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            This book is dedicated to my haters.


You’re not that cute, your hair is uneven, and you look dusty.


Thank you for being my motivators.
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            The Winnie Cooper

of Pittston, PA

         

         The first time I went ice skating I absolutely fucking hated it. I was about five years old and had begged my parents to take me to Montage Mountain, a small ski resort in Scranton, Pennsylvania, where we lived. At the bottom of the mountain was the field for the Scranton Red Barons, the local minor league baseball team. In the winters they would turn the field into an ice skating rink so those who didn’t want to risk their lives on the bunny hills of the mountain could instead risk their lives on this makeshift pond, with at least fifty people who would be wearing knives on their shoes and had no idea what they were doing.

         My parents brought me there because I was begging to go to a rink, any rink, and this is the one they chose. I had gotten the idea to go skating from one of those giant tins of popcorn that you usually only grab at CVS when you need a last-minute gift for some random office Secret Santa or when you’re running late to your aunt Gail’s Christmas party. You know the ones—they are divided into three compartments inside for regular, caramel, and fluorescent orange “cheese” popcorn. Hey, I’m not above it. I’ve given one or two in my day, and everyone loves a giant popcorn tin. On the outside of this particular tin was an idyllic Victorian scene of all these people skating happily on a frozen pond. After someone gave it to my dad for Christmas, it was around the house and always filled with cookies or snacks of some kind.

         Not only did I love whatever was inside that tin, I also loved what was on the outside. There was one woman on the tin that I was infatuated with. She was gliding across the lake on one skate, the other one dangling in the air behind her. She wore a long black coat, a matching bonnet, and a white muff. It was the muff I was fixated on, and the first time I saw it was maybe the first time I knew what love was. I wanted to glide as effortlessly across ice as this mysterious and fabulous Victorian woman, and I knew that a white muff was essential to making that happen. For the record, this is the only time in my entire life that I ever needed a muff but not the only time I wanted one. I wouldn’t be too proud to wear one today—it’s just that I’ve never really encountered the right muff.

         For a couple of months I pleaded with my parents to go ice skating. I would say, “Wouldn’t it be really fun for the whole family to go to a rink? I think it would be a really good time.” That’s me—selfless to the end. Eventually, my parents agreed to take my younger siblings and me to Montage Mountain. I had this perfect vision of what skating would be like in my head and I knew exactly what I would be wearing. I had this one fleece jacket with huge toggle buttons, sort of like the coat that Paddington Bear wears. I would wear that, blue jeans, plastic rental skates, and, of course, a muff. The muff would obviously be the key to my success.

         None of this ended up happening. The toggle coat was really more of a lightweight fall jacket that was not suitable for the Scranton winter, especially on an outdoor ice rink. My mom nixed it immediately. And the muff? Forget it. “We’re not going to get a muff,” my mom said. “You don’t need a muff. Where do you even buy a muff? You’re going to wear mittens. You need to have your hands free if you fall. You’re going to wear mittens and this ski suit and we’re going to go skating.” Fall?! My poor mother, I thought. She didn’t know who she was dealing with.

         The sleeves of the ski suit had elastic around the cuffs, so I couldn’t even fit my hands in the opposite sleeves and pretend I was wearing a muff like I had planned to do as backup. But as my parents’ green Chrysler Town & Country minivan got closer to Montage Mountain, I convinced myself to get over it: I don’t need any of that stuff. I’m still going to be amazing. My blue ski suit had green lightning bolts down the side that I felt gave off the vibe that I would be going very fast. Even though I wasn’t dressed like her, I could still saunter across the ice just like the popcorn tin lady.

         My mom laced up my skates and we went onto the ice with all the other families out for a day of frosty fun. I took one step with the confidence of someone who had been touring with the Ice Capades for thirty years and immediately fell over. I was wet, cold, and absolutely devastated. I sat in the middle of this makeshift pond, with the wind stinging my eyes, and stared up into the dark winter sky asking God to teleport me to the warmth and safety of the couch in our living room. The whole time we were out on that drafty fake lake, all I wanted to do was go inside and sip on a Swiss Miss hot chocolate—another fantasy that wasn’t to become a reality that day. After that fiasco, I never wanted to go ice skating again. My dreams of being the world’s next “popcorn tin lady” were over.

         Her elusive muff is a reminder that a lot of the major events of my childhood revolved around whatever outfit I would get to wear. For example, another one of my grand dreams was to host a talent show on the back deck of our house. As I planned it in my mind, I would coax my two younger brothers into performing their talents, which, at the time, probably would have been something like naming every species of dinosaur, singing the first verse of “Till There Was You,” or maybe they would have stuck to what they knew best and shown off how they were able to stick their heads through our fence and not get stuck (which they were able to do at least 70 percent of the time, and it was honestly impressive). I knew that, no matter what they did, I was going to be the star of the show, and that’s all I was concerned about. I was going to wear a white turtleneck shirt and these red plaid pants that my grandmother’s sister bought for me. While this is not something Ryan Seacrest would normally wear, I was convinced it was the fanciest thing I owned because of where it came from.

         We called my grandmother Nana and her sister Nono. Nono spent a lot of time with my family because she had no children or grandchildren of her own, and she was a star of my childhood. For some reason I thought Nono was the chicest person on earth. I remember her having fur coats and a maid, but that might be a fiction I concocted to make Nono seem famous. She drank canned Donald Duck orange juice just as I imagined everyone in Hollywood did. Every time I saw her it was like looking at a movie star or Princess Diana or someone else whose job it was to be professionally glamorous.

