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    A Note from the Author


    Thanks for being here. That sounds strange, but I mean it. Thank you. Never in my life did I think I’d have the privilege to tell my story like this, nor did I think I’d have the privilege of having anyone curious enough to want to read about it.


    A part of me feels strange and even selfish, getting to tell my life story like this at only twenty-four years old. But I’ve lived through some things I could have never imagined for myself, and have seen and learned some things that I can only hope that others will be able to learn just from hearing my stories, and not from personal experience. I’ve also had my own story told by so many out there, I thought that it was time to tell it myself.


    If one person heeds my warnings, gets an ounce of inspiration, or even just smiles a little more from reading some of the things I had to say, then this was a success.
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    People often ask my brother and me why we are as patriotic as we are. Others make fun of us for sounding “crazy” when we talk about how much we love the United States. Some laugh and tell us we don’t know what we’re talking about when we praise this amazing country. So I hope you can understand why I am as excited as I am to finally get to share my story and the story of my parents and grandparents, who risked it all so that we could be born in the greatest, most incredible and beautiful place of all, the United States of America. I’m going to start from the very beginning, because I think it’s important to highlight just what it took in order to make sure that I was born an American.


    Both sides of my family went through extreme hardships when emigrating from the Soviet Union to the United States. My mom left with her parents and sister when she was just ten years old, and my dad with his mother at twenty. They both left their lives behind completely, as well as friends and relatives whom both of them assumed they would never see again. They were escaping into a total unknown and with no real information about the country they were heading to. All they had were the hopes of one day living the American dream that they had all heard so much about.


    With just ninety dollars per person, few possessions of their own, and no chance of ever returning, they were forced to set out on a journey that so many could only dream about. They were fleeing injustice, anti-Semitism, and a repressive political system many of us here in the United States cannot begin to understand. Both were leaving comfortable lives behind for a shot at a life in a country that to them was the embodiment of democracy and individual freedom. Like many before them, they risked everything they had and knew for an unpredictable future for themselves and generations to come. Both of my parents have incredible stories and backgrounds. And both deserve to have their stories told much more than I ever will.


    Unlike my father’s story, my mom’s story revolves mostly around anti-Semitism. She and my grandparents always told me just how big of an impact anti-Semitism had on their lives back in the Soviet Union and stressed the importance of religious freedom as one of the greatest gifts many of us are too spoiled and ignorant to appreciate. My mother was often beaten as a child by neighborhood kids for being a Jew, with no other parents intervening in the beatings, which often left her scarred and bleeding. My grandmother was fired from her job as a popular news anchor after word spread that she was Jewish, with those in charge not wanting a Jew on television screens in the Soviet Union. My grandfather was a very well-known artist who was never allowed to paint what he wanted or to express himself if it involved his religion in any way. Both of my mom’s parents came from very observant families, and though being a devout Jew was extremely difficult back in the Soviet Union, my grandfather made sure to never miss a religious service on a high holiday. He never brought my grandmother or great-grandmother along with him because of the risks of attending a synagogue, where people were often attacked or even arrested.


    My grandfather had always wanted to escape. It was his status as a well-known artist, though, that made it practically impossible. My grandfather had often begged the government to allow him to travel to other countries in order to view the artwork of different artists around the world. However, he was never allowed to travel outside of the Soviet Union, as the government was concerned about the possibility of him not returning and embarrassing the Soviet system as others had. On one occasion, my grandparents were allowed to visit Finland, but had to leave my young aunt behind as “insurance” so the government could be confident that they would come back. My grandpa used to listen to his favorite station, Voice of America, on the radio, usually hiding in a bathroom or closet and making sure to cover the radio with blankets so no neighbors would hear the station he was listening to and report him.


    In 1973, President Nixon traveled to the Soviet Union and made a deal with Leonid Brezhnev, then leader of the Soviet Union, which allowed for (to put it simply) the emigration of thousands of Jews in exchange for a certain number of tons of grain. And though the deal was purposely not publicized anywhere on the Soviet news channels, my grandfather heard about it on Voice of America and applied immediately. My grandparents knew that they would have only one opportunity to leave, so when my great-grandmother suffered a heart attack they thought could take her life, they had to make the difficult decision to stay or to leave her and other relatives behind. My grandparents, thirteen-year-old aunt, and ten-year-old mom left with ninety dollars per person, all they were allowed to take with them. Ironically, to give up their Soviet citizenship, they had to pay almost one thousand rubles per person to the government. So, my grandfather made sure to save up and borrow from friends and strangers in order to leave each member of his family staying behind with enough to make their escape if they ever could.


