
I
t’s not so unusual now, but when I was growing up, in the 
late seventies and early eighties in New York City, hardly 
any girls played hockey. Athletic girls were far more likely 
to be gymnasts, dancers, tennis !ends—a few of us even 
played soccer on boys’ teams. I danced because my mother 
was a photographer for several modern-dance companies 
and shared her passion with me. Hockey was my father’s 
domain. I spent winter weekends playing pond hockey 

near his family’s rambling house in upstate New York. Often 
the smallest child there, I felt daredevilish, fast, and graceful 
on the ice in ways I didn’t feel anywhere else. No one could 
catch me. My father’s only rule was that we had to play in 
thick hats. The burnt, earthy smell of wool gloves drying on 
the space heater in the tiny warming hut where we put on our 

skates and drank hot chocolate from an old metal Thermos 
remains one of my childhood’s most vivid memories. 

My parents were divorced in the mid-seventies but they 
remained friends, and my brother and I grew up traveling 
between our mother’s bohemian life in the West Village and 
our father’s world of academics (he was a law professor) up 
by Columbia. The span between their lives and interests was 
wide. When I was with my mother, I danced and attended 
avant-garde happenings in downtown lofts or Balanchine’s 
perfect ballets at Lincoln Center. When I was with my fa-
ther, I played hockey and went to Rangers games with my 
uncles at Madison Square Garden, where I’d be swept up in 
the roar of the crowd. (Years later, the !rst present I would 
give my future husband, Eric, was a pair of up front >000
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hockey skates, a thick hat, and skating lessons—my way of 
welcoming him into the fold.)

At the age of !fteen I went away to boarding school, and it 
was then that I began to play hockey more seriously, joining 
a team for the !rst time. I liked the charged, girls-only space 
of  the locker room. Something about all that gear—the 
head-to-toe pads, the helmet, the gloves—seemed to intensify 
rather than diminish our femininity. I 
was reading a lot of poetry at the time, 
and I think I saw us all as some mythical 
hybrid of girlishness and physical pow-
er, like mermaids or those rare female 
centaurs, Kentaurides, immortalized 
by Shakespeare in King Lear: “Down 
from the waist they are Centaurs,/
Though women all above.” We were on 
the brink of  adulthood—consumed 
elsewhere with grades, music, clothes, 
and boys—and hockey helped us navi-
gate that tricky terrain. Suited up like 
warriors, we were at once protected and 
invincible, together, and this created an extraordinary bond. 

But I also loved hockey for purely physical reasons, the 
way you had to play in a state of peak alert, your mind ever 
on the lookout to make a quick pass or avoid a collision.  It 
was exhilarating: the split-second decisions, the communica-
tion that was intuitive rather than explicit. When we were in 
a groove on the ice, we seemed to move in perfect unison, like 
a "ock of birds or a school of !sh. 

Strong, graceful, and ever encouraging, our coach was a 
far cry from the bony terrors with severely tied-back hair 
and Dracula accents who haunted my old ballet classes. (I 
remember one slapping the upper thigh of a girl just in front 
of me and telling her that if she didn’t learn some discipline, 
she would “vind up selling undervear in zee basement ov 
Macy’s.”) The greatest players, our coach would remind us, 
could almost skate blindfolded. Wayne Gretzky, my favorite, 
seemed able to anticipate plays several beats before they hap-
pened. Apparently his father used to tell him, “Skate where 
the puck’s going . . . not where it’s been.” 

M
y senior year, I broke my leg while run-
ning in an icy parking lot (where were 
my skates?) and had to sit out most of 
that season. I deeply missed my team-
mates, but perhaps even more, I missed 
who I was on the ice—the speed and 
cheer, the startling feeling of strength. I 
went on to play hockey my !rst year in 

college, hoping to recapture that rush. But it wasn’t the same. 
And so I went back to modern dance, which seemed more 
aligned with my interests in modern art and literature.