         I got this whole idea for a talent show from an old episode of Barney & Friends where the purple dinosaur had a talent show for all the kids on the program, including a young Selena Gomez. I wasn’t just going to be like Barney hosting the talent show; I was also going to be like Selena Gomez, showing off my own considerable talent. Naturally, I was going to tap dance. Granted, I had never taken a dance lesson, and certainly not a tap dancing lesson, in my entire life. But I figured if I could get on my plaid pants, grab the microphone from our karaoke machine, and drag the entire family out onto the deck that the ability to tap dance would just flow through my body like a gift from above. Unfortunately, the world would have to wait to witness the Gwen Stefani of Scranton, PA, because the Rippon talent show was not meant to be.

         My plan was that I was going to put it on when everyone in the family was visiting my house for a birthday party or a barbecue. But every time one of these events occurred, there was always at least one Rippon child having some sort of meltdown—maybe my brother was crying or my sister shit her pants. It was always something. Even worse, I could never find my plaid pants. My mother stored them away somewhere in case I needed an emergency Easter outfit and she didn’t have the decency to tell me where they were.

         One of the biggest meltdowns of my early years had to do with another costume. It was Thanksgiving week, and everyone in my preschool class was asked to choose if we wanted to be a Pilgrim or an American Indian. Well, I went to school in the early ’90s when the teachers called them “Indians.” Sorry—we didn’t know better at the time and hopefully they’ve updated their curriculum. If they haven’t, they’ll definitely be hearing from my lawyers. I’ll stick to American Indian for the rest of this story.

         When the class was selecting which one they wanted to be, I was having my daily cry in the mud room (more on that later) so I missed the roll call. I just assumed everybody was going to be a Pilgrim. I was shocked to discover that in my class of thirty, only four people were Pilgrims. I was one, and all the cool kids were American Indians. Everyone else was making a vest out of brown craft paper, and they got to wear a feather headdress. It was the kind of themed costume I could only dream about.

         The teacher showed us that the Pilgrim costume we were going to make was a giant collar and a hat with a buckle on it. When I found out I was going to be stuck as a dowdy Pilgrim in this stupid hat, my heart sank. I got home from school and sobbed to my mom. “You have no idea what they’re going to make me wear,” I blubbered through my tears. The Thanksgiving party finally came, and I spent the whole day crying again because all my friends were basically wearing haute couture vests crafted from paper grocery bags with Bob Mackie–inspired headdresses, and I was stuck in a blue cardboard collar and a hat that wasn’t even stylish in the seventeenth century.

         Outfits weren’t the only cause for meltdowns when I was that age. Every day at preschool was hard for me. I went to Step-Up Preschool and on the drive there, I would cry. We got into a sort of routine where my mom would be driving me and I would sit in the passenger seat of the car (it was 1994 and apparently five-year-olds were still allowed in the front seat—I don’t know; ask my mom) repeating, “Tell me a joke. Tell me a joke. Tell me a joke,” over and over as I rocked back and forth like Meryl Streep in a movie where she cries in the shower. I hated that car ride to school because I had this irrational fear that my mom would drop me off, forget about me, and I would have to live at my preschool my entire life. I thought if I could laugh, then I wouldn’t be so anxious about going to school. If I could just think about something else for a second, I would be OK.

         My mom kept a joke book stashed on the dashboard of the car and she would read me a different joke each day. It had to be a new joke, because if she would repeat one, I would say, “Mom, you already told me that one. How am I supposed to think it’s funny if I already know it?” Even at five it was important to me to keep hearing fresh material.

         There was a mud room at the school where all the kids would leave their jackets, boots, and Power Ranger backpacks before going into the class. I would sit in the mud room by myself and cry for a bit. Only once I was done crying could I enter the classroom for a day at school. I would take my seat like nothing had happened. I was perfectly fine. It was my first acting gig, and if I didn’t deserve an Oscar, I at least deserved a Golden Globe.

         Crying wasn’t the only way my anxieties manifested themselves—when I was little, I also had crippling superstitions. I thought I had to abide by these arbitrary rules that I set for myself, but even when I did, they didn’t make my life any better. As I got older and deeper into my professional skating career, I became superstitious about being superstitious. If something started to get into my mind like, “Every time I enter the ice from this door I skate really well,” I would go out of my way to eradicate it. I would deliberately use a different door every time or walk all the way around the rink to make sure that I wasn’t getting hooked on using the “good” door. This might sound crazy, but as you will learn, I am crazy. I do those things even now and I need to tell myself that it’s just stupid, crazy stuff that I made up in my head.

         Also, I had a severe case of perfectionism and nothing could cure me. I always had to have absolutely perfect grades or I wouldn’t forgive myself. Once, there was a science test that I was worried I hadn’t gotten 100 percent on, and I wanted to do something dramatic. I had seen a rerun of The Wonder Years where Winnie Cooper got a test back and she was nervous about looking at the score. She ran home from school, closed the blinds, and locked herself in the closet. She had a flashlight in the closet and she turned it on and then opened the folder with the test inside, shutting her eyes tightly. When she finally opened them and looked down at the grade, it was the perfect score she wanted.

