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      “Only a gifted writer—and Maynard Thomson surely is that—could render so movingly the pain and triumph of the quest for Olympic

         gold.”

      


      —Richard North Patterson
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      “Entertaining.”


      —Woman’s Own
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      “Fascinating…. a rich look into skating politics and a different culture.”


      —Rainbo Electronic Reviews


      [image: art]


      “Thomson writes action sequences well.”


      —Kirkus Reviews
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      “Well researched and knowledgeable…. Thomson uniquely blends the competitive world of figure skating with the traditions of

         Japan.”

      


      —Professional Skaters magazine
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      To Laura


   

      When the dictates of our kami

      


      Start to tingle within our mortal frame


      There’s no telling what folly it will


      cause us to do.


      Shinran-Shonin (1173–1262)


   

      
Prologue



      February 2002: Salt Lake City


      Maggie Campbell faced the judges. She stood comfortably, fingers loosely intertwined below her waist. She wore a small smile.


      Her red dress was almost austere in its lack of beading and tulle. The only decorative touch was a six-inch cloth strip hanging

            from shoulder to wrist, suggesting wings. As she’d skated to her place at center ice, the skirt and top, fitting loosely,

            revealed, then concealed, the hills and hollows of her body.


      She radiated youth, although at twenty-three she was the oldest of the potential medalists. She was willowy, though at five

            four and 112 pounds she had six inches and thirty pounds on one competitor. She appeared poised, eager, and unafraid, yet

            no more so than the young women who had gone before or would come after, for they were all great athletes who had spent their

            brief lives preparing for this moment.


      She was in the final group to skate, the six leaders after the short program. In less than an hour three women would 

            ascend a pedestal. One would win the gold medal and stand above the other two.


      The world shrank around her, becoming no larger than the half acre on which she stood. The crowd disappeared, time stopped.

            She looked inside herself Finding only joy, she reminded herself to manage it, remain in charge.


      A chord sounded. The crowd stilled. Arms rising, thought surrendered to instinct. Her note arrived; she struck off.


   

      


            Chapter 1



      September 2000: Boston


      Reaching for her nightgown, Maggie winced at the pain lancing up her side, praying it was only a pulled muscle. She’d have

         to get it looked at in the morning; the possibility that the rib had opened up again, with the Nationals barely four months

         away, was too grim to consider. She took two aspirin, eased into bed, opened Foucault’s History of Sexuality. Harvard was full of students who did things better than anyone else; when she sat for her psychology exam, she’d be just

         another junior.

      


      She turned on her cassette player. She never tired of the slow music for their long program, thinking of it as love-making

         set to music.

      


      The Rachmaninoff had been Hunter Rill’s idea. She’d opposed it at first, declaring it a pairs cliché, but he’d persisted,

         and he’d been right. Probably no other coach exploited the sensual undercurrent of skating as well as Rill; Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini wouldn’t do for a brother-sister team, but for Clay and Maggie, radiating a palpable sexual attraction, it was perfect.

      


      


      She flipped through the textbook with mounting boredom before letting it slip to the floor; Rachmaninoff had more to say about

         sexuality, and in a language she understood. She turned off the light. The twinge in her side as she slipped her hands behind

         her head assuaged her guilt at not letting Clay talk her into Lofton Weeks’s annual bacchanal.

      


      When she was seventeen, and still skating as a junior, she’d been thrilled to be invited; it told the skating world that the

         man who’d been synonymous with American figure skating for almost fifty years had anointed Clay Bartlett and Maggie Campbell

         prospects, which was worth points every time they competed. When she was eighteen it was exhilarating to sip champagne and grow giddy

         at the thought of their first season campaigning as seniors. By nineteen it was starting to pall. At twenty, one half of the

         United States pairs silver medal team had gone home early. Now Maggie, at twenty-one, was pleased she hadn’t even pretended.

      


      The drunks and the skaters with eating disorders would be throwing up in the bathrooms. Association officials and judges would

         buttonhole her about their program, or their costumes, or the color of her lipstick. Red-faced, middle-aged skating fanatics

         would try to fondle her, while their wives showed off their cleavages and ogled Clay. Thirty seconds after some coach had

         deposited the four hundredth unwelcome kiss, she’d hear him telling someone she used drugs or slept with girls. Lofton Weeks

         would flatter and cajole until she’d want to scream. She’d made the right decision: she needed a quiet night at home.

      


      The concerto was coming to the movement she loved best, their music, almost unbearably lush. She shut her eyes, letting the strings pulse through her, hearing the melody as the sound

         track to their triumph in Denver six weeks before.

      


      That night had confirmed Maggie Campbell and Clayton 

         Bartlett as the heirs presumptive to the National title. It had been even more satisfying than the evening the previous January,

         when they’d won the silver at the Nationals. They’d skated well enough to take the gold, but understood that the association,

         and hence the judges, thought it was still Schuyler and Drummond’s. That was the way of skating, so they’d kept quiet, waited,

         and worked. The win in Denver said their time had arrived.

      


      Stepping onto the ice, they’d known what they had to do, and they’d done it. They’d owned the crowd from their opening lift,

         a Hunter Rill invention culminating with Maggie standing on Clay’s chest-high left palm, his right hand bracing her calf.

         The roar, as she thrust out her arms and revolved, her head ten feet above the ice, was deafening.

      


      Elements that had seemed a gamble when Rill put the program together, like the throw triple Salchow with less than a minute

         to go, hadn’t seemed chancey at all when the time came—just a bit of work that had to be done. They’d have won even if they’d

         doubled it; that had been the safe choice, but they were skating to win, not to avoid losing. At Clay’s whispered, “Triple?” she’d nodded; two seconds later he’d thrown her twelve feet through

         the air, spinning. When she’d landed, she’d known they’d won.

      


      Their unison had been perfect. They had entered their jumps and spins together, revolved as one, exited with legs and arms

         at identical angles, identical points on the compass, moving as synchronously as parts of a watch. Going in, some had said

         the Lantsberg twins might be their match, but they’d lacked the unison. Not by much, but enough.

      


      They were the only pair in the world with a triple flip. They landed side-by-side triple flips and triple toe loops seconds

         apart, and once again the crowd noise swamped the music, but they knew it so well that they never lost a beat.

      


      


      When Clay fixed his pivot and lowered her into the death spiral, it was as though eyes, not arms, connected them. He winked

         at her as she swept around him, her curls sweeping the ice. They finished with Clay kneeling, she leaning back across his

         leg, his right hand cradling her neck. Their kiss was the only unscripted element in the four minutes and twenty-eight seconds,

         and it sent the crowd into a frenzy.

      


      She heard Lofton Weeks, immaculate in his black dinner jacket, working the officials afterward: “The most elegant American

         pairs team in forty years. The best in the world, getting better every time out.” Weeks always talked that way about skaters

         he hoped to sign to his professional tour, but she’d heard others echo the claim, so she dared to think it might be true.

      


      She drifted off, as she often did, to music; her life moved to music.


      Somewhere, dimly, an alarm sounded. Too soon, she thought, much too soon, and she reached to shut it off before remembering

         she hadn’t set it. One eye opened on the glowing clock face.

      


      One-thirty. Before she’d fully digested it she realized it had been the phone she’d heard. Distantly she heard her mother’s

         muffled voice. Mumbling, then louder: “What? No! Is he…”

      


      When she heard footsteps approach the door she knew, even before the door opened and her mother whispered, “Maggie? Maggie,

         it’s Mother. There’s been an accident.”

      


      Her heart raced, her stomach knotted. She bolted upright and switched on the lamp. “What happened?”


      “It’s Clay … he’s been hurt.”


      Something squeezed her throat. “Hurt?” she whispered. “How badly? What’s wrong?”


      


      “That was Alex Bartlett. They’re at the hospital. Apparently Clay was in a car accident.”


