old he asked me to try out at the central
         ballet school in Moscow. I did it only because he wanted me to. That’s how obedient I was. However, I cannot truthfully say
         I tried my best. I went with a friend, Oksana Koval, who was also a skater and was a head taller than me. She passed, and
         I did not, because I was too short. Oksana is now a ballerina, but if she had not passed this test, it might have been she
         who skated with Sergei. Such is destiny.
      

      My father was very disappointed in me when I failed the test, very upset, but my mother was a little relieved. She knew how
         hard it was to be a good ballerina, and how easy it would have been to fail after being selected. As for me, I wasn’t at all
         concerned, because one of my skating coaches had told me, “Don’t worry about this exam. You’re going to be a great pairs skater.”
         He had a talk with my father, too, and assured him that they would find a nice partner for me, and that I had a good future
         in skating. Still, my father wasn’t happy. I was never quite good enough to please him. Maybe in the Olympic Games I was okay.
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      Sergei (right) was very tiny when he started to skate.

   
      Sergei

The spring I turned eleven, my friend Oksana Koval and I were invited to skate on the large ice rink where the pairs and older boys practiced. Sergei was in this group. The coaches
         had told us to come and skate, it’s no big deal, but my friend and I knew it was more than that and were proud that we were
         the only two selected. As we circled the ice, we gathered from the conversations of the other skaters that it was Sergei for
         whom they were seeking a partner.
      

      That summer Oksana Koval joined the ballet school, and when I returned to the ice the next season, the pairs coach, Vladimir
         Zaharov, told me to come early to practice. He had chosen a partner for me. I was very excited because I knew it was going
         to be Sergei.
      

      I had never spoken to him. I remembered seeing him on the ice with the older boys, and also in school, and he was slender
         and narrow and handsome. But Sergei was so much older than me—four years, which at that age seems like a lifetime—that
         I’d never thought it possible that we’d someday be paired together. At school Sergei had caught my eye because he sometimes
         didn’t wear the mandatory blue uniform like the other boys. He wasn’t sloppy, though. He might wear a nice pair of slacks,
         a jacket, and maybe a skinny black leather tie that was in fashion then. He didn’t carry a shoulder bag for his books like
         everyone else but preferred to carry a briefcase. It was very stylish and made him stand out from the rest.
      

      He was a good singles skater—he’d been skating at the army club since he was five years old—but he wasn’t a very strong
         jumper, which is why they asked him to try pairs. There was some question as to whether he had enough upper-body strength.
         Zaharov wasn’t sure. Sergei’s arms were tiny when we first started, so it helped that I was small. But once he began lifting
         weights, he quickly matured. I have some pictures of him in the place where we trained in the summer, called Isikool, and
         he was so beautiful. His upper body had already developed. But I was blind in those days and didn’t notice. I only thought
         of him as a coworker.
      

      He was always very quiet and shy, and didn’t like to tell stories about himself. Last summer, a few months before he died,
         I said to him, “Serioque? I must be getting older. You know how old people are always thinking about their childhood? I’m
         thinking more and more about my childhood.”
      

      He told me, “Don’t worry, Katuuh. Me too. Let me tell you a couple of stories about myself.” Katuuh was the name he called
         me in casual conversation. Katia he only used when he was serious: “Katia, we have to do the taxes today.” And when he wanted to call me his lovely, romantic wife, then he called me Katoosha, very
         soft.
      

      He had seldom talked about his childhood before. Of course I knew that both his parents—Anna Filipovna and Mikhail Kondrateyevich
         Grinkov—worked as policemen in Moscow. It may seem strange that the son of policemen with no artistic background would become
         a figure skater, but in the 1970s figure skating was very popular in Moscow. It was a young and growing sport, new to most
         people but shown so frequently on television that a lot of kids wanted to try. And parents definitely encouraged their kids
         to get involved in sports—any sports.
      

      The Grinkovs were originally from the city of Lipetsk, which is eight hours away by train. So Sergei had no grandparents at
         home to take care of him. Consequently his mother and father would bring him to day care when he was a young boy—six, seven,
         eight years old—to a place where the children stayed all day and night. They’d drop him off on Monday and pick him up after
         work on Friday. Sometimes his parents told him, “Don’t worry, Sergei, we’ll be back to pick you up early, maybe on Wednesday
         or Thursday.” He’d wait and wait, his little face peering out the window at the street, and when they didn’t keep their word,
         he’d cry.
      

      The other story he told me was that in the winter his parents sent him to some sort of camp where the children took their
         naps outdoors in hammocks—outdoors in winter. It must have been freezing. But the sun was so bright as it reflected off
         the snow that Sergei and the other children had to shut their eyes against it. Then they quickly fell asleep. If you slept
         well and didn’t cry, afterward you’d get a piece of chocolate.
      

      After he told me these two stories, he observed that he’d come out of it all right, so we needn’t feel guilty about sending
         Daria to American day care, where we picked her up each day at noon.
      

      Anna, Sergei’s mother, has told me that she couldn’t keep Sergei’s clothes clean as a child. She’d change him for school,
         warn him not to get dirty, and the next thing she knew, Sergei would have fallen into a tub of water. I can’t imagine that
         she took such a thing in stride. He never complained about his mother, but Anna is quite a serious woman, severe even, as
         one would expect of a Soviet policewoman. Nor was Sergei a model citizen at school. It wasn’t that he was particularly naughty,
         or disrespectful, but Sergei hated conformity. And he despised hypocrisy even more. He didn’t see why he should smile at someone
         he didn’t like. He never understood why I tried to be nice to people, to everyone, even if they had done something to hurt
         me. We were very different in this way.
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      Sergei on a camping trip as a young boy.

      He lived on the very border of Moscow, in an apartment beside the Moscow River. It was the last street before it became another
         town, and you could actually swim in the river there. It was clean, and there was a little beach. Sergei liked the sea and
         swimming, which he always preferred to hiking. He liked to play all sports—tennis, soccer, hockey—and like most boys,
         he liked to play with toy soldiers. Anna told me he could sit in the bath for two hours with these soldiers.
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