         I was going to do the exact same thing and it would give me a perfect grade, because if it worked for Winnie Cooper it had to work for me too. So I ran home, closed the bedroom door, closed the blinds, and ran into the closet. The door to my closet was always open, so I had to scrape it along the carpet to get it closed and it took a ton of effort. Then I was in the closet and falling all over my clothes, and things were falling off their hangers onto my head. I sat on the top of the hamper and it creaked under my weight because an eleven-year-old should not be sitting on a hamper to check his grade for a science test, but for the full effect of this ritual, it had to be done. I didn’t have a choice.

         Finally, I turned the light on and I put my hand over the grade so I still couldn’t see it. Then I took my hand off the grade but closed my eyes, just like Winnie Cooper. I thought to myself, “This is going to be a one hundred. I absolutely know it.” When I opened my eyes to look, instead of a one hundred I saw a ninety-nine. I immediately started bawling. I went through all that fuss with the closet and I still didn’t get a one hundred. Winnie Cooper had no idea what she was talking about. This would be my first bad experience of being in the closet, but as I would later learn about myself, not my last.

         Because I was always a crying, nervous mess at school, I never felt like any of my teachers really liked me. That all changed in second grade when I had Mrs. Lucarelli, a good Italian woman who loved the tuna hoagies that the cafeteria served every Wednesday. Near the beginning of the year, Mrs. Lucarelli said she needed a volunteer for a very special job. Everyone raised their hands, so I raised my hand too. Mrs. Lucarelli called on me rather than any of the other thirty kids. “Adam, here is some money. Go down to the cafeteria and get me a tuna hoagie.” Not only did I do it but I wanted to be the best tuna-hoagie retriever that Our Lady of Peace had ever seen. If Uber Eats were a thing in 1997, I would have been determined to get five stars.

         I must have done a good job because every Wednesday it was my job to go down and get Mrs. Lucarelli’s hoagie. That was my first taste of being a teacher’s pet and I found it intoxicating. I mean, first of all, how could you not love all this wonderful, high-strung, overachieving, daily mental-breakdown mess? Second of all, I finally felt for the first time that I had a friend in class.

         It’s not like the other kids were mean to me; it’s just that none of them really wanted to play with me on the playground. In fifth grade I would brag to my classmates that I was only forty pounds. Why? I don’t know. It was a stat that guaranteed me to get picked last for every recess kickball game. But I didn’t want to play kickball; I wanted to jump rope and hang out with Sarah, the only girl to comfort me in preschool during my mud room crying jags, which will always make me think of her as a goddess who saw through my shortcomings.

         Eventually I did make another friend, Alex. We just sort of found each other because we were the misfits of our class. I was a skinny, short kid with full-size adult front teeth in a child-size head, and Alex was a husky boy who was missing half of his pinkie finger, but to me he was the coolest person I’d ever met. He was the yin to my yang. I think maybe no one knew what to do with either of us, and then we found each other.

         Alex was the only classmate who would invite me over for playdates and to hang out at his house. He had a Nintendo and we would play Super Mario Bros., and even though I was awful, it was the best time I had ever had. He also had an air hockey table in his basement, which really blew my mind. It was nothing revolutionary, but he was always nice and sensitive and made me feel like I belonged somewhere.

         The time Alex and I spent together always seemed special, because it was so rare for me to have someone who wasn’t related to me to hang out with. Once, I went to Alex’s house and his mother made us that childhood staple: grilled cheese and tomato soup. When my mom came to pick me up later, the first thing I said to her when I got in the car was, “Alex’s mom made the best soup. It was delicious.” I went on and on about this soup for days, asking my mom to make it for me again because it was so heavenly.

         My mom finally got so interested (what could this gourmet family recipe be?) that she called Alex’s mom and asked her for her soup recipe. “It’s just Campbell’s soup from the can. I don’t know why he loved it so much,” she told my mom. So my mom got it for me at the store and made it one afternoon. I thought my mom must have made it wrong because it wasn’t nearly as good as it was at Alex’s house.

         Even though I wasn’t Mr. Popularity in grammar school, it was a school rule that if someone in the class was going to have a birthday party, then everyone had to be invited. In fourth grade, just before I turned ten, one of the girls in my class, Anastasia Davenport (if that’s not her drag name, then maybe it should be mine), decided she was going to have her birthday party at the Ice Box. It was a brand-new skating rink that had just opened in nearby Pittston, Pennsylvania, a town just as glamorous as its name implies.

         At first I wasn’t excited about it because of my experience at Montage Mountain and because, once again, there would be no muffs. But when we arrived at the rink, it was totally different. It was inside, so even though it wasn’t warm, at least it wasn’t freezing cold and windy.

         But the real reason I was willing to give skating another chance was because a year earlier I had watched figure skating for the first time on TV, during the 1998 Olympic Games. (My mom says we watched the 1994 Olympics together, but I was four and must have been in a blackout because I don’t remember a thing.) My mom had invited her friend Andrea to come over and watch the games. I had never met Andrea before, but I heard a lot about her. If this stranger was coming over just to watch something on TV, it meant the event had to be something special. I can’t help but get excited about an occasion.

         I got even more excited about the Olympics when, on the afternoon of the big day, we were in the drive-thru at McDonald’s and the announcer on the car radio said he had the results of the women’s individual figure skating competition and if you didn’t want to spoil that night’s prime-time coverage of it, then you should turn off your radio now. My mom heeded that prehistoric spoiler alert and I thought to myself, “Wow, this is going to be so dramatic when we finally find out who wins!”