      “Is he all right?”


      “He’s banged up, but he’s not in any danger.”


      “Thank God.” Maggie sprang from the bed. “I’ve got to go. Which hospital?”


      “Boston City.”


      Maggie pulled on clothes. “How did it happen?” she called from her closet.


      “They’re not sure. Apparently the driver lost control of the car coming off Storrow Drive. It went into a light pole.”


      Maggie stepped out of the closet. Her mother had settled on the bed. Her brother, owlish in his thick glasses, blinked nervously

         in the doorway.

      


      “I don’t understand—what do you mean, the driver lost control? Wasn’t Clay driving? Was another car involved?”


      “Clay wasn’t driving. It was his car, but he wasn’t driving.”


      “Then who … ?”


      “Doe Rawlings.”


      Maggie ran out the door.


      Clay’s right eye fluttered open as she approached. “Hi, kiddo,” he whispered. “Pretty, aren’t I?”


      His left eye, puffy and blue black, was swollen almost shut. A bandage covered one ear, another curved under his chin.


      She went to him, fighting the impulse to shudder. “How do you feel?” His left hand was lying on top of the blanket; she picked

         it up and squeezed.

      


      He squeezed back, his smile fading as stitches pulled. “Like I had an argument with a windshield, and lost.”


      


      “But why weren’t you driving?” Seeing his downcast eyes, she cocked her head skeptically. “Too much to drink?”


      He nodded sheepishly. “After being in training so long, it went right to my head.”


      “I told you to watch it.”


      “I know, I know. But Lofton was all worked up over our win in Denver, and I had a couple of glasses of champagne with him

         while he told me how much money he’s going to make us when we turn pro. Some of the groupies kept bringing me beer, and of

         course Hunter was throwing back the vodka and wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

      


      She ran her finger down the line of his jaw. “Why do I suspect he didn’t hear ‘no’ for an answer?”


      When Clay Bartlett grinned he looked like a naughty twelve-year-old. “Once a year, Mag.”


      He could always disarm the schoolmarm in her. She rolled her eyes, sighing. “I know; I’m not blaming you.” The smile faded

         as she remembered. “But why Doe Rawlings? How did she come to be driving?”

      


      “By midnight I was ready to go, only I knew I shouldn’t drive. I was in the lobby, calling a cab, when Doe came out. She also

         wanted to leave, but she’d come with Hunter, and he wouldn’t be ready for hours, so she suggested driving me home, dropping

         me off, and I could come by for the car in the morning. It made sense at the time.”

      


      He frowned. “I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, I was trying to figure out how we came to be wrapped

         around a pole.”

      


      “Your parents say the police estimate she was doing at least seventy when she went into the turn, that’s how.”


      The open eye fluttered. He seemed to shrink, his pale face lost against the whiteness of the pillow. “Christ, I had no 

         idea. Why? I mean…” He swallowed. “Why?” he whispered.

      


      “Because she was drunk, that’s why.”


      His lips thinned. Shaking his head, almost angrily, he snapped, “No, she wasn’t. She hadn’t had a drink all night.”


      “Do you know that?”

      


      He looked away, at the wall. “No, but she said she hadn’t, and she seemed fine in the lobby.”


      “Well, the flunked the Breathalyzer.”


      He tried to sit up. “Oh, Lord.” Grimacing, he flopped back against the pillow. “I can’t believe it.”


      “She lied, Clay.”


      Maggie watched him trying to puzzle it out. “But why? We could have waited for a cab.”


      “Because she’s a selfish bitch!” The rage broke over her. “Because she’s Doe Rawlings, that’s why.” Maggie wished the brittle,

         hard words back as soon as she heard them bouncing off the antiseptic walls.

      


      He blanched. Contrite, Maggie took a deep breath, willing her voice to remain calm. She began fussing with the sheet, tucking

         in a loose edge. “Don’t you see? She’d decided she wanted to drive your car, and so what if she was drunk? She wanted to speed,

         and the hell with the consequences.” Her mouth formed a tight crease. “What Doe wants, Doe gets. Hasn’t it always been that

         way?”

      


      “I suppose.” His face was pale against the white pillow.


      She pushed the hair off his forehead. It fell back; it always did. “Well, when I see her…”


      His hand grabbed hers. “Don’t, Maggie. Don’t say anything.”


      She looked at him in amazement. “Don’t say anything? She could have killed you.”


      “But she didn’t.” His head sank into the pillow. “Look—

         think how she must feel: My car’s wrecked, I’m beat up, and she’s probably going to be cited for drunk driving. She’s had

         a tough life; let’s not add to her troubles. It won’t help anything for you to get into it with her, and think how it would

         make practices.”

      


      “I’ve never found her presence one of the brighter parts of practice.”


      “Please, Mag—don’t make me argue, not with my head feeling like this. Let’s just forget it, okay?”


      Her lips tightened, but she nodded, sighing. “Okay, it’s up to you. But she’s a selfish, thoughtless prima donna, and somebody

         ought to tell her.”

      


      He put his arm across his forehead. “Let it be somebody else, all right? We have to skate on the same ice.”


      “I said I won’t say anything.” She touched the bandage on his wrist. “What happened here?”


      He held it overhead, studying it uncertainly. “I don’t know; there was a lot of glass around—I suppose I cut it getting out.

         They put stitches in.”

      


      She shivered again. “Does it hurt?”


      He waggled his fingers cautiously, shaking his head. “No, not really. More numb than anything else, like the rest of me.”

         His eyelids drooped.

      


      Maggie patted him. “Sleep now. I’ll come back later.” She kissed his forehead. He was out before she had her coat on.


      As soon as she walked into the room the next morning she knew something was wrong. Clay, paler than before, wore an expression

         poised between fear and wonder. Two men, one in a lab coat, were standing by the bed. The man in a suit was rubbing his chin

         and nodding at something the other man was saying. Lettie Bartlett, smiling unconvincingly, was straightening her son’s sheet,

         while Alex Bartlett was 

         saying to the two men, “Are you sure? You can’t be sure. Who else should we call in?”

      


      “What is it?” Maggie looked from Clay, to his parents, to the strangers, back to Clay. “What’s wrong?”


      It was Clay who answered. “It’s my right hand, Mag; it seems there’s been some nerve damage. That’s why it was numb.”


      “I don’t understand.” Maggie pushed between the two men, coming to stand by the bed. “What does that mean, ‘nerve damage’?

         What’s it mean, Clay?”

      


      “It may mean looking for a tin cup, my girl.” He forced a grin. “Maybe I’ll qualify for handicapped parking. Think what that’s

         worth in Boston.”

      


      “What?” Maggie thought he must be joking, then saw the tears tracking his mother’s cheeks. She looked at the two strangers,

         willing agreement. “That’s ridiculous. You’re going to be fine. You just have a cut. You’ll be fine in a few days. He will

         be, won’t he? Won’t he?”

      


      Lettie Bartlett put her arm around Maggie, snuffling. “Shh, shh. They don’t know anything for sure. It’s just a… tentative

         finding, isn’t that right, Doctor?”

      


      The man in the lab coat nodded. “Of course. We’ve got to do a lot more tests, and then there’s physical therapy once the injury

         heals. We don’t know how much function he might recover. Why, I’ve seen—“

      


      “But our skating… we’ve got to train… how soon… ?” Maggie clutched at Mrs. Bartlett; dimly, from down the corridor, she heard

         children chanting a nursery rhyme. She thought she might be losing her mind. “Tell them, Aunt Lettie—tell them they’ve got

         to get him well right away. We’ve got to skate!”

      


      “Skate, miss?” The second man, the one in a suit, looked 

         at her reassuringly. “He’ll be skating in a couple of days, if that’s your worry.”