    My father has a very different story. He did not leave the Soviet Union because of hardships. In fact, he often told me how well off he and his family members were in Estonia. Both of my father’s parents were famous lawyers, with my grandfather being one of very few lawyers in the Soviet Union who had permission to represent clients in politically sensitive cases. Doing so often required access to different bodies in the government and sensitive information, and therefore, he ended up participating in many controversial cases in the Soviet Union, many of them even known in the West. He was involved in the case of the ship captain who was court-martialed and whose story became the basis for the book and movie The Hunt for Red October. He also represented family members of the Soviet Politburo, some of the most powerful people in the Soviet Union. At the same time, the government had set its sights on my grandmother because as a lawyer, she often advised Estonian dissidents. And for my grandfather, it would be extremely difficult to leave his established position behind, something he knew he would never get permission to do. This left my grandparents to decide whether to stay and face an oppressive regime or to say their goodbyes and let my grandmother try to flee with my dad.


    With the incredibly difficult decision to escape having been made, their goodbyes said, and exit visas in hand, my grandmother and dad headed to the city of Brest to get on the first train of their journey. They had been stripped of their Soviet citizenship and therefore at this point were stateless, with no passports or identification papers. Once they arrived at the train station, they were told that the train standing on the tracks was the last one out, and that they would soon be closing the border due to the disruptions in Poland by the Solidarity movement. There were no more tickets being sold for the train, so the guards were simply taking people’s exit visas and sending them back. This would have been a catastrophe for my dad and grandmother who would have never been able to rebuild their lives in the Soviet Union or attempt to leave again.


    In that moment, my grandmother took my dad by the hand and walked over to the station master’s office. She looked him dead in the eye and told him that she needed two tickets for the train that was standing on the tracks. At the same time, she took out a piece of jewelry that she had on her and handed it to him. She often says she knew that this was a matter of life and death for her and my dad. My dad always tells me that in that moment he thought they would be reported to police and sent straight to jail. Instead, the station master took the jewelry, opened his drawer, and handed my grandmother two tickets.


    After coming to the United States, my father saved money for years so he could be able to travel to Europe and meet with my grandfather. My grandfather tried to get a travel visa to any foreign country that he could in order to meet with my dad, but with the government being what it was—and only again proving how vital it was to escape—my grandfather was denied with every attempt. He was left knowing he would never see his son again and suffered his third heart attack at fifty-seven and passed away.


    My parents’ and grandparents’ stories are unfortunately not unique. So many people risked everything that they had in order to come to the United States of America. Many weren’t as lucky as my family, either never getting to escape or perishing while on the way. There is no part of me that will ever allow their stories and sacrifices to be forgotten. No part of me can allow their sacrifices to be in vain or their legacies to not continue.


    My parents’ arrival in the United States wasn’t easy, either. Arriving in a new land, with no friends or relatives to guide you, and being forced to find your way without even knowing the language of those around you is not easy. But my family did not crumble. Instead, they rose to the occasion and created a life from nothing, something you can only do in the United States of America. Both of my parents’ families landed in New York, the city I have been lucky to call my home from birth.


    My mom’s mom went on to become a newscaster, working, very fittingly, for Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. My grandfather became the artist that he always dreamed of being, becoming known for many things, including his works that depicted Jewish life. He also became known for his portrayal of America and Americans, with this artwork displayed in museums around the world. My mom became a concert pianist, attending the renowned Juilliard School from the age of ten to twenty-four and has since performed all over the world, including at Carnegie Hall in New York City. My grandmother on my dad’s side went on to teach at the New School for Social Research and New York University. She also wrote articles for various publications, including The International Lawyer and the ABA’s Law and National Security Intelligence Report. And my dad became the first Estonian to attend two Ivy League schools—Columbia University and Yale Law School—and went on to practice law.


    As you can see, I have a lot to live up to. But I also have a lot to prove to the world. Specifically, what it means to be an American and everything that can be achieved here, no matter where you come from. I grew up with my dad telling me stories about how he often had to decide between taking the subway home from school (which would cost one dollar) and having dinner that night. He once got jumped in the subway and was left badly beaten because he refused to give up his briefcase. Little did the muggers know that all he had in there was a toothbrush, some schoolwork, and an extra shirt—all his possessions at the time.