         Once Andrea arrived, I thought we were all going to watch the competition together and, when it was over, have our own medal ceremony. This was just a few months after the holidays, so I found some Christmas ribbon and cut circles out of paper to make gold, silver, and bronze medals. I loved watching Michelle Kwan battle Tara Lipinski, especially because it was being billed as this supreme artist against an up-and-comer, but I fell asleep halfway through and my mom had to tell me who won in the morning. I was happy for Tara, but mostly I was upset that I didn’t get to perform the mock medal ceremony with my homemade medals in my living room.

         Because of all this, I was willing to give skating another chance as long as it wasn’t at Montage Mountain. When I got to the rink, I was skating around with the kids in my class. I wanted the ice to be really worn out, full of the cracks and divots that professional skaters hate. Twice during the public skate they cleared the rink so the Zamboni could cut fresh ice, and I didn’t like that. When the ice was smooth, it was fast and furious, and I was already too much of both. Once the ice got sufficiently bombed out, I learned that I could go slow enough to move around and start to have some fun.

         There were some local girls who I had never seen before skating at that rink, and they knew a few simple jumps and how to do spins on one foot. During a normal public skate the figure skaters have to skate in the middle because the rest of us laypeople have the perimeter of the rink to be messy train wrecks and fall all over the place. I remember watching these girls in the center and being completely enamored. I thought they were the coolest thing ever, and though the kids who were cool at school never wanted to hang out with me, I thought maybe these girls might.

         These master skaters didn’t know who I was. It was a fresh start. They had never seen me cry in the mud room or try to impress the teacher with a hoagie delivery. It was like in a movie when someone moves to a foreign country and changes their name. Better yet, it was like a classic rom-com where the heroine takes off her glasses and gets her braces removed (either from her legs or her teeth, but maybe both) and the audience realizes there was a beauty hiding underneath the whole time. This was my version of that.

         I was feeling kind of brave, so I skated into the middle—or more likely crawled or slowly glided, because I was really bad at stopping. I went up to a girl who was doing the single-foot spin and asked her how to do that. “I don’t think you can, but I can teach you how to do a two-foot spin,” she said.

         In that moment I was sold. It was the first time someone my age offered to teach me something, and they were excited about it. Several of the girls took me on as their project for the day. I remember them telling me I had to go over to one of the dots painted under the ice that hockey players use (I still have no idea what they mean), and I should practice spinning in that dot. They were all helping me do a two-foot spin in the middle of the ice. Who knew where the rest of my class was? Who cared? I was where the action really was.

         Two of those girls were Kitty and Jocelynn, who were already honing their skills with figure skating lessons. They would later become my friends when I started skating all the time. I just thought they were totally amazing, and them teaching me how to skate felt like Mariah Carey and Whitney Houston taking a break from dueting on “When You Believe” to give a young singer a voice lesson. When the informal lesson was over and we had to clear the ice, one of the girls said, “You should come back; it would be really fun.” I knew, at that moment, that I would certainly be back, if not only for the skating but for something I’d never felt before that day—the warm Swiss Miss–hot-chocolate glow of acceptance.

      

   


   
      
         
            Victory at the Holiday Inn

         

         After having so much fun at the Ice Box during Anastasia Davenport’s birthday party, I started plotting different reasons and scenarios of why my mom had to take me back to the rink for another public skate, especially because she was going by herself already. My mom actually started dabbling in the art of figure skating before I came along. She was a dancer her entire life, and before she had kids she even ran her own dance company. She worked with and choreographed for all the dancers in her company as well as did some gymnastics choreography on the side. This one family she worked with had one daughter in skating and another in gymnastics. She did such a good job on the one girl’s gymnastic routines—I come from a long line of overachievers—that they asked her if she could choreograph their other daughter’s ice skating programs.

         “Oh, I don’t know anything about ice skating,” she told the girl’s mother.

         “It’s easy,” she told my mom. (Note to that lady: Choreographing an award-winning ice skating routine isn’t as easy as you think.) “It’s not strict like a balance beam routine. You’ll be fine!” She assured my mom that this would be a walk in the park, but like on ice. She wanted my mom to choreograph a show program, which didn’t have any required elements, so my mom agreed. She thought it would be smooth sailing, but little did she know the seas would be mighty.

         My mom showed up at the rink at the appointed time. Immediately the girl’s skating coach gave her the stink eye. Who was this confident woman standing at an intimidating five feet two inches—I also come from a long line of statuesque Irishmen—who didn’t know nothin’ ’bout birthin’ no babies (she would learn, as she later had six of them) or figure skating? When my mom first showed up at the rink, this coach snidely offered to give my mom some skating lessons, and to call her bluff, my mom agreed, so she learned how to skate for free from a professional skating coach. The Rippons are not just overachievers; they also love a bargain. There’s an old Irish proverb that goes something like, “Every time a Rippon gets a deal, an angel gets its wings.”

         My mom is no Dorothy Hamill, but she could do some turns, spins, and even a jump or two. Her signature move was the Mohawk Half Flip, which is the trick she would perform when she wanted to show off. It was nothing crazy, but my mom did it with flair and with her arms over her head like any true ballerina on ice would. Misty Copeland would approve—I’m almost positive. But for years after that and through my childhood, my mom would go ice skating once or twice a week just to clear her head and have some alone time. At this point she had four kids, one of whom was still reliant on jokes to get to school and out of the car between anxiety attacks, so an hour or two on the ice alone was meditative and necessary.