      


      Maggie sighed, suddenly weightless. Mrs. Bartlett’s arm slid from her hands. “Thank God.” She reached for Clay. “I was so—“


      “There’s nothing wrong with his legs,” the man continued, “he just won’t be picking anything up for a while.”


   

      


            Chapter 2



      Hunter Rill stood by the side of the Charles River Skating Club rink, a frown disturbing the sharp planes of his face. In skates

         he was almost six feet tall, and since he was a slender man—barely ten pounds heavier than when he’d been competing—he cut

         a handsome figure in the red sweater with the yellowing “U.S. Figure Skating Championships” patch on it. This morning he wasn’t

         feeling handsome, though, or dashing, or even “well preserved,” which he’d recently overheard a matronly woman saying of him,

         to his disgust. He was feeling all of his forty-four years, the vodka he’d drunk the night before, and acute annoyance that

         he had to attempt to instruct the uninstructible.

      


      He ran his hand back through his thinning light brown hair as his eyes followed the pudgy boy working his way around the ice.

         The arm movements, that was one problem. They were absurdly tentative: little, halting jerks rather than the florid gestures

         demanded by the bombastic flourishes of the William Tell Overture. The boy, his face frozen into a rictus, might have been having some sort of fit on the ice, so graceless were his arms.

      


      And the pliés—the boy was supposed to be bending his 

         knees and ankles, raising and lowering his hips while thrusting his shins against the tongue of his boots. Without a proper

         plié he would never be able to control his edges, much less jump decently, yet the boy’s knees and ankles might as well have

         been fused for all the movement they showed. Instead, every few seconds he bent forward at the waist, so that he resembled

         a toy bird, bobbing its head over a glass of water. It would have been funny, if Hunter Rill could find hopelessly clumsy

         skating amusing.

      


      Unable to stand it any longer, he reached over and stabbed the tape recorder resting on the rail beside him. The boy was so

         oblivious that he skated another fifty feet before realizing the music had stopped. He looked at his instructor, the pale,

         doughy face reflecting his confusion as Rill waved him over.

      


      Rill glared down at the hangdog adolescent. “Do you think, Steven, you might try doing it as though God had given you joints? Would that be possible, do you think?”

      


      The boy shifted his skate blades back and forth. “I guess so, Hunter,” he mumbled.


      “Look at me, Steven. I can’t hear you when you don’t look at me.”

      


      The boy made unsteady eye contact. “Yes, Hunter.”


      “Good. Now, Steven, let’s try it again, only this time try connecting your movements to the music, all right? Like this.”

      


      Rill pushed the button and strode onto the ice. Half a dozen strokes had him speeding down the length of the rink. As the

         orchestra’s “barump-pa-pa, barump-pa-pa” reverberated through the arena, he flung his arms, first one and then the other,

         as though trying to grab the pennants hanging overhead. At the same time he did deep pliés, compressing his weight against

         the ice, rising, sinking, repeating the motion.

      


      


      He skated back. “Now, do you think you can do that, Steven? Because if you can’t, we’re going to have to go back to the exercise

         bar for the plié drill. And that’s not as much fun, is it?”

      


      The sudden change in the boy’s expression told Rill he remembered all too well how his Achilles’ tendons had felt after Rill

         had plopped him in front of the exercise mirror and drilled him through fifteen minutes’ worth of pliés, all the while barking,

         “Up, down, up, down,” occasionally showing him what “down” meant with a heavy hand on his shoulder.

      


      The boy didn’t know Rill was bluffing—his mother had made it all too clear that the next time her precious came out crying,

         she was going to find another skating instructor. That wouldn’t do; there were already too many holes in his day, and now

         he’d lost Bartlett and Campbell—$36,000 a year, gone. He had to temper the wind to the Stevens in his stable; they couldn’t

         skate, but they paid the rent.

      


      He softened his tone. “Remember, Steven—you have to be able to do a nice plié before you can jump or spin. You want to start

         spins soon, don’t you?”

      


      “Yes, Hunter.” The boy sounded uncertain.


      “Of course you do—and you will. You’ve got real talent, Steven. Don’t think you’re not making progress—I’m always hardest

         on my best students.”

      


      Something like hope came into the boy’s eyes. He mumbled his gratitude.


      “Sure—you’ll be doing Axels in no time.” When pigs fly, Rill thought. “Now why don’t you go out and try it again.”


      The boy made his awkward way back to center ice, and Rill punched the tape recorder button. He glanced at his watch. Thank

         God there were only five more minutes of this. Then he had a down hour, since the Purdue girl had quit on him.

      


      


      Good riddance, except for the money. Kelly Purdue was a rich, lazy brat who’d be overtaxed skating third dwarf in the ice

         show chorus line. She’d run out bawling when he’d finally had enough of her shirking and chased her from one end of the rink

         to the other, swatting her with a skate bag, until she’d dropped.

      


      Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Darcy Hazel—fourteen years old and one of the top juniors in America—about to step

         on the ice. His hand shot out, grabbing her by her braid.

      


      “Ouch! That hurts!”


      Rill kept a firm grip on the pigtail. “I told you, Darcy, that you were not to set foot on the ice until you lost three pounds. Don’t you remember?”

      


      “But Hunter, I did! This morning at home…” The girl’s eyes filled.


      “I don’t care about your scale at home, dear.” He dropped the fat braid and bent over to look the girl in the eyes. “We weigh

         in on the scale in the locker room, and Linda told me that scale said you’d lost only two and one-half pounds.”

      


      “But Hunter, I…” She started to snivel.


      “Two and one-half isn’t three. Is it, dear?”


      “But…”


      “Is it?”


      “No,” she quavered. Other skaters, scurrying out of range, cast nervous looks over their shoulders.


      “You go down to the exercise room, and you lose that half pound. You will not go on the ice until you have lost it. Do you hear me?”

      


      “Y-yes, Hunter.”


      “Good—we can’t have you going into SkateAmerica one ounce overweight. Now, get going.”

      


      Rill watched the girl slink off, not the least concerned that 

         she’d run out on him. If she broke a leg, he’d have to tie her down to keep her off the ice, and her parents worked two jobs apiece

         to support her skating. Those were the kind who complained only if they thought you were being too easy on their little investment.

      


      Parents like that wouldn’t admit they viewed the coach as their pension fund manager, of course; they didn’t want to be quoted

         saying, “Yeah, I worked my kid like a plow horse, took away her youth, gave her an eating disorder, transported her a thousand

         miles from her father, and saw to it that the only book she’d ever read was the USFSA rules, all so I could cash in when she

         hit.” Not the kind of copy that contributes to a wholesome, marketable image. So they talked about “building character” and

         “just wanting what’s best for Susie.” That’s why he knew he could grab Darcy Hazel by her braid and haul her off the ice;

         her mother would rip the thing out by the roots, if that’s what it took to make weight.

      


      The thought cheered him so much, he actually meant the smile he wore when Mrs. Hotchkiss arrived to pick up her son.


      “Oh, we had a fine lesson today. Didn’t we, Steven?” His hand kneaded the boy’s shoulder. “Yes, ma’am—this boy is going to

         be a skater. I’m delighted I made room for him, just delighted.” He rubbed the boy’s head and didn’t look at the check she handed him

         until mother and son were out the door.

      


      He watched Doe Rawlings at the far end of the rink. Her skin had a luminescence, and even thirty yards away he could feel

         the warmth she radiated. At eighteen she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. It wasn’t supposed to enter into scoring,

         but of course it did; her face and figure were worth a few tenths of a point almost every time.

      


      


      She was practicing her triple lutz/triple toe combination. He shook his head in wonder; the lutz took so much momentum that

         it was astounding the girl had enough left for the triple toe, but Doe was stringing them together as though playing hopscotch.

         It would dazzle the judges at the Nationals.

      


      Rill’s pulse raced, as it always did when he thought about Doe’s future. His future, really. He strolled back to his office,

         whistling noiselessly.