    My family has lived the American dream. They turned ninety dollars into the life I know today, leaving me with an overwhelming feeling of guilt and responsibility. I understand what it meant to them to allow me to one day be born in the United States and I not only have a legacy of desire, drive, and success to live up to, but a dream to live up to and make come true. I have to make sure that every single thing that my grandparents hoped for for our family becomes reality. I have to make sure that the sacrifices made long before I was even born were not made in vain. And I have to make sure that every single person around our country knows exactly what it means to have the privilege to be an American, something I am reminded of every single day.
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    I’ve been asked on many occasions where my strong faith in God comes from. Growing up attending a Jewish school and being taught all about how Hashem (the name for God in Hebrew) is not someone that you see but rather someone that you feel, I have spent my life constantly searching for those moments of feeling. I’ve experienced many of those moments and met many people who have given me that feeling. My family’s escape to the United States and all that they were able to overcome is a huge sign of God for me. My brother is also one of them, as is my husband. They are both gifts from God I know I do not deserve. In my twenty-four years on this planet I have had many moments of feeling when it comes to Hashem. All of those moments have stuck with me over the years and helped tremendously at times of doubt, despite some being much bigger or smaller than others. But I have felt and known no reason as strong as the one that came into my life when I was just three weeks old. Because of this, I can confidently say that God not only exists, but knows exactly what He is doing, a conclusion I am so grateful I was able to come to so early on in my life.


    When my mom was pregnant with me and it came time to start looking for a babysitter, a family friend suggested a woman named Lida. With my dad traveling quite a bit for work and my mom being a touring concert pianist, it was pretty obvious that whatever babysitter they chose would end up playing quite a significant role in my life. They certainly could never have imagined just how significant that role would be at the time.


    My parents are known to push things off until the last possible moment, something they did with finding me a babysitter and something they still do today. When I was three weeks old, my mom finally picked up the phone and called Lida. Luckily, she was not only available but desperate to find a job. She and her husband had just emigrated from Ukraine and were anxiously looking for work. To this day, I am convinced that God sent them to America as soon as my mom got pregnant with me, knowing that, one way or another, we were meant to be in each other’s lives. After a few years, Lida soon became Lidunia, the nickname we still use for her today, and her husband, Iosif, became a very necessary addition to every visit we would have with her. To say that they became like grandparents would be an understatement. They were like the soulmates I never knew I needed, wanted, or deserved. Hands down, to this day, they are the best gift that God has ever brought into my life.


    After my parents gave me the gift of a brother and Lidunia knew that she could no longer take care of two toddlers by herself (she was already in her sixties), she and Iosif became our dream team. They were with us every single day. In fact, I probably spent much more time with them than I did with my parents or any other relatives. Iosif taught me everything that I know. He spent thousands of hours with me from the age of three, teaching me math and always telling me that my abilities in the subject were unique. He finally taught me to ride a bike after we spent ten consecutive weekends practicing on a little hill in the Hamptons, with Iosif at seventy-five years old holding my hand and running down the hill with me, then dragging my bike back to the top and refusing to let me help, every single time. He picked me up from school and raced me home every single day because I asked him to, even after getting hit by a car, fracturing most of his limbs, and spending more than half a year in rehabilitation.


    At one point, we started calling Lidunia and Iosif our fairy godparents. No other words can accurately describe what happens when two strangers come into your life and become more than family to you. Lidunia and Iosif had no reason to love me and no reason to treat me and my family like their own, but they did. They loved me like nobody else ever did, without any conditions of any kind and with the purest love in the entire world. Even after turning twelve and no longer needing a babysitter, I couldn’t separate from them. Lidunia and Iosif became an extra set of grandparents and never left my side.


    They say you don’t know what you have until it’s gone, and boy, is that the truth. In November of 2014, I got the worst phone call I’d ever received. Iosif had been diagnosed with stage four lung cancer and given only a few months to live. My entire world crashed down around me. You often worry about your parents and grandparents leaving you. But when God gives you the gift of a set of people whom you cannot live without, and a set of people you never knew you’d ever meet in the first place, it somehow never crosses your mind that one day they could be taken away. Somehow, maybe because I knew it would be too painful to bear, I never let my mind even consider the idea that Lidunia and Iosif wouldn’t be by my side forever. It was a shock and a pain like none I had ever felt before. To this day, it was one of the worst nights of my life.