The more I missed hockey, though, the more I began to 
sense that there was something else at stake for me in the 
joy and con!dence I felt on the ice. Like most girls, I had 
always been told that I looked like my mother. The most 
chilling instance of this occurred just after college, when a 
stranger came up to me at a party and said, “There’s only 
one woman who has coloring like yours. Are you Katie 

Russell’s daughter?” In certain ways it was thrilling to be 
told that I looked like her. At her best, my mother was 
beautiful, vibrant, and utterly magnetic. But it came with a 
darker feeling of something like dread. 

While I was at boarding school, my mother’s mental health 
had begun to deteriorate. In her mid-20s she had turned 
abruptly from being a highly sensitive, artistic, moody young 

woman to experiencing long periods of 
paralyzing depression, when she couldn’t 
get out of bed, interspersed with manic 
episodes that took her all over the coun-
try. She would eventually be diagnosed 
with a bipolar schizoa#ective disorder. 
By the time I was in high school, it be-
came clear that she could no longer live 
independently, and I started to help 
manage her care, sharing the responsi-
bility with her own mother.

When I got on the ice, each stride was 
a sign that I could play sports like my 
father and his brothers, be as mentally 

and physically tough as they were—but also that I could take 
pleasure in the moment and glide toward the future without 
fear. I think my mother herself understood this, though we 
never discussed it. When she was well, she came to every 
sports event of mine. I can still see her holding her camera 
and cheering a little awkwardly on the sidelines.

I was on the sidelines myself when I returned to hockey af-
ter an almost 20-year hiatus. The rink at Chelsea Piers was 
packed on Monday evenings as I circled the outskirts of the 
general skating area while my eleven-year-old son, Asher, 
took his group lesson. Six months earlier, Asher had been bit-
ten by the family hockey bug. In a matter of weeks he turned 
from a chess-playing musician-artist into a boy who wanted 
to skate every waking moment. My husband and I worried 
about the possibility of injury, but Asher’s face glowed when 
he was on the ice—a feeling I knew !rsthand. And I liked the 
idea that our son would learn not only how to push himself  
but how to handle that tricky thing of being pushed by others.

I had never formally been taught to skate, so I was fasci-
nated by the drills Asher’s teacher, Alana Blahoski, did with 
her students. An Olympic gold medalist, she also embodied 
the upbeat, playful, slightly mischievous spirit I have always 
associated with the sport, joking with the kids, showing o#, 
and challenging them all through their lessons. I began to 
look forward to Monday evenings, not only for the chance 
to admire Asher’s progress but also to get on the ice myself. 
Each week, I practiced one new skill I overheard from Asher’s 
lesson: hockey stops with one foot, using my outside edge. 
Skating like this was entirely new to me. Less about speed and 
the carefree, rough-and-tumble spirit of my childhood, and 
more about stability and precision.

After a few weeks, Alana took me aside and invited me 
to join her adult clinic. I was "attered and said yes straight-
away. But later, when I thought about what taking up ice 
hockey would involve, I was hesitant. I had recently changed 
careers. Skating casually was an ideal activity for thinking 
through new angles of my work. And I loved 
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the one-on-one time with my son. But ice hockey requires 
total focus. There’s no time for contemplation once you add 
a stick and a puck.

The real source of my hesitation, though, was physical. Not 
long before, I had been dangerously checked—an aggressive 
maneuver in which a player uses his body to slow or stop an 
opponent—by a man nearly twice my size. I had joined in 
at the last minute in a low-key game. 
The fall I took on my left shoulder 
was shockingly painful, up there with 
appendicitis and a dreadful 45 minutes 
on a tiny plane in Italy with an about-
to-rupture ear infection as one of the 
three most physically unpleasant expe-
riences of my life. 

When I had played on girls’ teams 
all those years ago, we were taught to 
“take the body,” to place our bodies 
between the puck and an opponent. 
But we certainly did not slam into each 
other at full speed. Here I was, now 44. 
What was I thinking? Would I really be 
able to hold my own with determined 
and much larger players, many of them men who had been 
checking since they were kids? Was I being irresponsible as a 
parent to put myself in the way of danger? And, after more 
than 20 years, did I have the time or even the drive to learn to 
play hockey in a whole new way? The last thing in the world I 
wanted was to slow the game down for anyone or to feel timid 
on the ice. But I didn’t like the nagging sense that I was letting 
one random incident shake my con!dence.