      


      He decided a restorative was in order and was just reaching for the desk drawer when the door flew open. His hand jerked back

         at Maggie Campbell’s bark: “I want to talk to you!”

      


      She stood in the doorway, hands on hips, eyes boring in on him.


      “Maggie—this is a pleasant surprise. I—“


      “Don’t give me that.” She advanced on him, forefinger stabbing the air. “You fixed it. I know you did. Well, it’s not over!”


      She stood, glaring, arms crossed over her chest, chin out-thrust. “Don’t think you can get away with this.”


      He looked up at her calmly, though he thought her quite formidable for her size. “Maggie, what are you talking about?”

      


      “I talked to the police. They told me there aren’t going to be any drunk driving charges filed against your little protégée.”


      He gave her his boyish smile. “Well, I won’t lie to you—I’m relieved to hear that. Now—“


      “Liar!” The finger shot forward. “You already knew. They said you told them she had a reaction to a new antihistamine.”

      


      


      “That’s true. Her doctor backed it up.” Leaning back in the swivel chair, he locked his hands behind his head. “Doe has allergies.”


      “That’s such a lie! She was drunk. Friends of mine saw her throwing back drinks all night. That’s why she flunked the Breathalyzer.”

      


      Rill arched his eyebrows. “Odd Clay didn’t notice.”


      “There were three hundred people there, and Clay wasn’t with her until they left.”


      “Ah, I see.” He shrugged. “Well, Lofton Weeks told the police he didn’t see her take a drop. I believe several others spoke

         to the same effect.” He turned up his hands helplessly.

      


      “Sure—protect the crown princess. You haven’t heard the last of this, you know. I’ve written the association.”


      Rill sighed. “That was silly, Maggie; the association isn’t going to do a damn thing. You’re talking about the United States

         ladies’ champion. In a few months they’re expecting Doe to repeat at the Nationals, a month after that to take the World title,

         and less than a year after that to win the Olympics. Do you really think they’re going to sanction her because you wrote a

         letter? This case is closed. It’s exactly as though Clay blew a knee skating. Sad, but it happens all the time.”

      


      Maggie clenched her jaw to keep from screaming. “We’ll see. We’ll see how the association feels about a skater destroying

         another skater’s career like that—whether it thinks that ‘happens all the time.’ “

      


      “I think you’re going to find that the association is far more concerned with the future than the past. But I want you to

         know how sorry I am this happened. You deserved better. If you’ll let me, I’ll bend heaven and earth to get you another partner.”

      


      Maggie looked at him disdainfully. “Sure—so you can 

         collect your fees. No, thank you. I don’t want anything from you.”

      


      He shook his head. “I’ll do it even if you go to another coach. I’ve seen very few skaters with your sense of the relationship

         between movement and music. A lot of skaters go into pairs because they don’t have the tools to be competitive in singles,

         but you were a terrific singles skater when you came to me, and I don’t doubt you’d have gotten even better. Maybe good enough

         to have pushed Doe—who knows? And you made Clay; I wouldn’t have given a nickel for his chances until you came along.”

      


      Maggie’s nostrils flared. “That’s ridiculous; Clay’s a magnificent skater.”


      “Thanks to you he became a great pairs skater. But five years ago he couldn’t keep a partner—he had a lousy work ethic, and

         was getting by on raw talent. He was just about at the end of that game when you arrived and showed him what it took. Now

         you should go on with someone else.”

      


      “Who’s going to help Clay go on?” Maggie heard her voice catch and knew she had to get out. She whirled, bolting for the door.


      “He will,” Rill called after her. “And if I know Clay, he’ll manage just fine.”

      


      He watched the small, straight figure stalking down the hall, feeling he’d lost something. He was tempted to call her back

         and tell her not to throw herself away on Clay Bartlett, but she wouldn’t listen.

      


      He pulled the pint of vodka out of the desk drawer and took a sip; yes, that helped. Soon he was feeling quite content.


      Later, when Darcy Hazel appeared in his doorway, her face white, Rill was in a congenial mood. “Got it off, have you, Darcy?”


      


      “Yes, Hunter.”


      “No tricks now?” The question was academic—he could see the string of drool on her sweater.


      “No, Hunter.”


      “That’s my girl. You won’t be sorry. Now, get out there and work on that sit spin—you’ve been wandering off center recently.

         I’ll be out in a little while for your lesson.”

      


      The girl nodded eagerly, distress forgotten. Rill, thinking she really was a nifty little skater, watched her scurrying toward

         the rink. He was quite fond of her.

      


   

      


            Chapter 3



      Maggie sat with Clay in his parents’ sun room. A warm Indian summer sun brought out the colors in the maples. She’d always

         loved New England fall days, but now she saw death and despair in every fluttering leaf. She sprang to her feet, circling

         the room angrily, dropping the blinds.

      


      The latest test results were back, and there wasn’t much to say, beyond the doctors’ bromides: “There’s always hope. Great

         strides are being made. Perhaps … maybe … in a few months … in a few years …”

      


      Clay half groaned, half laughed. “I’ve got a flipper. You might as well have a trained seal as a partner, Maggie.” He clapped

         his hands together. “Arf, arf!”

      


      “Don’t! It’s not funny, Clay.” She hated the shrillness she heard in her voice, which she’d been hearing more and more.


      He grabbed her, pulled her to him, stroked her cheek with his good hand. “I’ve got to joke, Mag—I’m too old to cry, and that’s

         the only other choice I see.” He looked at the magazine lying in his lap, shaking his head. “The Lantsbergs set to win the

         Nationals. My God.”

      


      


      “We’ll get our turn next year, that’s all. We’ve just been pushed back a year.” She covered his hand with hers. “You’ve got

         to think positively—your parents say—“

      


      “My parents have the same attitude they had when my father’s business failed: ‘Oh, everything will work out.’ What they really

         mean is, ‘Nothing’s too important.’ My father never took anything seriously, so he can’t imagine that I do.”

      


      He lifted his right hand, examining it curiously. “It looks all right, doesn’t it? But it might as well be made of wood, for

         all the use it is. I’ll never skate with you again. Not competitively.”

      


      Maggie blinked back tears, words tumbling out: “That’s not true! Your fingers can move. That means there isn’t permanent damage.

         Once the cut’s completely healed you’ll recover your strength, I know you will.”

      


      “It is completely healed, Mag. What you see is the best I’m going to get.”

      


      Their eyes moved to the hand resting in his lap, cradling a sponge rubber ball. She saw the tendons in his forearm flex. The

         fingers squeezed, barely compressing the ball. “That’s it. I can hold a newspaper, drive a car. But I’ll never have anything

         like full strength again. We have to face it—my pairs days are over.”

      


      “It’s too soon to say that; in a few months you might—“


      “No, Maggie!” He cut her off almost angrily. “It’s time to see things realistically.” He lifted the hand two feet above the

         arm of the chair and brought the back of it down with a thud. “See that?” Specks of dust hung in the still air.

      


      “That didn’t hurt?” she asked, afraid of the answer.


      “Hurt? I can hardly feel it. It’s as though I was wearing a boxing glove; there’s sensation, but it’s distant. And when I

         try to work the fingers, it feels like something’s holding 

         them, keeping them from moving right.” He raised his arm again.

      


      Maggie grabbed his wrist. “Stop it! Stop it, please!” She pressed her hands against his wrist, just above the fresh, vivid

         scar that ran like a lightning bolt from the base of his thumb to the outside of his forearm.

      


      In July, at Denver, that hand, cradling her hip, had thrust her high over his head, lifted her as it might a baby. He’d held

         her in a star lift while they’d revolved to Rachmaninoff, and fifteen thousand people had applauded. That hand had once torqued

         her so hard in a split triple twist that her rib broke. Now it was powerless to resist her pressure. She brought his wrist

         to her lips.