         After the skating party, every time my mom would go to the rink, I would beg to join her. Often she would relent and it would be just like the birthday party, where I would take off and attempt tricks I had seen on TV. I’m sure I must have looked like a hot-trash disaster because eventually some of the real figure skater girls would come over, bring me to the center of the rink, and try to teach me things. After years of trying every all-American sport, I finally found something I loved and my mom knew it. I wanted to skate more than anything in the entire world.

         I didn’t have a very good track record (HAHA—I crack myself up) when it came to following through on sports thus far. First I tried to play soccer. As anyone who has been to a junior league game will tell you, when seven-year-olds play soccer, they all run in this huge clump around the ball from one side of the field to the other. I was getting so tired from running the whole time that I thought, Oh, I’ll outsmart the team. Wherever they run, I’ll run to the opposite side, so I’ll already be there when they get there.

         I thought this was a brilliant strategy, but my young and still-developing brain didn’t see the glaring flaw in what seemed like the perfect crime. If I was always going to the opposite side of the field, it’s just as much running as every other panicked seven-year-old was doing with the exception of being in the clump. Finally, the coach yelled at me in the middle of play, shouting, “Adam, get in the game!” I was shocked that he didn’t appreciate the strategy I had. “Adam, you are so smart. Avoiding the clump the entire game helped us win! You’re a hero,” was the reaction I was going for. After getting yelled at, the only thing going through my head was, I don’t want to be here anymore.

         Next I tried baseball, which was a pretty big deal because my dad loved baseball. He used to play when he was younger and it only made sense that his son was going to be the next Babe Ruth. He had an autographed Mickey Mantle baseball card that was his prized possession. I remember seeing this card, framed in our dining room, and knew that we were never allowed to touch it. It was our family’s version of the Hope Diamond.

         Baseball was pretty fun, but I was really small for my age and I didn’t have any friends on the team. I always had to play in the outfield, and the ball never seemed to travel that far, which led to a lot of “me time.” Whenever the ball did come my way, I was always so deep in thought that I usually didn’t even notice. How was I supposed to pay attention to the game when I was thinking about important things like how on earth dandelions and the cotton ball weeds that you can blow are the same flower? When I was at bat, I always thought it would be my time to shine and show why I deserved to be the MVP of the season. But whenever I got up to the plate, I inevitably struck out.

         Once, though, I got hit by a pitch. I cried a little bit, but then the umpire said, “Take a base.” And I was like, “What?” I found out every time you got hit by a pitch, you get to go to first base, a mythical castle that I had never visited before in my, up to this point, very tumultuous sporting life. The next game, each time I was at bat, I tried to lean in close to the plate so I’d get hit by a ball again, literally taking one for the team, and I wouldn’t have to strike out anymore. I finally felt like I was in good graces with my entire team because they could always count on me to make it to first base now, but my dad wasn’t a fan of my new trademark move. He yelled at me and told me that if I was going to play baseball, I had to play it right.

         I was over baseball and was just trying to get through the season. One day at home before a baseball game I asked my mom, “What do people look like when they faint?”

         Her immediate response was, “Adam, I swear to God, if you pretend to faint in the middle of the game so that you can go home, you’re going to be in very big trouble.”

         “Oh, I wasn’t going to do that,” I said, faux aghast. “I just want to know what people look like when they faint. I’m just curious.” But of course I wanted to pretend to faint, like some Southern belle who had just gotten the vapors because a mouse ran through her legs. I could totally see the whole scenario in my head, my little body collapsing into the dust of the outfield, the coach and my parents rushing to see if I was all right, being carried back to the car and then put softly into bed without having to endure another awful baseball game. Another foolproof plan. My mom killed that fantasy right there in our kitchen on what I thought would be the Saturday I wouldn’t have to play baseball.

         Then I tried tennis. I started taking lessons right before going to Anastasia’s ice skating party, and my mom made me keep going even while I was annoying her to go back to the rink. What I loved most about tennis was getting a red Powerade from the vending machine at the end of practice. I worked hard and tried to do everything the coach asked, but red Powerade was my light at the end of the tunnel. There was nothing like opening a cold one after practice. I remember the coach once asked us, “Who is the best tennis player in the world?”

         The eternal teacher’s pet, I said, “You are!” But he really wanted an answer. He told us if we were truly into tennis, we would start watching it on TV, we would learn who all the players were, and we’d start wanting to train harder and harder to be like them. That’s when it hit me, right there on tennis court 2 at Birchwood Tennis & Fitness Club. That’s when I realized I wanted to be a figure skater. If I was going to start watching a sport on TV and finding out who the best was, I imagined myself staring at Michelle Kwan, not Martina Navratilova.

         Finally, for my birthday, which is November 11 (set your calendar reminders and tell all your friends), my parents signed me up for group lessons at the Ice Box. There were maybe about a dozen kids in the class, including my brother Tyler, who started skating with me. The lessons were for beginners of all ages, boys and girls. We learned the basics: how to skate forward and backward, how to do a two-footed spin, how to fall and get up, and how to skate on one foot, which really threw me back to my favorite popcorn-tin-that-had-been-repurposed-into-a-cookie-tin lady in our house. I worked harder than anyone else in the class. I did all the extra practices that were allowed, I would endlessly drill the elements we were learning, and I listened in on all the higher-level classes and collected all the intel I could like I was Don Lemon about to break a story on CNN. At the end of the six weeks, I had drastically improved. I like to think that maybe I would have been able to land a triple jump at this point already had I not been weighed down by my very thick fleece pants and matching Old Navy fleece tech vest. I guess I’ll never know.

