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I dedicate this story to the lovers and iconoclasts 
who never stop the world from spinning, 
and to the two people who have taught 
me the beauty of life and love—
my mother, Patti, and my father, John
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Prologue


I get more messages than Jesus. Actually, make that Santa.

My BlackBerry and iPhone won’t stop their incessant buzzing. First it’s my best friend Paris (and no, not the heiress) on the personal line, then a very hot and very young, supposedly straight guy who attended my weekly Weeds night fête and complimented my cupcake selection. What could he want? Not the time to find out. Ditto for the calls and texts on my professional line: record producer, ice show producer, reality show producer. It’ll all have to wait.

Right now the only distraction that matters is the wailing intercom in my manager Tara’s Manhattan apartment. Our driver has been angrily trying to get us downstairs and into the car for the last forty-five minutes.

Just a few more seconds for a last look in the mirror. Other than a black Viktor & Rolf jacket over a stunning emerald green chiffon Pucci blouse, the rest of my outfit is pretty much the Johnny Weir uniform: black skinny jeggings and pointy black Christian Louboutins. Joey, my makeup artist, has gone way over the top with my eyes to match the magnitude of tonight’s event. A final turn to check out my mullet, newly dyed magenta (an absurd little touch that lands me on both People.com and PerezHilton.com the next day), and we’re off.

The Town Car races just a few blocks east through Hell’s Kitchen and over to Sixth Avenue, where a mad jumble of photographers and gawkers gather in front of Radio City Music Hall. We could have taken a cab the short distance. But celebrities don’t take cabs, Tara says, they take cars.

“I’m not a celebrity,” I say to her as the driver opens our door. “Just an ice skater.”

Instantly we are enveloped in craziness. On the red carpet of the Sex and the City 2 movie premiere, where it’s names, names, names, I have to keep my jaw from dropping open (I don’t want to look bad in photos, after all). Chris Noth walks by, then Donald Trump, quickly followed by Ugly Betty’s Becki Newton. All the Gossip Girls bring up the rear.

Anyone who is famous and in New York City is on that carpet.

“Johnny! Johnny!”

My name is being shouted from every angle. Photographers want me to give them flair and TV reporters want the crazy quotes. But even more surreal are the stars trying to get ahold of me. Gabourey Sidibe, an Oscar nominee, stops to tell me she’s a fan, right before I get a big hug from the French actor Gilles Marini. I can’t believe people whose lives are splashed in the pages of Us Weekly or People know my name.

I can’t even believe I’m at this premiere, but I received my invitation from the star of Sex herself—my icon Sarah Jessica Parker. Daytime talk-show host Kelly Ripa (who has been a longtime supporter of mine but became anüberfan after the 2010 Olympics) and her husband, Mark Consuelos, had me and Tara over to their gorgeous, two-story penthouse for dinner, where we were sipping wine when in walked SJP escorted by Bravo exec and on-air personality Andy Cohen.

I had a mini heart attack deep down inside. A fan of Sex and the City since the show started, I have always wanted to be Carrie Bradshaw. The character informed a lot of my youth and fashion daring; she inspired me to be a New York–style single lady.

She held out her hand to me and said, “I’m Sarah Jessica.”

“Of course you are,” I said, awestruck. “I’m Johnny Weir.”

“I know exactly who you are,” she said with a Bradshaw-esque glimmer in her eye.

Sarah Jessica was everything I imagined she’d be: sweet, tiny, beautiful, good smelling, kind of like a fairy-god celebrity. We all sat around under the stars on Kelly and Mark’s roof deck, enjoying delicious food, talking about projects and kids. I felt just like one of the ladies.

Before Sarah Jessica left, we exchanged contact information and she invited me to her big premiere. I was still on cloud nine and already crafting an outfit in my head when an hour and a half later, I received an email from her with the subject line: “This Eve.” “Such an honor to meet you,” she wrote. “Look forward to seeing you at the premiere.”

So tonight, thanks to Sarah Jessica, I’m having a true Cinderella-cum-Carrie-Bradshaw moment. Inside Radio City’s theater, there seems to be a star in every other seat. Tara spots Jennifer Love Hewitt wearing the same Hervé Leger dress as she, completely making her night (especially after I tell Tara she wears it best).