      


      His free hand cradled the back of her head. “You’ve got to get a new partner, Maggie.”


      She recoiled. “I won’t!”


      “You have to. I’m going to have to get a job and finish school.” He squeezed her neck. “That’s positive thinking.” His breath stirred the fine hairs curling around her ears.

      


      She lost her fight with tears and turned away. “Damn it!” She drew her forearm across her eyes, flinging a crumpled letter

         across the room. “It’s unbelievable! Rill was so smug, so sure of himself! She destroys your career, almost kills you, and

         nothing happens to Miss Rawlings, the USFSA poster girl. ‘That’s a police matter, if they didn’t think there was any reason

         to charge her, we have no reason to do anything.’ So association officials pressure the police to drop it, and then use the

         fact they dropped it to justify having the association not do anything.”

      


      Clay leaned back, shutting his eyes. “Maggie, would wrecking her career get mine back? Please—just leave it alone.” He massaged

         the numb fingers. “Sometimes bad things just happen. Stupid things.”

      


      


      “Well, it didn’t just ‘happen’ to you, you know. She killed my chances, too!” A spasm twisted her insides, and she clutched

         her stomach. “I’ve dreamed of going to the Olympics since I was six. I’ve worked my whole life for that. And when my father

         died, I swore that one day I’d stand by his grave with my medal on, because he, he…”

      


      She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my God—what’s happening to me? You’re the one who’s hurt.”


      “Don’t, Maggie—please don’t.” He looked away, ashen. “Do you think I haven’t thought about that every day since this happened?

         What it does to you? That matters so much more than what it costs me. But don’t you see—dwelling on it won’t change anything.”

         His eyes pleaded with her. “It’s just… over.”

      


      Maggie sank to her knees. “I hate her,” she whispered.


      “Don’t, Maggie. It was an accident. Even if—“


      “She’s always been trouble. Since my first day she’s been horrible.”

      


      “It’s not her, Maggie. I—“


      “I know she’s the one who ripped my dress last year.”

      


      “You don’t know that, you’re just—“

      


      “I know she nicked my blade before we went on that time in Providence.” Maggie clenched her fists. “The way she looked at

         me when I had to come off, she wanted me to know.”

      


      “Maggie, you’re imagining things. She’s just… awkward.”


      She went on, talking to herself: “I blame myself; if I’d been there, this wouldn’t have happened.”


      “Maggie!” He gripped her arm. “What’s done is done.”


      She jumped to her feet, throwing off his hand. “Damn it, what’s it take to get you angry?”


      His head snapped back as though she’d slapped him. 

         “Something to be gained by it,” he said softly. His arm circled her waist, pulling her onto his lap. “One of us has to think

         realistically. So let’s get you a partner. Now, I’ve heard that Ham Barnes and Judy Hebert aren’t getting along. Ham’s a damn

         good skater, and—“

      


      “Ham Barnes?” She looked at him in horror. “He doesn’t belong on the same ice with you. Oh, God.” She felt the tears starting

         again.

      


      “Maggie, I know it’s rough. But you’ve got to start someplace, and time is running out.”


      “There’s no time! Even if I found someone tomorrow, there’s no time! We’d never be ready.”


      “You wouldn’t make Salt Lake City, probably, but—“


      “I’ll be too old for the next Olympics.”


      “There’s still the Nationals, Maggie, and the Worlds. Not this year, but a year from now, two at the most, why—“


      “No! I’ll never skate with anyone else. I’ll quit first.”


      “Don’t say that, Mag.” He enveloped her in his arms.


      “You can’t give up your dream.”


      His hand might have lost its strength, but his arms were still powerful. They clung to her as if he needed to reassure himself

         of her reality.

      


      “You were part of the dream,” she whispered.


      “Maggie, listen to me. You were born to compete. And not just to compete—to win. To be the best.” His thumb stroked her cheek. “I remember when you were little—ten, maybe. I would have been thirteen. We

         raced around the pond, and I won. You made me go again, and I won. You made me keep racing until I decided to let you win,

         so I could quit. You got ahead, then stopped. When I caught up to you, you hit me as hard as you could, right on my ear. ‘Don’t

         cheat me,’ you said. Like an angry little ferret. ‘Don’t 

         ever cheat me again!’ And you took off, remember? My ear hurt like hell.”

      


      Sniffling, she nodded. “I’m sorry.”


      He chuckled. “I doubt it. Anyway, you got what you wanted. I lit out after you, as fast as I could. I was going to kill you when I caught you. Only I couldn’t. We’d still be running around that pond. You were yelling, and throwing sticks at me, and any time I got close you put on a burst and

         pulled away. I finally gave up. I never beat you again, either.”

      


      He patted her hip. She began coiling his hair around her forefinger, marveling that hair could be so fine and soft; she thought

         hers was like rusty steel wool. “You weren’t training as hard as you should have been.”

      


      He nodded. “I sure wasn’t. Not until we started skating together, and you shamed me into it. Oh, God, Mag—you got me so much

         further than I had any right to expect.”

      


      She bit her lip, rejoicing in the smell of him, the familiar, warm comfort of arms that had carried her safely across miles

         of ice. “We brought each other.”

      


      “We did, but you wanted to win more than I did; if you hadn’t shown me how, I never would have known what it felt like to

         be a winner. I never knew what it took, Mag, until you showed me. You’re so much better a skater, it made me reach in a way

         I never had before.”

      


      “I’m not.”


      “Of course you are.” He took her chin between thumb and forefinger. “Maggie, you have to compete. I don’t—I can live without it. But I don’t think you can. Not until you’ve won it all. Now, let’s get you a partner.”

      


      “No!” She shot to her feet. “I’ll skate, but not with anyone else!”


      “What do you mean? How can you—“


      


      “I’ll go back to singles.”


      He looked at her incredulously. “But you haven’t skated singles in over five years.”


      “I can get back into singles a lot faster than I could be competitive with a new partner. I’ll only have to worry about me,

         not about someone else as well.”

      


      “Who will you get to coach you? Rill won’t, not with Doe.”


      She made a spitting sound. “Rill—if he hadn’t always treated her like a little blond goddess who can do no wrong, this wouldn’t

         have happened. I wouldn’t train on the same ice with her. As far as I’m concerned, I need to see her on the ice only once.”

      


      “Once? When?”


      “The Olympics. She took our medal; well, I’m going to do everything I can to take hers. And I know who can help me get it,

         if anyone can.”

      


      Once she made the decision she was obsessed with the shortness of time. Less than seventeen months; not a day to waste.


      Their last night together they made love, the first time since the accident. They had eaten at a little Italian place on Charles

         Street, Maggie picking, for once not needing willpower to resist. Then they’d walked up Beacon Street to his apartment. There

         was a harvest moon, its buttery light masking the litter and graffiti, restoring dignity to the rows of nineteenth-century

         brownstones. She thought of the first time she’d noticed how stately a city Boston could be; she’d miss that.

      


      In the apartment he built a fire. The night didn’t need it, but he knew she loved fires. He struggled awkwardly with the logs,

         flashing such defiance when she reached to help 

         that she turned away, not looking until she heard the kindling crackling. She settled beside him, and they sat, staring into

         the flames.

      


      He put his arm around her waist. “I’m giving up the apartment, Mag. The lease is up this month, and I’ll move in with my parents

         until I can find something cheap enough. Without the skating money it’s impossible.”

      


      “Must you? I feel like this place is ours.” She looked around the living room. She liked the fact that he kept it neat; she

         seemed to foster clutter wherever she was, but Clay had a sense of order. “I… I have some savings, and—”

      


      He cut her off. “Thanks, but you’ll need that for training.”


      He rested a finger on her lips before she could press him. “I’ll be fine. When I get a job I can find a new place.”


      “What about college?”