    I prayed harder than ever before, hoping Hashem would hear my cries to save the one person that meant the world to me. I brought Iosif every herb and pill I could find and spent nights awake researching magical cures for his cancer, hoping that God would spare my favorite person from the pain he was going through and Lidunia, the best person to ever walk this earth, from the kind of pain that she would have to endure if we lost him. My brother and I spent weeks in the hospital with Lidunia and Iosif, begging doctors to do all they could to save our favorite person. At one point, his kidneys gave out and my brother and I sat by patiently, ready to give up a kidney in case a doctor told us that that was what he needed. I’m confident I wouldn’t have hesitated for a second to give him a kidney if that was what he needed. In fact, I would have given him both.


    The days flew by as if in a race. Thinking back, I wish I would have fought harder to spend every last second with him. But he was deteriorating quickly and didn’t want us seeing what was happening to him, and I had yet to digest what was going on around me. On December 25, 2014, as I sat with my brother at a neighbor’s house, I felt a pain in my chest as if a gust of wind had just flown through me. It was as if a hole had appeared suddenly in my heart. I looked over at my brother and had him call Lidunia, even though I already knew what the feeling meant. Iosif was gone.


    Iosif and I had a bond more special than any I have ever seen. We were more than father and daughter, more than grandfather and granddaughter, and more than teacher and student. He was my absolute best friend in the entire world and the one person I knew would be there for me no matter what. He gave me the kind of feeling of love and protection that was somehow even stronger than what I felt from my parents. He called me his kookalka, meaning “doll” in Russian, and treated me exactly as such. He loved me for no reason at all except for the fact that God put us into each other’s lives, for what reason we will never know.


    When he passed away, my heart shattered. Five years later, I still wonder if it will ever feel whole again. He was the one thing I never realized could be gone one day and the one thing I still can’t live without. He loved me unconditionally; I sometimes even question why God thought I deserved a love like that. Some days I wonder if I’ll ever be loved like that again—not that anything could ever compare with what I shared with him, because nothing ever will.


    I once read that the meaning of the name Lida is “sparkle,” and that’s exactly what she is. Lidunia has been the sparkle of my life since I was just three weeks old. She has been my mentor, my therapist, and my best friend since the moment I could speak, and I make sure to thank Hashem for bringing her and Iosif into my life every single day. Who could have thought that a couple living on the other side of the world could come to the United States of America and settle only a few miles away, just as my mother and father were having a baby who desperately needed them in her life? That’s called the work of God, my friend.


    Would I have survived without Lidunia and Iosif? Probably. Would I have turned out to be the same person? Absolutely not. They shaped me into the person that I am in every possible way. To this day, I need to speak to Lidunia to go over every decision I make or any problem that needs fixing. To this day, I hear Iosif’s voice in my head telling me everything will be alright and not to cry, something I do way too often. He hated when I cried, and he’d be so angry with me for how hard I’m crying right now as I write this. Together, they gave me the gift of life. Not the gift of life that came from my parents, but the gift of a life filled with the kind of love that you only see or hear about in movies and fairytales. I’m probably going to keep crying, because the pain of living without my best friend is one I’ll never get used to. But I’m also going to keep living and keep smiling with Lidunia by my side, exactly as Iosif would have wanted me to do.
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    Before I can even begin to talk about anything juicy, there is one last thing I need to bore you with: the reason that my life has panned out the way that it has, and the reason that the Elizabeth Pipko that you know today exists at all. It is all because of something extremely important to me, something that I love even more than I love most people in my life, in fact, maybe even more than I love life itself.


    It was the spring of fourth grade. It was Passover break in school, and I went with my parents and brother to Florida on vacation. My parents had just purchased a small apartment in Boca Raton, and despite my brother and I seeing sand and the ocean for the first time in months, and my mom’s insistence that we enjoy it, we had other plans. My brother and I are extremely close and until about thirteen or fourteen, I was basically able to convince him to get on board with any idea that I came up with. This time was no different. I had taken a few ice-skating lessons in Central Park and decided that was what I wanted to do while we were on this vacation. So as usual, I relied on my brother for backing as I bothered my parents during every free moment I could find to take me to an ice-skating rink. After a few days, everything became a lot less about me actually getting the chance to ice-skate and more about my stubborn nine-year-old self getting what she had been begging for. To this day I can’t, for the life of me, even remember why I wanted to go skating in the first place.


    After a fight with my mom (and her continued insistence that we stay at the apartment and go to the beach), my dad decided it was time to leave the house and take us to find an ice-skating rink. As crazy as it is to think about, his stubbornness during that fight is probably the reason that my life has gone the way that it has. After searching for a rink we had found online for about forty minutes, we finally arrived. Glacier Ice and Snow Arena was a small rink located in Pompano Beach. It was tiny and weirdly painted, certainly not eye-catching or resembling anything I had imagined in my head, but at least we had arrived.