As we slowly make our way down the aisle, someone taps me on the back. Turning around, I realize it’s Vera Wang. As the famed bridal designer turned designer of everything including mattresses, she is a legend in her time. But she was also part of my competition, having designed the 2010 Winter Olympic costumes for my archrival Evan Lysacek. As if that weren’t bad enough, she decided to trot out some nasty comments about my Olympic costumes in the press. She tells me she’d been misquoted in the press and wants to bury the hatchet. Vera Wang doesn’t have to apologize to me. She’s Vera Wang. But I accept.

Glancing to Vera’s right, I notice Anna Wintour, a sight that sends my heart into palpitations. To me, Ms. Wintour is everything. Not only is she the ultimate dominatrix of style, but I love how she runs her magazine and how brutal she’ll be to get ahead. Even if you don’t respect fashion, you have to respect her for being on top of her industry for so long.

Vera must have seen my eyes darting in the Vogue editor-in-chief’s direction because she decides to introduce us. “This is my friend Anna,” she says in the way of only the very rich.

For me, this is on par with meeting Lady Gaga or Christina Aguilera, a big, big moment. I don’t know how to make my approach. Usually I like to hug and kiss on both cheeks (I’m like a mobster and hug everyone I meet, even businessmen). But Anna is already sitting in her seat, so I don’t want to climb over Vera to hug and kiss her, risking the possibility of my tripping and squashing the tiny fashionista to death and ending her reign at Vogue. No, I definitely don’t want that to happen.

So I have to settle for extending a very well-manicured hand to take hers. It just doesn’t seem proper, though. So while she’s holding my hand, I curtsy as if she’s the Queen Mother and say, “It truly is an honor.” Then I beat a hasty retreat lest I start to stutter like a fool.

As we continue down the aisle, Tara leans in to me and asks, “Who was that?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

After deciding to never ever speak to Tara again because she doesn’t know who Anna Wintour is, I take another look at our tickets. Where are our seats? We are still walking toward the front of the theater, past Anna Wintour and Vera Wang, past Suzanne Somers and Donald Trump. We even pass Liza Minnelli and we’re still going. All these bigwigs and legends have worse seats than me? When we find our seats—down front and dead center—I feel absolutely gorgeous and successful. I think to myself, This is exactly where I like to be.

The Sex premiere comes and goes, swirling among the countless events, meetings, awards, and obligations that make up the whirlwind I call my life. Ever since the Olympics, that spectacularly individual moment on the ice when my fate as an athlete was finally sealed in artistry and controversy, I have done anything and everything under the sun.

Here’s an abridged list:

—Went to the Kentucky Derby in a giant black Chanel sun hat decorated with a white rabbit carcass

—Toured the Fashion Institute of Technology to decide whether I should attend design school

—Judged Miss USA Pageant in a multipastel Chris Benz feather coat because I didn’t want the beauty queens showing me up

—Hired a stylist

—Accepted an award from GLAAD

—Landed a book deal

—Filmed an episode of The Rachel Zoe Project

—Filmed an episode of The Soup

—Did a voice-over as a waiter on American Dad

—Appeared on The Wendy Williams Show

—Held meetings about a fashion line

—Did a photo shoot for MAC Cosmetics

—Skated in a benefit in Harlem hosted by Donald Trump

—Wore headbands to everything

—Taught a skating seminar to children to Indianapolis

—Met Cher after attending her concert

—Commentated on the World Championships for TV

—Got snapped by paparazzi while birthday shopping for my mom with my brother in SoHo

—Recorded a single called “Dirty Love”

—Appeared on The Joy Behar Show twice in one week

—Appeared on the George Lopez show twice in one week

—Covered Elton John’s Oscar party for the E! network

—Met Kelly Osbourne, love of my life

—Took meetings about a perfume and skincare launch

—Appeared as a judge on RuPaul’s Drag Race

Friends and family think I’m crazy to run myself ragged on the heels of a soul-wrenching, medal-less Olympics. “Take it easy and give yourself some time,” they say. But at this point I’ll take almost anyone’s call, because I have to figure out the next chapter of my life. I want to explore all the opportunities being handed to me because I know they won’t last for long.

Plus, quiet reflection and waiting is not my way. For the past thirteen years, it’s been beaten into me to never look back.