      “Maybe next summer; I need to earn some money first.”


      “Oh.” She thrust the poker into the fire, muttering, “Money.” They sat, watching the fire, saying nothing for several minutes.


      He touched her arm. “Does this disgust you, Mag? You can tell me the truth.” He turned the hand slowly, looking at it as though

         wondering whose it was. “Does it make you sick, to think of it? I haven’t wanted to… you know. Not without knowing. I couldn’t

         stand to think of you… putting up with something that disgusted you, just to please me.”

      


      She kissed the fingertips—slowly, one by one. They were cool and dry. He was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, and she

         still found it a miracle that he wanted her, loved her. Her mouth moved to his palm, then to his lips as she tugged at his

         shirt.

      


      He took her swiftly, with few preliminaries. Afterward she clung to him hungrily, pressing her slender athlete’s 

         body against him, willing herself to believe she could hold on forever.

      


      The act itself was more a chance to give him pleasure than a source of great physical release for her. When they made love

         she never felt the dizzying volcano of passion and sensation people spoke of, the thing that convulsed his body and left him

         panting and spent soon after he entered her. Yet afterward she always felt a glow, a soft, languid sense that the woman in

         her was realized, that all was well. She would hold him as long as he would let her, imagining that she was in some way attached

         to every woman who had ever held a man, back to the beginning of time. Now she fought the thought that this would be the last

         time she would hold him for months.

      


      He traced a finger down her side. His hands had roamed her body so often, on and off the ice, that she scarcely noticed.


      “How’s the rib?”


      “What? Oh, it’s fine. It was just a pull, I think. Now that I won’t be doing throws and twists, it shouldn’t be a problem.”


      “It’s hard to believe that you’re going back. Are you sure, Maggie? Do you really want to do this?”


      She looked at him almost angrily. “Of course I don’t want to go. I hate the idea of being away from you, and as for going back… well, there’ve been times, the last couple of days,

         when I felt like being sick when I thought about it. But it’s the only way that makes sense.”

      


      She lowered her head to his shoulder, savoring the smell of him. “I’ve tried to think of another way that made as much sense,

         and I couldn’t. This has to be.”

      


      She felt tears starting again. “Damn it!” She rolled away and sat up, blotting her eyes with her blouse. “We’ve so little

         time left.”

      


      


      “Have you decided how long you’ll stay?”


      “I can’t—not until I see how I come along.” She groaned. “If only it weren’t so far away.”


      “You’ve got to come back as soon as you can, at least for a few days.”


      “I will.” She propped her head on her hands and looked at the embers. “Imagine—coming to Boston as a visitor. It’ll be like

         when we were young.” She forced a smile. “Race you around the pond?”

      


      “No way. You’d win.”


      “You bet I would.”


      “Besides—the pond’s gone, along with the farm.”


      She nestled back against him. “We had fun then, didn’t we?”


      “We sure did. But when Dad lost his money, and had to sell the farm, and then my partner quit, I wondered if I’d ever have

         fun again.” He stroked her thigh. “Then your father called and said you were moving back, and I knew everything would be all

         right.”

      


      “Oh, Clay.” She rubbed her head against his shoulder.


      “I mean it. You became my partner, and life was better than ever.”


      “For me, too.” The fire toasted her back. “As soon as we started skating together, everything ugly was behind me. You took

         it away.”

      


      “I hope it’s not there, waiting for you.”


      “I’m not worried. I know who I am now. What I am. And what I’m doing there. There won’t be any surprises. I won’t let there

         be.”

      


      He rolled over onto his back and stared at the ceiling. “That’s okay, then. Did I ever tell you I used to think about buying

         the farm back?”

      


      “Really?”


      


      “Um. After we won the Olympics, and the promoters were showering us with money. I imagined us living there, if you wanted.”


      “Of course I’d want to. Is it for sale?”


      “Well, in a fantasy you don’t have to worry about details like that, but I guess most things are for sale, at a price.”


      “Then we’ll do it!” She laughed, rolling over and straddling him. “Right after the games.” She thrust her arm overhead. “Price

         is no object! Goose Hill Farm must be ours!”

      


      It brought a grin. His hand worked her flank. “Well, I better find that job, if I don’t want to be a kept man.”


      She leaned over and kissed him. “I’m skating for both of us, remember?”


      “You’re an angel, Maggie, but I intend to hold up my end. I’ll contribute something to the pot, believe me.”


      “I have every confidence in you, Mr. Bartlett.”


      “That’s my girl.” He kissed her. “The next year and a half is going to be hell.”


      Slowly, reluctantly, she rose. “It will be. But we have to remember it’s for a purpose, and then we’ll have the rest of our

         lives together. I promise.” She prodded his side with her toe. “On the farm.”

      


      Her brother, she noticed, was blinking back tears when he said good-bye before leaving for school. She hugged him, and he

         mumbled something. She turned to speak to her mother, and when she turned back he was gone.

      


      She hoped he’d be all right; he had none of her self-assurance, and she wasn’t sure any of the gawky boys and occasional girls

         who came by to look at his fish tanks or consult on sick pets had replaced her as confidante. She would have to write often.

      


      


      Her mother came in as she was finishing packing. “Lofton Weeks called again; don’t you think you should talk to him?”


      Maggie inspected her skates. The Riedell boots were breaking down, and she’d need new ones soon. The Gold Seal blades, sharpened

         every month, might last a year, but she was doing well if she got eight months out of the boots. She shook her head at the

         thought of another thousand dollars. With no more financial assistance from the association, and no prize or appearance money,

         things were going to be tight.

      


      “I said, aren’t you going to get back to Mr. Weeks?”


      Maggie noticed how much gray her mother had in her hair. It seemed to have happened suddenly, or perhaps she’d been dyeing

         it and had stopped.

      


      “All he wants is to nag me to stay here and get a new partner.”


      “Maybe you should listen to him. He only wants to help.”


      “Mother, he’s an agent and a promoter; he wants to ingratiate himself with me so that I’ll sign with him someday.” She put

         the guards on the blades and packed the skates in their bag.

      


      Em sank onto her daughter’s bed, next to the suitcase, and picked at the bedspread. “Are you sure, Maggie? Sure this is the

         right thing?” She sounded tired.

      


      Maggie sat down, putting her arm around her mother’s waist. “I’m sure. Did you stay up last night? You said you were going

         to bed.”

      


      “Not too long.”


      “You shouldn’t work so hard.” She got to her feet, voicing an old worry. “You’re all right, aren’t you? I mean, you have enough

         money? I know I’ve taken a lot.”

      


      Em held up her hand. “I’m fine, that way. Your father left us quite comfortable. You needn’t worry.”


      


      Maggie, packing, nodded uncertainly. She held out a sweater, studying it doubtfully.


      Her mother took it out of her hands. “You’ll need it.” She folded it and put it in the suitcase. “Don’t be afraid to come

         home if it doesn’t work out.”

      


      “I won’t be. Mother…” She hesitated.


      “Yes, dear?”


      “You’ll keep in touch with Clay, won’t you?”


      “Well, of course. If he’s moving in with his parents, I expect I’ll see him often.”


      “You do like him, don’t you?”

      


      “He’s a charming young man. Don’t forget warm socks. It can get very cold, you know. And damp.”


      “Mother, I lived there for almost fourteen years.” She let out a sigh. She wasn’t going to do any better than “charming young

         man.”

      


      “Yes, dear. Did you pack your raincoat?”


      Downstairs, waiting in the front hall, her mother pushed a folder of traveler’s checks into her hand. “You’ll need these—you

         won’t believe how expensive it’s gotten.”

      


      “I can’t take that. You’ve given me too much as it is.”


      “Take it—I’ll feel better.”


      “I appreciate it, really, but I wouldn’t feel right about it. Please don’t press me.” Maggie put the money on the table and

         folded her arms over her chest.