    As soon as we walked into the building, we were told we were too late to skate that day with just twenty minutes remaining in the general skating session. We decided to sit and watch what was going on out on the ice, though I was much more interested in the Pac-Man game I could see being played in the arcade in the back. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a beautiful woman teaching a lesson. Her movements were like none I had ever seen before. My father, one of the toughest Russian parents you’ll ever meet, turned to me and said, “If you ever want to learn to skate, it should be with her.” I pretended to be disinterested in both this coach and skating altogether, but I’m sure the truth was written all over my face.


    I had never wanted to be a figure skater. I never liked the pretty costumes, the idea of wearing makeup, or constantly being in the cold. I had never even wanted to be an athlete, and I certainly never thought figure skating would be the sport that caught my attention. However, in that moment, I felt a feeling of curiosity and ambition that my young self had never felt before. To me, it seemed as if my father was implying that I would not be able to handle the sport itself or a lesson with this incredible coach, and I was not going to let him be right. So, when we got home that night and my mom offered to pay for a half-hour lesson with this coach, I cautiously accepted.


    Two days later, I let Nataliya yell at me for thirty minutes. I stood practically still for what felt like the entirety of the lesson as I was yelled at, and all my mistakes were pointed out in the most detailed and terrifying way. It was probably my favorite thirty minutes of my life. In that half hour, I felt things that I had never felt before. I was challenged at a level I had never been challenged before. I was motivated and supported by a coach in a way I had never experienced. I was inspired and moved by the art that Nataliya could create with her body on this frozen surface right in front of my eyes. I was humbled by the difficulty of a sport that I had never respected or admired (many in my family have always talked down on sports and athletes, which was all I had grown up listening to. More on that later). And I was excited for a future I had never before even considered for myself.


    Those thirty minutes were all I needed; I knew what I was born to do. When I told my parents my new dream, they were amused, as I had expected, but more supportive than I had anticipated. They didn’t look at me and say, “Sure, I’d love to throw away all the money I’m spending on your private Jewish school, advanced math classes, and violin lessons, and instead spend it on training for a sport that you’re too late to start and have zero abilities in.” Instead, my mom smiled at me in a way I had never seen her smile before, and in that moment, that was enough for me. My mom has always had a way of knowing exactly what I’m feeling or thinking in a specific moment; this time was no different. Was she ready in that moment to make all of the sacrifices that an athlete’s parents usually have to make? Definitely not. But she seemed intrigued at the idea that I had fallen in love with a sport I had never previous-ly shown an interest in, all in a matter of minutes. And it was nice to see somebody as intrigued and interested as I was in this new love I had just discovered. To be completely honest, I wasn’t sure in that moment that I really was in love with figure skating. I had spent thirty minutes in a lesson with an amazing coach and I wanted more, that was all I knew. I was a nine-year-old little girl whose emotions and excitement were all over the place, something I was very aware of. So I decided to let myself think for a little bit before I came to my parents with any grand ideas, probably because in the back of my mind I knew that my mother was going to let me pursue any dream I ever had, no matter the sacrifice, and I needed to be sure.


    A few weeks later and back home in New York, I couldn’t get skating out of my head. I was waiting for a good time to bring it up to my parents but hadn’t found the right moment. One night at my grandparents’ house (where I was spending the weekend), after waking up in the middle of the night and being unable to fall back asleep, I sat at the computer and searched the words “figure skating” on YouTube. Within a few minutes, I discovered Evgeni Plushenko, and I was hooked. I had never seen someone so impressive in my life. It was as if he was overflowing with talent with every step that he took. If I thought I was obsessed with figure skating before, it had reached a new level now. I knew that if I could ever do 5 percent of what he could do, I would feel accomplished. In that moment, every goal and every accomplishment I had ever had went completely out the window. Being the captain of the math team, playing the violin for six years, all of the painting I had done with my grandfather in the hopes of one day becoming an artist, all out the window. Nothing that I had accomplished up until that moment had any significance to me anymore. It was as if, in that moment, I learned the difference between a goal and a dream. I had never had a dream before; it was a feeling impossible to even try to put into words. Only today, fifteen years later, do I realize just how lucky I was to have even gotten the opportunity just to dream in the first place. That is something I certainly didn’t understand at nine years old, and something many don’t get to understand or experience in a lifetime.