As a figure skater, sitting in the kiss and cry area—that little box at a competition where we wait alongside our coaches with TV cameras trained closely on our faces for our scores—everything you have worked so hard and so long for comes down to a few numbers. You kill yourself and give everything to be ready for an event, and then in a flash it’s over, leaving nothing in its wake but a profound emptiness. Whether you have achieved a medal or failed miserably, loved or hated the process of getting there, in that second you fall to the pit of your existence.

You feel tired. No, you feel dead. And in that state of utter depletion, you have to immediately start building yourself up for whatever’s next. The job of a champion is to leave the moment behind as soon as it’s happened in order to get back on the ice and start the process all over again.

For so long I stripped my life down to nothing but skating to become one of the best in the world. Despite my many attempts at rebellion, I was constantly ruled by my coaches, training, the United States Figure Skating Association (“the federation”), and other strictures of my sport. And then, in what felt like a heartbeat, it was done.

With all the astonishing adventures and staggering catastrophes of my competitive skating career behind me, I’m in the kiss and cry of my life.



1
A Very Weird Child


Above the bed where I slept as a child, a small hexagonal window let in a vision of the dark woods outside our home. I’d often lie awake at night as the shadows danced across my bedroom wall. The trees would shake back and forth in the wind, a tense crackling noise accompanying their ominous listing. I was sure one of them would crash through the roof, instantaneously and tragically ending my life at the tender age of seven.

My flair for drama, or melodrama anyway, came early.

But as much as I hated that window in the darkness, when the sun shined I loved its view onto the outside world. I was pretty divided about my entire bedroom: a torture chamber by night, my showpiece by day. When my parents built their dream house in Quarryville, Pennsylvania, they involved me in the planning so that I could have exactly the room I wanted. The result included lacy white curtains, a small wooden desk for drawing, and a bright apple-red carpet (my mother, a huge fan of red who even chose it as the color of our kitchen sink, was my inspiration).

I also picked a water bed, just like my parents had. Water beds don’t come in kid’s sizes, so every night I’d climb into this gigantic bed, my tiny frame rolling on the seductive waves that were beyond my comprehension at the time. Our cat Shadow always slept beside me. I loved that cat, but his incessant kneading filled my mind with visions of the bed popping and drowning us both in a geyser of water. To paraphrase Oscar Wilde, there’s heaven and hell in each of us. That described pretty much my whole childhood, including my cat.

The duality was a product of my hyperactive imagination. In the waking hours, it was my biggest asset. A quiet child who loved to play alone, I dreamed up new and fantastic scenarios each day. Sitting in the middle of the forest, mounds of earth became lions in the African veldt and flowers turned into exotic birds. Jumping over fences and tree stumps, I turned into a horse competing dressage at Devon.

But at night my mind turned on me. The hexagonal window was just one example of many, including the horse farm display on the far side of my room. My father had built the wooden stable to house my prized collection of beautiful Breyer horses. At fifteen dollars a pop, the horses were expensive but I was addicted to them, so every holiday I’d get a new one to add to my pastoral tableau. It wasn’t playing I did so much as meticulous art direction. And it got me through the day. Come nightfall, however, the horses betrayed me, their regal faces grimacing like something out of Satan’s stable.

Given my troubled relationship with the dark, I needed not one night-light to fall asleep, but three. For good measure, my mom would also put on the radio. She tuned it to a soft rock station, the kind of music she liked to listen to, hoping that the sounds of Eric Clapton and Amy Grant would lull me to sleep.

One particular night, the undertones of ’80s synthesizers began to work its calming magic and I felt myself drifting off to sleep. But when the song ended, a commercial came on the air. I don’t know what it was for—car insurance, Mothers Against Drunk Driving—but the most terrifying noise of shattering glass and crunching bone filled my room. I lunged for the radio to make it stop and began searching for another station with less drama.

Scanning the dial, I moved past late-night preachers talking about what Jesus wants and classic rock with its whining guitars until something totally unexpected and foreign rose up from the speaker: notes on a piano, then a flute in the background. The ethereal sound, although heavy and somber, made me feel very light. Blue skies and plains with long, green grass broke through the gloom of my room. The music transported me to another world of my own design by giving me the space to make up my own stories.

At the end of the song, I leaned in close to learn from the announcer that the piece was from Chopin and the station classical. A vast and magical world opened up where I could imagine whatever I wanted. I kept the dial glued to the classical station from then on, unaware of the very real places music would one day take me.
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The truth is, you had to have an active imagination to not go crazy where I grew up. A speck on the map in the middle of rural Pennsylvania, Quarryville’s most exotic feature is its Amish people. The isolated subdivision where we lived sat in the middle of seven Amish farms. Kids could walk down the street late at night by themselves, and people put away the locks for their doors long ago.