      


      “All right, dear.” Em smiled. “You look so like your father when you stand that way.”


      Maggie looked in the mirror. “I do, don’t I?” She let her hands fall.


      “Sometimes, when you come in the room, and I look up, it’s as though …” Her mother shook her head.


      “I know.” Maggie took her mother in her arms. “I used to wish I looked like you, though.”


      


      “Your brother looks like me. It’s amazing, really, how that happens.” She touched the auburn coils on her daughter’s head.

         “Your father’s hair.”

      


      Maggie laughed. “Impossible hair.”


      Em’s finger traced Maggie’s face. “His nose, his chin, even his freckles.”


      “True.” She didn’t mind anymore.


      “And his eyes, at least the color.”


      “I used to hate my eyes.”


      “I know.”


      “Now I don’t.”


      “Good.” Em studied Maggie’s face. “Remember when I told you that you had emeralds in your eyes?”


      “Yes.”


      “Your father had them, too.” She stepped back, canting her head. “I’m glad you look like him.”


      “I am, too, now. But I got your personality.”


      Em shook her head. “You’re a mixture. My temper, your father’s idealism.”


      “I’m not idealistic.”


      Em snorted. “Of course you are, and at your age, you should be. But it took your father a long time to learn that we have

         to make concessions to the way the world is. I hope you’ll learn sooner than he did.”

      


      “I learned the same time he did, Mother.”


      “Ah. Well, maybe you did. I hope so; it was a harsh lesson.”


      “Yes. Promise you won’t work too hard?”


      “Oh, don’t worry about me. Did you remember a hat?”


      Her mother was still inventorying her wardrobe when Clay pulled up. Maggie looked back as they drove away, photographing with

         her eyes.

      


      She loved the big old yellow frame colonial perched on 

         the rise. It had become her first new friend when they’d moved to Boston. In the small, musty, out-of-the-way places under

         the eaves, the house had offered a sixteen-year-old girl a solitude she’d never known before. She’d sat in the windowless

         rooms for hours, sometimes reading, sometimes just trying to know what she was. Gradually she’d come to a kind of understanding.

         Skating with Clay had had the biggest part in bringing back her sense of self, but she’d always think of the house as her

         friend.

      


      Her mother was still standing in the doorway as the car rounded the bend and the house disappeared. It was hard for her. She

         would worry, no matter what Maggie said. She felt the folder of checks in her pocket. Her mother must have slipped it in when

         Maggie was holding her.

      


      All too soon they’d parked the car and reached the “Ticketed Passengers Only” sign. She stepped into Clay’s arms.


      “Hold me, just for a second,” she whispered.


      “I love you, Maggie.” His cheek rested on her hair.


      “I love you, too.”


      “Whatever happens, I’ll always love you.” His voice was husky. “Remember that.”


      “I will.” She was determined not to cry. “I better go.”


      “Oh, Mag.” He squeezed the breath out of her. “I’m not good enough. I don’t deserve you.”


      “We deserve each other.” She kissed him lightly. “We’re together forever.” She turned, not looking back.


      Northwest flight 932 took off two hours later. Maggie leaned back, reluctant to start the book tucked in her skate bag. It

         was a fourteen-hour flight over the Pole to Tokyo, and the book had to last.

      


   

      


            Chapter 4



      She looked around the cha-no-ma while Grandmother and Aunt Mariko busied themselves in the kitchen. Grandfather had insisted she take the seat of honor in

         front of the tokonoma, the raised alcove holding a wall scroll. Everything in the combination living, dining, and sleeping room seemed the same,

         only smaller. The scroll was the same, the vase of pussy willows underneath it was the same, and the low table in front of

         her still had the chip in the black lacquer finish from the time she’d dropped a bowl on it.

      


      She wondered briefly about the smell of fresh hay, then realized it came from the new tatami on which they sat. Every few

         years she’d smelled that smell, in her house, her grandparents’ house, in everybody’s house. It made her think of the green

         countryside, and rice paddies, and country people in conical hats, cutting the stalks that would make the mats that would

         never feel the touch of a shoe.

      


      It pleased her that little had changed. She was even glad that Grandmother had already made a barbed comment at Grandfather’s

         expense, clucked disapprovingly about her mother’s business, and implied Maggie was anorexic; it reassured her that some things

         never changed. She’d thought 

         she’d never sit again in the little room where she’d played and eaten, two Sundays a month, for fourteen years, listening

         to the drone of adult talk, her grandmother’s acid asides, Grandfather’s mild replies, the clatter from the kitchen. At times,

         living in the big yellow house outside Boston, she’d wondered if she’d imagined it. The previous weeks had brought nothing

         but uncertainty; it soothed her, finding a constant.

      


      She realized her grandfather was speaking to her and brought herself back. “I’m sorry—I didn’t hear.”


      He smiled indulgently. Studying his face, she thought, he seems the same, too. Old, but he’s always been old. Unflappable,

         kind, and gentle. Comfortable with himself and his world.

      


      He was sitting seiza, his haunches resting on his heels, just as she remembered. He seemed serene, fully satisfied to have his family around him,

         food on the way, his granddaughter back.

      


      “It is a long flight, and you must be exhausted. Eat, then sleep. I asked about your mother.”


      “She’s well. She sends her love. So does Kenji.”


      The gray head nodded. “Good. I worry about her.”


      “She’s all right. She’s strong.”


      “Yes, she is. She always was. After your father died, though, I thought she might come back.”


      “I don’t think so, Grandfather. Kenji has school, and she has her friends, and her translating business. She is very American

         now. And I think she likes being where Father grew up and… is.”

      


      “Of course. Well, perhaps she will visit soon.” His eyes seemed to seek physical connection with her. “We were so happy when

         you said you were coming. It is a long trip, at our age. Last year your grandmother complained about the 

         jet lag for weeks after we got back. She said it ruined her appetite.” He dropped his voice. “I didn’t notice.”

      


      Uncle Katsumi nodded dolorously. “We were afraid you would never come back.”


      Maggie wrenched the subject to something unthreatening. “Please, Uncle—tell me about Cousin Nobuo. How is he?”


      “He is well. He is sorry he could not be here tonight, but we are building a new production line, and he must supervise the

         installation.”

      


      “Please tell him I look forward to seeing him. And how are things at Kofuku?”


      Both men smiled, Katsumi deferring to his father for an answer. The old man nodded happily. “Very good, thank you. Very good.”

         He leaned over the table. “Your uncle and I believe we have developed a product that will revolutionize the business. We believe

         we have solved the bandwidth problem.”

      


      Katsumi added, “We’ve managed to compress the signal in a way that’s never been tried before.”


      “That’s wonderful.” Maggie nodded, having no idea what they were talking about.


      Her uncle seemed to swell. “If all goes well, it will be worth a great deal, Megumi-chan.” He stopped abruptly, looked at her uncertainly. “It is acceptable, to call you that?”

      


      “Of course.” She hadn’t been called by her Japanese name in years. Three, if she’d heard her father’s whisper right, but he’d

         been unconscious and she hadn’t been sure. The last person to use it for certain had been her brother, and that had been the

         only time she’d ever really hit him. Now it sounded odd to her, like a strange noise.

      


      Her grandfather was waving his hand impatiently, unaware she’d drifted away again. “What is important is what 

         it can mean to the public, not what it may be worth to us. Why…”

      


      The arrival of Grandmother and Aunt Mariko bearing trays cut off further explanation. Grandmother deposited her tray heavily,

         passing out dishes while she scolded. “I hope, Husband, that this time you will consider what this thing might be worth to your family. Or perhaps we already have so much we need no more?”

      


      “I only meant that Kofuku provides us with a good living; we can’t eat any more than we already do.”


      Grandfather’s right eyebrow twitched, and Maggie had to stifle a giggle; she and her grandfather had always had a private

         language.