As I mulled over these questions, I recalled the unexpected 
ways hockey had resurfaced in my life during periods of 
doubt and stress. When I was interviewing for my !rst job, 
right after college, to be a poetry assistant at a literary maga-
zine, it helped me summon up some much-needed brio. I 
was brought to the managing editor for a !nal interview and 
overheard him remind a writer leaving his office that they 
would be playing pond hockey near his house that weekend. 
Full of nerves, I blurted out as soon as I sat down across the 
big desk, “I’m pretty good at reading poetry and !ction—but 
I’m a much better hockey player. . . .” The editor laughed, and 
I felt my shyness disappear. 

Hockey also, in a strange way, helped me navigate the last 
week of my mother’s life. She had collapsed in a hospital 
in upstate New York during a routine chest scan for her 
chronic pneumonia. No one quite knows what happened.  
She was left alone for several minutes, vomited, aspirated, and 
then went into immediate cardiac arrest and never regained 
consciousness. I raced to her bedside, certain that I could 
somehow make her wake up if I kept watch continuously. I 
remained by her side for three days and nights, at which point 
my father persuaded me to come to his country house, an 
hour’s drive away, for a respite. My brother had arrived at the 
hospital the day before and would keep watch. 

When I got to my father’s, he gave me a plate of pasta and 
a glass of red wine and turned on the Rangers game. I had 
been living in the exhausting parallel universe of the ICU 

and of course had no idea that they were in the play-o#s. 
Watching Sean Avery, a player who gained notoriety by hav-
ing a penalty named after him, cleared my senses. Nothing 
else could have taken my mind o#  my mother’s condition. 
Under other circumstances I might have argued about 
Avery’s all-out aggression with my father (he’s always had 
more interest in the !ghting side of hockey). But that night 

Avery’s crazed fury, his unchecked 
anger, touched and somehow re-
leased my own. It felt enormous, apt, 
utterly akin to my withheld rage at 
the befuddled doctors and their tubes 
and beeping machines and the slow, 
smiling nurses, and at the universe 
generally for extinguishing my moth-
er’s spirit when I wasn’t there to help 
or even to say goodbye. 

By the time the game was over, 
I felt calmer, more able to talk. My 
father, a scholar of  constitutional 
law, outlined the legal and medical 
research he had conducted while I 
was at my mother’s bedside. I had 

never felt closer to him than during that conversation. Since 
I was going to have to make an informed decision, soon, 
about whether or not to take my mother o#  life support, he 
felt it was crucial that I begin to gather medical information 
and go over the legal end-of-life issues. I went back to the 
hospital the next morning fed, rested, and armed with a list 
of  questions and tests I needed in order to determine my 
mother’s brain activity. In the end, my brother and I decided 
to take our mother o#  life support. It astonishes me, still, 
that hockey, and that lunatic Avery, in particular, helped me 
soldier through my mother’s death. 

I
nstead of joining Alana’s clinic right away, I decided to 
return to playing slowly, signing up for a beginner session 
for adults. I learned how to absorb a hit (stay low and 
use your knees and core as shock absorbers) and how to 
keep my head up and look out for danger. Hockey for 
grown-ups was how I thought of it. Then I joined Alana’s 
advanced coed clinic. I’d forgotten how much fun it was to 
skate and play a game in pads on full ice. I may have been 

less fearless, but I was also better trained and defended—it 
was a new, more prudent hockey persona for me. Yes, being in 
my mid-40s I was more vulnerable physically, but I also knew 
myself better, how I could play to others’ strengths.

These days I try to play at least twice a week. When I miss 
a game, I feel sluggish and out of sorts. Sometimes I’m the 
only woman playing in the scrimmages. I’m not necessarily 
as fast or skilled—or young—as many of the players, but I’m 
glad to set up plays and get a shot or two on goal.  It turns out 
I’m much better at passing than I used to be, less focused on 
charging for the net. Perhaps that’s an unexpected bonus of 
motherhood—it feels natural to help set up others to score. 
We are a motley crew on the ice, but every now and again 
when we’re playing in sync, our games have a little something 
of what I remember from adolescence, that instinctive, "uid 
motion of birds in "ight. !
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