Town itself consisted of one gas station and one traffic light. An Amish store called Goods sold socks and camouflage gear for hunting, a popular pastime in the area. There was one video store, a Chinese takeout place, and an ice cream stand that only stayed open in the summer. The most extraordinary thing that happened during my childhood was a hot air balloon crashing down in a nearby cul-de-sac. When its shaken riders knocked on our door to ask for help I thought I would die from excitement.

My parents, John and Patti, moved the family to Quarryville from nearby Oxford, where they had gown up. They’ve known each other since kindergarten. Dad, a football player, and Mom, a cheerleader, began dating after high school, married, had me four years later and my brother, Boz, four years after that. Jobs at a nuclear power plant in Peach Bottom brought them to Quarryville. For as long as I can remember, they both rose at dawn each day to go to the plant, where my mother had a desk job and my father was an engineer, and returned at night for a family dinner.

Despite the fact that my parents led conventional lives and didn’t stray far from their roots, they had an energy that compelled them to do things their own way. Especially Mom. While everyone in her family made chicken and dumplings by rolling out the dough into flat noodles, she made little balls. But her independence went well beyond dumplings. She’s someone who says whatever’s on her mind to anyone, including me. When I was a little kid people often mistook me for a girl because I liked to wear my hair long. But if anyone ever suggested I cut it, my mom always had the same reply, “If that’s how Johnny likes his hair, that’s all that matters.”

She likes nice things, too, and taught me about taste. Walking into a store, she’d turn to me and say, “Okay, Johnny, I’m telling you, I’m going to pick out the most expensive thing here. And then we’re going to have to downsize and pick something different.” And we always did.

Many nights I’d watch from the edge of her bathtub as my mom got ready to go out to a party. She’d spritz herself with Estée Lauder’s Youth Dew (a scent that she started wearing religiously at the age of thirteen and is indelibly marked on my olfactory memory) and brush back her short, dark brown hair. Her wide-set eyes, high forehead, and square chin, which she had inherited from her father, were almost an exact replica of my own.

I’d play with the lipsticks and eye shadow until she left the bathroom to pick out an outfit, then watch as she perused her vast leggings collection (it was the ’80s after all) for a pair to wear that night. A tiny woman, five foot three and very thin, my mother loved fashion. She had polka-dotted dresses, leggings in every color under the sun, and a lot of hot heels. She was crazy, crazy, crazy for shoes.

While my dad slapped on his Old Spice, she settled on a pair of black leggings, pink pumps and an oversized cream top with shoulder pads. I thought her outfit was so glamorous. “Yes, Mommy, that looks good,” I said, offering my unsolicited stamp of approval.

I liked that my mom was different from the other moms. Her short, slick hair was a far cry from the long, flowing bouffant that was the ’do du jour back then. She had a rebellious streak and didn’t care what anyone thought about her.

My dad shared my mother’s independent spirit, but in a quieter way. A strong guy with a big, thick neck, my father built tree houses and forts, whatever my brother and I asked for. As a kid, I thought my father was fearless. Once he decided to burn a huge pile of leaves he had raked in the yard. But he put a little bit too much gasoline on it, so when he threw the match on the pile, flames shot up and his arm caught on fire. Wearing only a T-shirt, he scooped up my brother and me in the nonburning arm and ran away from the leaping flames. After throwing us into the neighbor’s yard, he rolled to the ground and put himself out.

My dad’s toughness extended to his parenting style. When he gave my brother and me chores, they had to be done perfectly. After I weeded the flower bed and in between the brick walkway, he would inspect and, sure enough, finding a few tiny, missed seedlings, make me do it again. And again. And again. He wouldn’t tolerate anything half-finished. I hated him for his meticulousness when I was little, but now I get it. As much as my mother gave me my free spirit and love of special things, my dad taught me to balance that with an appreciation for discipline. You need to get everything done and done the right way before you can enjoy yourself.

Mom taught me about style, Dad about effort. What they gave me together was respect—for other people, but also for myself. My parents never made me feel odd, even though I definitely didn’t act like all the other kids. When I spent hours lining up my toy animals in neat rows only to put them away again, they applauded my power of concentration. My mom didn’t mind when I played with her shoes, and my dad got me riding lessons simply because I asked him. That’s why I believed in myself a lot.