      


      Grandmother sniffed. “Let Fukawa-san decide he is tired of financing Kofuku and you will see how well we eat. Now, no more of this talk; we will see what comes,

         and I will believe it then.”

      


      She placed a plate in front of Maggie. “You must be starving. I thought Americans all ate too much, but you’re nothing but

         bones. That’s what comes when a mother is too busy to look after her family. Eat, eat.”

      


      Maggie looked up. “Western food, Grandmother?”


      Her grandmother, nodding, passed over a knife and fork, still in their store wrapping. “We weren’t sure you ate Japanese food

         anymore,” Aunt Mariko mumbled.

      


      “Oh.” The small steak looked delicious; the fried potatoes gave off a fine smell. Broccoli flowerets glistened with oil. Suddenly

         she was very hungry. She paused only long enough to say, “Thank you, but I would love anything you fix for me. I am very happy

         to be here.”

      


      The smiles and nods the lie drew felt good. Ravenous, she cut into the meat. Chopsticks dipped into lacquer bowls, the soft

         cricket clicks so much more soothing than the clatter of 

         steel on china. Lips smacked. Maggie felt her eyelids drooping. Around her swirled scents of dashi and shoyu, the iodine bite of fresh seaweed, the clean salt fragrance of bream, the flowery smell of rice, stirring her thoughts, making

         her think back to her childhood and wonder why she had been so certain it would be impossible for her to return to the place

         where she’d once been so happy.

      


   

      


            Chapter 5



      May 1981: Tokyo


      No one was more surprised to find Emiko Tanaka Campbell—“Em” to her husband and American friends—back in Tokyo, with an American

         husband and two-year-old daughter, than Emiko Tanaka Campbell. She’d left Japan six years before, at eighteen, and had long

         given up thought of returning. After graduating from Harvard, marrying a young lawyer named Nicholas Stuart Campbell, settling

         in Boston, and delivering a child whose birth certificate may have read “Megumi,” meaning “Blessing,” but who was known to

         all as Maggie, she felt well on the way to becoming an American.

      


      When her husband had come home one day to announce that his law firm had asked him to manage their Tokyo office, she’d objected.

         She and her mother couldn’t be in the same room without fighting, she wasn’t at all sure she liked the idea of raising Maggie

         as Megumi, she had no intention of assuming the life of a Japanese housewife she’d gone to such lengths to escape, and she

         thought her tall, lanky, red-haired, green-eyed gaijin husband had a wildly idealized 

         view of Japanese life, born of a junior year at Keio University. Had she not adored him, had he not assured her that they

         could leave any time she wanted, and had he not added that it would be an important career boost, she might well have refused.

      


      Eventually Em and her mother reached an uneasy truce, with Maggie the agent of reconciliation. “How strange looking she is,”

         sister-in-law Mariko exclaimed when the child wobbled into the house in which Em had grown up. “Look at her eyes. Gaijin eyes—she isn’t normal!”

      


      After six years in America Em no longer spoke in nuanced circumlocutions, and she rounded on the older woman. “It’s a pity,

         Sister-in-Law, you don’t have bigger eyes—and a smaller mouth!” She swept the little girl into her arms, ready to walk out and never return.

      


      Mariko blanched; no one had ever spoken to her so bluntly before. Lacking the ability to reply, she froze, her mouth working

         like a fish’s. Nick, barely able to follow his wife’s outburst, smiled uneasily, while Eriko Tanaka murmured conciliatory

         pap that Em found intensely, irrationally annoying. Katsumi, unnerved by the presence of conflict, began to giggle. She whirled

         on him, fixing him with a glare that made him giggle more. Seven-year-old Nobuo played with his blocks, oblivious.

      


      Em’s father broke the tension, walking over and wordlessly taking Maggie from his daughter. He held the toddler at arm’s length,

         while each inspected the other. They smiled at the same time.

      


      “She has grown so,” Shingo Tanaka marveled. He hugged the child, kissing her curls. “Grown even more beautiful.” Cradling

         her with one arm, he tapped his chest, saying slowly, “Sofu. So … fu.”

      


      


      Maggie stared at him wordlessly, eyes wide with wonder, until suddenly she understood. “So … fu!” Her hand closed on his stubby

         nose, squeezing. “Sofu!” Both laughed. Shingo Tanaka walked her around the room, Maggie riding easily in his arms, each member

         of the family suffering the small indignity.

      


      Sobo, stretched out on cushions with a bad back, tried to maintain her dowager image, but it cracked and Em actually saw her mother

         smile as the little hand reached down; even Katsumi let his natural pomposity slip enough to clap his hands over his face,

         pretending great pain, after his introduction. Finally they came to Aunt Mariko. “Mariko-oba-san, Megumi,” her father said. Mariko tried to turn away, but Shingo Tanaka’s look brought her head around and she endured her

         fate.

      


      Eriko Tanaka, beaming up from the floor, said, “Oba-san wants to bring you an ice-cream bar, Megumi. She was just going for it.” She reached up, taking the child from her husband

         and settling her on her ample stomach, while Mariko bowed deeply, whispered hoarse apologies for forgetting, and scurried

         from the room.

      


      The desire to keep up with the child had Mrs. Tanaka on her feet sooner than expected. Before the recovery period was over

         she was overheard calling for “Maggie.” Though nothing would induce her to call Em anything but “Daughter,” by subtle gestures

         she conveyed a certain softening toward her wayward child.

      


      The Campbells fell into a routine. Twice a month, on Sunday, they took the train from Ueno to Nerima. Arriving in early afternoon,

         they would sit in the cha-no-ma and chat, until the Tanaka women served an early supper.

      


      Mariko would bring in miso soup, rice, and pickles, then 

         grill shellfish and bits of meat over a small gas burner while Eriko Tanaka pushed morsels into Maggie’s mouth, if she could

         grab her as she darted by. The men made desultory conversation while Em held newly arrived Kenji and hoped her father wouldn’t

         say anything to provoke one of her mother’s caustic retorts.

      


      Shortly before the Campbells arrived in Japan, Shingo Tanaka had reached fifty-five, the retirement age at Japan Radio & Television

         Company. As a reward for his service as the JRT director of research and development, and at the personal direction of Seizo

         Fukawa, JRT’s founder, controlling shareholder, and chairman, JRT created a small company, gave it to Mr. Tanaka, and bade

         him produce cellular telephone equipment, for sale to JRT and others. Since old age pensions didn’t begin paying until sixty-five,

         the arrangement spared Mr. Tanaka the fate of many older men whose affiliations were less advantageous—a poorly paid job as

         a shop clerk—and allowed him to continue the work he loved. Reflecting his view of this development, he named the new company

         Kofuku, or “Good Fortune,” Corporation.

      


      It was understood by all that Kofuku was bound to the JRT kereitsu, or business group, though JRT owned but a single, symbolic share of Kofuku stock. Kofuku would endeavor to produce products

         that corresponded to JRT’s needs. In return, Kofuku would always have a customer and, should the need arrive, a source of

         capital. When JRT thrived, Kofuku would thrive; when the economy soured, it would be the Kofukus that accepted instructions

         from above to lay off workers and cut prices, so that the great companies like JRT could maintain the myth of lifetime employment

         and invincible growth. It did not require great managerial acumen to function in such an environment.

      


      


      Day-to-day management of the company was left to Katsumi Tanaka, who was named president and who compensated for a limited

         imagination with a prodigious appetite for mind-numbing detail. Shingo Tanaka felt like a child given the deed to a toy store.

         Katsumi was well pleased with the title he’d never have achieved in a larger business, and the prospect of an eventual sinecure

         for his son, Nubuo. Mariko, satisfied that her son’s future was ensured, could envision nothing more. Only Eriko Tanaka felt

         slighted by life, a feeling she was only too ready to share.
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