    It was my tenth birthday, and I had a plan. I knew that my parents couldn’t say no to me on my birthday, so I decided to tell them then that I knew what I wanted to do. I had decided, after only a few hours on the ice, that I wanted to be an Olympic figure skater. I had never been surer of anything in my life. Even now, fifteen years later, I can look back and say that was the most confident I have ever been in any decision. It was as if I had found myself for the first time. This was a new version of myself that I didn’t even know existed and one that I liked so much better than before. It was a version of myself that had no worries or concerns, only a passion and a dream making everything else in my life seem completely and totally irrelevant, which is just the way I liked it.


    Two weeks later, we returned to Florida for summer break. My parents were set on us splitting all of our time between the beach and summer homework, but of course, again, I had other plans. We arrived back at Glacier Ice and Snow Arena, and somehow, this place that I had only known for half an hour already felt like home. Nataliya was still there, graceful and tough as ever, but this time, it was different. I knew that I had only six weeks in Florida to prove myself to this coach and to my parents, and nothing was going to stop me. I spent every single day at the gym and on the ice. If I wasn’t on the ice or at the gym, I was watching old videos of Olympians and studying their movements. I had never been more committed to anything, and I wondered if the feeling would ever pass. Instead, it only got stronger by the day.


    Around mid-summer, Nataliya introduced me to her husband, Sasha. They trained most of their skaters together, with her focusing on artistry and skating skills, and him focusing on technical elements. I wasn’t advanced enough to start training with him, so instead I sat and watched him with his students every afternoon, consumed with jealousy. I watched girls half my age doing jumps and spins I couldn’t believe were real while receiving coaching from this incredibly skilled man. All I wanted was to experience a few moments of that. Two weeks later, I got my shot. Someone had canceled a lesson, leaving Sasha with an available twenty minutes for me. Again, I humiliated myself for twenty minutes, attempting and failing at jumps that I had seen six-year-olds land with ease. But it didn’t matter, I was one step closer to the Olympics, and that was good enough for me. Later that week, after my mom begged Sasha to find another twenty minutes for me, I overheard him telling her that he was going away for ten days and would try to see me when he got back.


    Right away, I knew what I had to do. In those ten days, I spent every hour working on a waltz jump-loop. This was the combination jump that he had shown me in our first lesson, and despite most people not landing this kind of move in their first three weeks on the ice, I knew I had to prove myself to him. I watched videos on YouTube, I practiced the jump on the floor, and I fell on my butt a few hundred times a day. But eight days later, I landed it! Of course, I eagerly waited for Sasha to return in order to see what I could now do. And after showing it to him and following that up with, “See! I am going to go to the Olympics one day,” he smiled at me in a moment that remains crystal clear in my head to this day. He barely knew me, and I had just mastered a skill I later found out was so elementary he probably should have laughed at me for even uttering the word “Olympics” at all. But I knew in that moment that a part of him believed in me, and I swore to myself that I was never going to let him down.


    My parents are the best; it’s as simple as that. When their ten-year-old daughter told them she wanted to go to the Olympics, they did what most normal parents would probably not do: they believed in me. Everybody told them how difficult of a sport it would be to pursue, especially financially, and they didn’t bat an eye. Everybody told them how hard it would be for me, at ten years old, to begin a sport that most begin by four; they told me to ignore the warnings. Everybody told them how much effort and time it would take in order to get me proper training, so my mom uprooted her life and entire schedule and made it happen.


    My parents began finding me coaches in New York. My dream was to move to Florida and train with Natalia and Sasha, but I knew I was lucky that my parents were even considering the type of effort and financial sacrifice it takes to invest in competitive figure skating, especially in New York City, so I kept my mouth shut and helped with everything I could. My parents were changing their entire lives for me, and I had to show them that I was appreciative and serious. Wollman Rink in Central Park, a rink owned by Donald Trump, was quite close to where we lived. The only time that I had available to practice was before school, so at four o’clock every morning, I made sure that I was awake and ready, by the door, waiting for my mom. My parents are the most supportive parents anyone could have, but with that comes a responsibility to live up to all the sacrifices that they make for me, something I was very aware of. The least I could do for my mom, who was waking up in the middle of the night to take me into the freezing temperatures in Central Park and paying for my practice time every day, was to be ready and waiting by the door for her every morning. I knew damn well what would happen to my dream if she ever found herself waiting for me to get ready. Four days a week my mom also picked me up after school and drove me over an hour away in order to get extra training from the coaches that Natalia and Sasha had recommended to me in Brooklyn, New York.
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