While most kids get awkward if their friends make fun of them for something, I never changed my behavior because of what anyone else thought. Even as a seven-year-old boy, proudly showing off my new bike with streamers on the handlebars (my mom had bought it for me; Dad was against it) I didn’t let the other boys’ taunts ruin my ride.

“That’s for girls,” they all laughed.

“Well, I like it,” I said.

Heckling only eggs me on, making me want to become more of whatever it is that people are mocking. So the next day I returned to the boys’ hangout, riding my new bike, only this time I had braided the streamers to make them even prissier. So what if what I liked didn’t match up with that of others? Life was whatever I wanted to make of it or make it into.

The boys didn’t respond and left me alone from then on. I wasn’t always right in my choices—maybe the streamers were a bit silly—but I needed to figure that out on my own terms.



2
The Natural


As a child, my mercurial imagination was matched only by my boundless energy. I hated to sleep when I thought about all the activities I could be doing. During the day, I ran the soles of my sneakers down from my various obsessions: track, roller skating, gymnastics, anything that wasn’t a team sport (which I despised because I’m simply not a team player, and never will be).

My parents did their best to accommodate my every interest. During my gymnastics craze, my father built me a set of balance beams in the backyard where I practiced the dips, turns, and hops I’d seen on TV, not allowing myself to progress to the next level of beams until I had fully mastered the moves on the shorter one without falling. I pursued all my hobbies with the zeal and seriousness of a pro, even if I had no real idea what I was doing. When I got to the highest beam, I completed my routine by jumping off, then raising my arms in an Olympic salute, thousands of adoring fans in my head cheering for me.

So it was that my parents ended up buying me a pair of beat-up black leather skates from Play It Again Sports, our local used sporting goods store, after the images of Kristi Yamaguchi winning gold for her country in the 1992 Winter Olympics in Albertville, France, sparked my fancy.

My family always got Olympic fever during the winter games. It must be the Norwegian blood from my dad’s side coursing through us like an icy bobsled track. We knew the names of all the top athletes, their hometowns, even the cheesy made-for-TV backstories. My dad loved the skiers and bobsledders, but for my mom and me it was all about the skating. That year Kristi was a revelation, all steely confidence and extravagant costumes.

With Kristi in mind, I laced up my new used skates, the blades as dull as butter knives, and flung open the big French doors that led onto the deck and out to the cornfields behind our house in Quarryville. The cold air blasted me full force. I had never been so happy to feel ice and wind in my life. The area had been hit by a blizzard and for the last five days my mother, father, brother, and I had been trapped inside with six-foot-tall snowdrifts blocking the doors and windows. It’s a miracle my brother and I didn’t kill each other—or that my parents didn’t kill the both of us.

The sun was out and shining over the vast white landscape. My destination was in sight: a snow-cleared patch of ice in the middle of the cornfield. I took off, running down the stairs in my skates, through the yard and out to the field. The cold filled my lungs and the sun warmed my cheeks as I sped across the yard. All that was missing was the theme song to Chariots of Fire. But then out of nowhere I caught a blade on a frozen tree root and went flying face-first into a snow bank. Not exactly an Olympic moment.

But eventually I reached the ice. Although it was my first time on ice skates, I’d logged considerable hours on roller skates in our home’s sprawling unfinished basement. The gray cement was the perfect surface for figure eights to various classical music cassettes my parents bought me for holiday gifts, and I used the steel support pole in the center of the room to practice turns.

I was pretty sure these moves would translate to my rock-covered ice patch in the middle of a cornfield. In my mind’s eye, I was gliding smoothly and effortlessly in a sleek sparkling costume, the crowd of adoring fans chanting my name. Of course, anyone who saw me that day must have wondered who the crazy kid was in the beat-up blades, hopping over small stones and pumping his arms like he’d just landed a triple axel.
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I definitely caught the skating bug that winter afternoon in the cornfields. The feeling of speeding from one place to another so quickly was amazing. And that might have been the start of my career on ice if not for a certain dapple gray Arabian horse-cross Shetland pony named Shadow (no relation to my cat). My parents had bought him for me after my love of equestrianism grew way past the meticulous Breyer display on my bedroom shelf and into a serious commitment to competitive horseback riding. I’d been around horses since I was a baby, but shortly after turning nine, something inside of me clicked—probably the fact that my dad had competed in horse shows as a kid and had a small chest filled with pretty ribbons to prove it. I told him I wanted to learn to ride the way he had.