         I moved through all the levels that they offered at the Ice Box very quickly, and I just wanted to skate all the time, but there were only a few times each week that the rink allowed figure skaters on the ice. On Monday nights it was “club night,” where adult members of the local figure skating club could skate, and Wednesday nights were when the kids could come and figure skate. I started showing up on Monday nights because I wanted to skate so much. I had to promise all the adults that I wouldn’t skate around too fast or get in their way—a promise that I wasn’t always able to keep. I won them over by being able to talk shop about all the different famous skaters we would watch on TV and give them my opinions on how they would do in their next event. And also by begging. It was like The Art of the Deal but without Russian collusion, just Russian skaters.

         After three months of lessons and a few pairs of fleece pants, I was making a lot of friends at the Ice Box. That’s how I got roped into the Keystone State Games in nearby Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania (yet another town just as glamorous as its name suggests). It was the annual statewide competition, and every year since the Ice Box had been open it had won the “club trophy,” which means that collectively, at the end of the four-day-long event, they had earned the most medals. They signed me up to do three different events and even got my mom and my brother Tyler to compete as well. Anything so they could get that sweet, sweet victory. That’s a motto I continue to live by.

         There are two tracks in skating governed by two very different groups. There is the recreational track, for those who don’t have dreams of Olympic glory. The skaters who choose this track are just skating for fun. That track is governed by the Ice Skating Institute, or ISI. Because it’s recreational, they have all sorts of competitions for anyone who wants to participate. There’s a category just for footwork, there’s one that is an “entertainment” category that is like jazz dancing on ice, there’s a category for people who want to skate with their friends, and there’s even a family skate category where moms and dads can do programs with their children. You can also use props in ISI, and a skating program with elaborate homemade props is something you need to see at least once in your life. I know it’s starting to sound like two ice skaters stayed up late one night binge drinking while creating these categories, and maybe they did. Who am I to question the creative process? They also make all the groups small enough so that everyone will win a medal or a ribbon for placing.

         The other track in skating is the competitive track, which is overseen by US Figure Skating, or USFS. They are the ones who govern the national championships, send skaters to international competitions, and oversee the selection of the Olympic team. I knew that was the one that was prestigious, so I wanted to compete in that track too, even though there were no precious points for the Ice Box if I did.

         There are only four competitors in each ISI category and everyone wins. There’s first place, second place, third place, and the participation trophy, much hated by Fox News anchors. For the USFS competition, there could be as many as eighteen competitors and only one winner. It was the first time in my sporting career I actually felt competitive because this was the first sport I actually thought I was good at. The people at the Ice Box were mostly skating for fun, so they had no idea why I would want to stress myself out with this competition.

         I signed myself up for two USFS competitions on top of the three ISI events the Ice Box signed me up for. Suddenly, I had five routines to figure out. My mom tried to help me do one of them, and even though I had been skating for only three months, I thought I was an expert. She tried to show me a move she thought would go nicely with the music, and the reaction I gave her was the same that Randy Jackson would give a bad singer on American Idol. It was a no from me, dog. My mom asked one woman, Debbie, the only coach at the rink who had students in the USFS categories, if she would be my coach.

         “Are you turning into one of those crazy figure skating mothers?” was her response.

         “No,” my mom said, a little annoyed. “Adam thinks that a flip is jumping to the left and a lutz is jumping to the right. He’s teaching himself these tricks and he’s doing them wrong and I’m afraid he’s going to get hurt. I just want someone to show him the right way.”

         “Well, you sound like one of those moms, and if I had a nickel for every mother who thought their kid was going to the Olympics, I’d be rich,” she said. Debbie was also fully booked. She was the highest-level coach at the rink and had all the best skaters. She didn’t have time for someone who just started.

         Instead, my mom hired another one of the coaches at the rink, this very eccentric woman named Valerie. She talked about her “energy” and “being connected to the earth.” Every lesson, before we could start skating, Valerie had to cleanse the energy around me. It was hocus-pocus I wasn’t ready for at that age but now would be all about. You pay skating coaches by the minute, so this wasn’t my mom’s favorite part of our lessons either.

         Between Valerie doing some choreography and me just inventing things, I finally got all of my programs together. At that age, each of the programs is only about a minute long, so my mom bought this CD that included fifty famous TV theme songs. They weren’t famous to me, because I had never heard of any of these shows, even on Nick at Nite. Bonanza? Never heard of it. Car 54, Where Are You? I couldn’t be bothered to find it. Mission: Impossible? Isn’t that a Tom Cruise movie? She thought I could just use the music on there for years and years to come. It was another Rippon bargain. I didn’t really care, as long as I had something to skate to.

         I didn’t have a skating costume to wear, and it’s not like they sell them at Dick’s Sporting Goods. My mom was still getting magazines for dance costumes from when she ran a dance studio, so we ordered something from that—this thin black shirt that zipped halfway up the front and a pair of black stretch pants that were so big on me they flapped in the breeze when I would skate fast. I was a vision.

         My mom, Tyler, and I drove about three hours to Mechanicsburg. The competition was four days long, which meant it would be my first stay in a hotel. All I knew about hotels was what I learned from TV and movies, particularly Pretty Woman. I thought every hotel room had three living rooms with a Steinway grand piano in each, a dining room, and a giant Jacuzzi bathtub that you could dunk your head in while listening to a yellow Walkman just like Julia Roberts.

         Imagine my dismay when we pulled up to the Mechanicsburg Holiday Inn and checked into a room with two full beds and a dirty bathroom. (The hotel has since been torn down, which is one way to get rid of a dirty bathroom.) This is a lot different from Pretty Woman, I thought.

         The day of the ISI competition I did several of my ISI programs, including an entertainment program set to the theme from some mythical sitcom called Dennis the Menace. I liked that program because I got to roll around on the ice for a section, but I was upset that my costume was only a T-shirt and overalls from Gap Kids. I thought it was reckless of my mom to think it would be enough. I was scared I would lose to a bitch who brought props. I also did a footwork program to the theme from Hawaii Five-0, which I hated because there weren’t any jumps in it. I fell during that competition, so I came in third out of four skaters in my age group.

         When the results came in, I was so disappointed that I started crying. I felt horrible because I was standing with my friend Marci Mateo, who had just come in first. “Are you all right?” she asked me.

         “I’m just so happy for you,” I lied to her through the tears. She skated to “Be Our Guest” from Beauty and the Beast and performed her whole routine while holding a serving tray and dressed as a maid. Even without my fall, how was I to compete against that level of theater?

         The USFS competition, being so prestigious, consisted of two parts over two days. The first part was called “compulsory moves,” where you have to do very basic elements with no music. I was at the level “no test,” which meant exactly what it sounds like—I hadn’t tested to advance through any levels yet.

         When the event was over, the referee would post the results on the wall in the hallway leading to the locker rooms. This piece of paper taped to the wall held my destiny. I remember hearing a girl scream that the results were up, and I ran into the hallway to see where I would place in this group of fifteen other skaters. The gods were in my favor—I had placed first.

         I went to find my mom to tell her I was Mr. Keystone Games “No Test” Level Compulsory Skate 2000, and she said, “No, you didn’t win. You must be reading it wrong.” She didn’t think that with four months of training I could beat out kids who had been doing this for four or five years.

         I kept shouting that I had won and my mom said, “Adam, stop screaming. You’re going to upset whoever the real winner is.” Then she saw the score and realized I was right. I decided in this moment of glory I would forgive her for doubting me.

         The next morning I woke up and was very excited not only because I got to compete again but also because the Holiday Inn had a free breakfast buffet. At ten, my favorite restaurant was Old Country Buffet. You could have pizza and make your own ice cream, and I just thought it was the coolest thing in the world. (Now I don’t even like to be within a ten-mile radius of one, but I didn’t know then what I know now.) At the breakfast buffet I had that classic culinary pairing of watermelon and bacon. It was the same winning breakfast I had the previous day when I won the “no test” competition. It was truly the breakfast of champions.

         Back in the room, while we were waiting to leave, my mother closed herself in the bathroom for a while. Tyler and I thought nothing of it and continued bouncing on the polyester floral bedspreads. Then I heard my mother crying quietly on the other side of the door. “Are you OK?” I asked through the closed door.

         “Yeah, everything’s fine,” my mom said, flushing the toilet and coming out. I would find out much later that is where she found out she was pregnant for the sixth (and final) time. But she had to stay focused. Her now-growing uterus would have to wait because we all had a full day of competing ahead of us.

         For my freestyle program in the USFS competition, I was doing a routine to the theme from the show The Wild Wild West. Yeah, I had never heard of it either. The most difficult jump I had in my program was a single lutz jump. During the six-minute warm-up period (which is when skaters get to practice in a group before they each compete), I tried my lutz and fell. Being dramatic, as I always am, I thought, Now I’ll finally see if I can pull it off under pressure.

         During my routine, I landed the lutz jump and proved I could pull it off under pressure. As I was skating, I started to go through the rest of the program really quickly in my mind and decided that I could add more to it. I was skating really fast and finished my whole program in about thirty seconds. Then I just stayed in the middle of the ice and started adding jump after jump without listening to the music at all. Suddenly, when the music stopped, I stopped. I thought to myself, I think I’ve done enough, as if there were a spotlight trained on me and my performance moved the entire audience to tears as roses rained down around me.

         It was nothing like that, but I did win. After the State Games my mom and I started taking my skating a little bit more seriously. She saw not only that I enjoyed the skating but also that there was a competition aspect to the sport, so it might be worth pursuing better coaching to help me improve.

         I was spending so much time at the Ice Box working on my skating that my mom got a job there to make extra money to pay for the coaches, equipment, and rink time I’d need. She started doing promotions for them, because she thought she could help improve their group lesson program. Since she had run a dance studio, she figured running a skating program would be similar, and she started to get them more people for their classes.

         Then she convinced the owners that they should do something called an “early bird” package, where skaters could get ice time if they showed up between 6 and 8 a.m. before work or school. They told her if she could get ten people to buy this, they would do it. She got twenty-five. Then they said they didn’t have anyone to open up in the morning and let the people in, so this mother of five, with one on the way, volunteered.

         Since we would be the first ones in every morning, that meant my mom had to “cut” the ice. One of the college kids who worked at the rink had to teach her how to drive the Zamboni. She says now that she was terrified, a five-foot-tall, five-months-pregnant woman trying to maneuver a hulking $100,000 piece of equipment around the ice rink.