I started taking lessons in English saddle and fell in love instantly. I’ve always been intensely competitive—if another kid could climb up a tree in two minutes, I wanted to be able to do it in one—so with the framework of instruction to channel my innate ability to focus, success came quickly. When my trainer Sue said, “You have to work on your posture,” I went home and sat perfectly straight for two hours until my back was shaking. In school, when all the other kids were sleeping on their desks during a moment of quiet, I practiced making my ankles stronger by lifting and lowering my feet for a beautiful line in stirrups.

I won my very first show and within a year was close to making the national team, despite the fact that I was young—and small for my age. It was clear I had a future in horseback riding, so much so that my parents uprooted the entire family from our dream home when I was ten so that I could be closer to my training facilities. The old leather skates wouldn’t be making the journey.

As much as I appreciated my family’s sacrifice, I wasn’t thrilled to be the newest resident of Little Britain. Quarryville hadn’t exactly been a thriving metropolis, but compared to Little Britain it felt like Paris in the springtime. The exotic Amish had been supplanted by lonely and desolate land.

I was on the horse seven hours a week, but that still left plenty of time to kill. My parents, perhaps worried that I might find devil’s play to pass the time, continued to look for activities to occupy me. Nearly two years had passed since my foray in the cornfields, but I still talked about ice skating, and I still busted out the roller skates every chance I got. And so, Christmas morning in 1994, several months after we moved to Little Britain, found me unwrapping my first pair of real figure skates—black beauties with blades so sharp they could cut skin. And that wasn’t all. The gift also came with a package of group lessons at the University of Delaware’s professional skating rink, about a forty-five-minute drive from our new home.
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The ice rink was littered with kids flailing around on skates. My group name, the Orange Triangles, said it all. I’d signed on for lessons to jump and spin like the beautiful skaters I had seen on TV, not trudge around the ice being called by the shape of a construction sign.

The shapes were a necessity. They were the only way the teachers could keep track of the hordes of kids on the ice during lesson time. Blue Circles, Green Squares, and Orange Triangles separated fifteen different groups of at least twelve kids. It was a veritable Grand Central Station on ice. At eleven, I was the oldest kid by far in my group and the only boy to wear figure skates. The other lads in their hockey skates gave me a few weird looks but I had absolutely no interest in being a hockey brute.

The hour-long lesson almost over, I couldn’t wait for the hour of free skating that came in the package price. The teacher had spent most of her time on falling and getting up on the ice (the first thing anyone learns in figure skating). Decked out in my favorite black tracksuit made out of windbreaker material with big green and purple triangles on the shoulders, I was ready to let it rip. The University of Delaware Ice Arena, as big as a small stadium, fueled my imagination.

So did Oksana Baiul, whom I had been transfixed by while watching the 1994 winter Olympics (the first to be played separate from the summer games). Along with the rest of the universe, my family had been glued to the TV watching to see if Nancy Kerrigan, the favored American, would take home gold. But my heart belonged to Oksana. She was so much more fun to watch. Her skinny body, adorned in a pink costume with marabou trim on the sleeves, moved fluidly and musically. She was exotic, from a far-off land called Ukraine, which I’d proceeded to do book reports on (I loved to trace the Cyrillic alphabet from a book I found about the Soviet states, imagining myself wrapped in fur and riding a large sleigh through a mysterious and snow-swept city). When she won the Olympics, I wasn’t surprised. And the uproar after—that she didn’t deserve it and the competition had been fixed—made me love her even more.

As soon as I was released from the gulag of my group, I took off. No longer a novice with two lessons under my belt, I was a champion skater like Oksana with imaginary fans who began to fill the seats of the arena. But to be a real skater, you had to jump. Any idiot knew that. So that’s what I had planned for today—to do a jump like I had seen on TV.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I had been unconsciously training myself to be a figure skater. Through the movement of roller skating and the rigor of horseback riding, I was very aware of my body and its different functions. On a trampoline in back of our house, I had spent the summer practicing rotating like the skaters on TV, jumping up, spinning, and landing.