         But if you thought being pregnant would stop Kelly Rippon, then you didn’t know Kelly Rippon. Soon, running the early bird skate and the group lessons wasn’t enough for my overachieving mom. Next she took over the freestyle skating times and the hockey program. She went from making some posters to essentially running the whole rink. She said it was to make money for my skating, but I think she also liked being back at work and having her talents appreciated.

         I used to love those early mornings at the rink, especially when there would be a snow day. We’d go in early to skate and then we’d huddle around the TV near the wooden picnic tables in the Ice Box lobby. I’d watch WNEP 16 with my two friends Danni and Emily, and we’d wait for each of our schools to come up saying that it was cancelled. “Please say Our Lady of Peace,” I would plead with the well-coiffed local news anchor.

         Danni, Emily, and I all went to different schools, so the only time we got to hang out together was at the rink. One morning each of our schools had been cancelled, so we all got to have a few extra hours of ice time. It might have been so snowy it was too dangerous for school buses on the road, but our parents’ cars would be fine, right? Right!

         When the three of us were together, we’d find old cassettes that skaters had left at the rink with the music for their routines on them. We’d pick one at random and we’d take turns making up routines on the spot. One of us would serve as the judge (I was always strict but fair) while the other two would compete. One day, we rustled up some tapes and Danni and Emily were going to compete for me.

         We were all standing on the ice. As part of the rules, Emily had to turn her back so she couldn’t steal any of Danni’s interpretive moves. Danni skated around the corner of the rink and did a jump of some sort and fell. Immediately she started screaming, but I thought she was laughing. It was so sweet that she was such a good sport about inevitably losing the interpretive dance competition and could laugh at her mistake. By laughing she let Emily know the door was open for her to win, which wasn’t a great strategy. Then I realized she wasn’t laughing—she was crying. “Emily, I think something’s wrong,” I said to her as we went to go check on Danni. It turns out she had broken her leg.

         Emily and I ran to get help from one of the adults at the rink. They called the ambulance and told us not to touch her in case it would hurt her more. We got our winter coats and bundled them around Danni so at least she would be warm while we waited for the paramedics.

         Eventually, Danni would be fine. She came to the rink a few weeks later, though she couldn’t skate with a cast on. Emily and I both got her gifts to make her feel better. I gave her one of my Beanie Babies that was a sheep. I took a Popsicle stick and snapped it in half and taped that to the sheep’s foot with medical tape so it would have a broken leg like hers. I meant it to be sweet, but looking back on it now, it probably wasn’t helpful to have a reminder of her injury stare at her in the form of a bean-filled lamb.

         This was the first time any of us realized this sport could actually be quite dangerous, but it didn’t stop us from skating or pushing our limits. In six months Danni was back with us, trying to take the gold in the interpretive snow-day championships once again.

         Not everyone at the rink was as nice to me as Emily and Danni. There was one girl who always teased me named Eliza (that’s her real name, and she knows who she is). The figure skaters took the ice after the youth hockey team practiced and there would always be some of them straggling around as we got ready. She would say, “Hey, Adam, don’t you think all the hockey players are hot? You’re looking at the hockey players, aren’t you? You love them.” She was clearly trying to shame one of the few boys in figure skating for being gay, which, yeah, real original, Eliza.

         I would say, “No. I don’t know,” and it was the God’s honest truth. I might have been attracted to boys back then, but it’s not like any of these boys were going to wind up in a Calvin Klein underwear ad. They were a bunch of goofy teens from small-town Pennsylvania. Even at that age, I knew I could do better.

         To make it even worse, all of these boys were always telling Eliza how beautiful her eyes were. She wore pounds of eye shadow and so much mascara that it looked like two tarantulas stuck to her forehead. I had no interest in these boys who always said they loved her eyes when no one had ever seen them.

         Around that time I was doing more local competitions in all of the great hot spots of figure skating: Harrisburg, Hershey, Philadelphia. I joke about it now, but I was honestly having the time of my life, placing pretty high in competitions doing the thing I loved the most in the world. It was great.

         When we were in Philadelphia, my mom prepared me to get onto the ice, stood by the rink door, and held my water bottle—all things a coach would normally do—because Valerie was afraid to travel, so she hadn’t come with us. It was only a two-hour drive, but alas, there was no energy cleanse that would get her to make the trip. When my mom was looking around, she saw a brochure for a woman who was giving skating seminars and lessons in the Philadelphia area. She didn’t have any Olympic-caliber athletes but she had tons of experience, and my mom thought that she would focus more on my skating and less on my chi.

         Her name was Sofia and my mom called her to set up a time for us to meet. As soon as we walked into her rink, the Skatium in Havertown, Pennsylvania, I could feel my heart beating faster in my chest. When my lesson was over, she approached my mom and said, “He’s such a nice boy. It’s just too bad he’s fat.” My slight frame had been concealed by my Old Navy tech vest and the crash pads I had shoved into my underwear before my lesson so that if I fell, I would be able to get up immediately without any pain so as not to show this Russian woman any sign of weakness. I would eventually learn this is something all Russian coaches say, whether it’s true or not. I think “You look heavy” translates directly to “How are you?” in Russian.

         After the session, she and my mother decided that Sofia would be my coach. Eight months into my skating career I had a championship under my belt, a real coach, a mother who worked at the rink and would drive me anywhere, and a whole host of friends in the “industry.” I was finally being treated like the star I was already in my own mind.
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