I headed for a small opening in between a girl tottering in bright pink pants and two boys pushing each other hockey style. Once in the clear I pushed off on one leg and jumped forward, flying in the air as I rotated around one and a half times, and landing backward. It felt just as great as I had imagined, and I planned to spend the next fifty-two minutes doing them again and again while my adoring fans cheered me on.

But my group teacher interrupted me.

“Johnny, do you have any idea what you just did?” she said, pulling me aside.

I had no idea she had been watching me.

“Yeah, I jumped.”

“You did an axel. That usually takes someone at least two years to learn. You just did it in two hours.”
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I wasn’t too sure about this lady. Priscilla Hill, my new skating teacher, showed up to our first lesson wearing a snowsuit . . . in the summertime. It wasn’t even a cute girl’s snowsuit but rather a big puffy gray one from the U.S. Air Force, for which her husband flew planes. She also called me Johnny, which I hated. Although my family called me that to differentiate me from my dad, at school and in my professional life I went by John. I tried correcting her a bunch of times, but she seemed not to take notice. Very happy and smiling all the time, Priscilla had an extremely childlike aspect that made me feel like she was younger than me. Her accessory of choice was a backpack in the shape of a panda bear.

The teacher who had noted my axel brought me to Priscilla not only because she had won national medals during her competitive skating career and now coached a lot of good skaters but also because she was a “lefty” like me. Those who rotate counterclockwise when they skate only account for about 20 percent of people, and it’s important to have a coach not confused by the difference.

After one lesson, Priscilla gave me her opinion: I had a lot of talent but I needed more time on the ice. A lot more time. At eleven years old, I was practically middle-aged for a figure skater. My skills weren’t nearly up to par, she said. Just as you have to practice a foreign language, I would have to work every day to become fluent. Once a week certainly wasn’t going to cut it. We needed to move to Delaware because Priscilla didn’t want to work with me after “he’s been in the car for a long commute and exhausted,” she told my mom and me.

Move to Delaware? I was floored. We had just moved for my horseback riding, plus I didn’t want to live in a totally different state, away from all my family and friends. From the minute the first teacher pulled me from the crowd, I knew I wanted to be in the Olympics. But I didn’t realize everything that it entailed. I didn’t realize that I wouldn’t be able to live a normal life or keep riding.

I definitely didn’t understand the financial strain of paying for all my activities. I had a good riding pony, which costs the same as a car and is expensive to maintain. Now my parents were faced with paying for a skating coach and renting time on the ice.

My mom, however, understood I couldn’t continue to ride horses and skate at equally intense levels. The money issue aside, I wouldn’t have been able to keep both up, plus go to school. The next day she sat me down at the breakfast bar facing our kitchen and said, “Johnny, you have to make a choice. Are you going to ride or are you going to skate? Because we can’t afford for you to do both, and your body can’t handle doing all this stuff.”

It was such a big decision, one that would affect not only my future but that of our entire family. We would have to move again if I chose skating, and to a totally different kind of environment. But my mom was content to leave it up to me. Even when we were little, she respected her kids and let us make up our minds about pretty much everything.

She left me at home to “sit and figure out what you’re going to do” while she went to the grocery store. For the next three hours I stayed glued to my stool, staring at the white tiles with blue flowers of the bar and contemplating what would be the right choice for my life. I kept alternating between the image of myself as an Olympian in horseback riding versus figure skating.

My mom finally returned and, after putting the groceries away, asked if I wanted a sandwich. “Please,” I said. She made me my favorite—roast beef with tomatoes—and sat down next to me. “Okay, Johnny. You’ve been alone long enough; did you make a decision?” I immediately started crying because I had made a decision, and it was a hard one: “I’m going to skate.”

“Are you sure?” my mom asked because she’d say “Are you sure?” about everything. “Are you sure, Johnny?”

We were both crying by this point.
   “Yes, Mom. I’m going to be a skater.”

[image: image]

In the spring of 1996, after only about ten months of living in Little Britain, my family packed up again to move to Delaware. Other than the trauma of my having to say good-bye to my pony Shadow, none of us shed too many tears about leaving the house in the middle of nowhere.

My extended family, however, was pretty shocked and upset. A number of them came down hard on my parents about moving not once but twice for the fancy dreams of a kid who hadn’t even hit puberty. “What the hell are you thinking?” one aunt said. “Why are you leaving Pennsylvania, everything you know, and your big beautiful house to move to a shit box in Delaware? It’s a cesspool down there.”
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