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NOTE ON NAMES, PLACES, AND PRONUNCIATION 

In China, what Americans call the “last name” is actually pronounced first. So the family name (Shen, Zhao, Yao) precedes the given name (Xue, Hongbo, Bin). Yao Bin’s surname is Yao; he would therefore be called Mr. Yao or Teacher Yao in formal address.

Xue is pronounced shoo-way, but when pronounced quickly it blurs into a one-syllable word. Jie is pronounced jee-ay, also blurred into one syllable. Zhao is pronounced like “jowl” without the “l;” Yao is “yowl” without the “l.”

Chinese women do not take their husbands’ last names; thus Jing Yulan (Ms. Jing) is the mother of Zhao Hongbo, and Lu Manli (Ms. Lu) is the mother of Shen Xue.

Shen Xue is often called “Xiao Xue” (pronounced shao shoo-way) by those who know her best. The endearment translates imperfectly as Little Xue, but its true meaning is somewhere between “young,” “little,” and a simple diminutive.

In Russia husbands, wives, and children typically share a last name, but while the woman’s surname has a feminine ending (Tamara Mosk-vina, Nina Ruchkina), the man’s surname has a masculine ending (Igor Moskvin, Sasha Ruchkin). Though Russians often address each other using the patronymic, I have omitted this detail from the book for simplification.

Most Russian first names have a diminutive form, which is used by friends and family: Yelena becomes Lena, Alexander becomes Sasha, and so forth.

Berezhnaya is pronounced bair-ezh-NIGH-ah. Sikharulidze is pronounced seek-har-u-LEED-zah. Shlyakhov is pronounced shlee-AH-hoff.

In Quebec, many women do not take their husband’s last name after marriage, so Murielle Bouchard (moo-ree-ELL boo-SHAR) is the wife of Jacques Pelletier and the mother of the Pelletier boys.

Pelletier is pronounced pell-tee-AY, and Salé is pronounced sal-AY, with emphasis on the last syllable. Gauthier is pronounced go-tee-AY. Benoît Lavoie is pronounced ben-WAH la-VWAH. Paquet is pronounced pa-KETT. Sayabec is pronounced say-BEC.

Marie-Reine Le Gougne is pronounced MAH-ree REN le-GOON-ya. Didier Gailhaguet is pronounced di-di-AY guy-a-GAY. Ottavio Cinquanta is pronounced oh-TAH-vee-o cheen-QUAN-ta.

St. Petersburg was renamed Leningrad during the Soviet era. It became St. Petersburg again shortly after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

When practical, I have converted figures into American currency, weights, and measures.
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Salt Lake Ice Center
February 11, 2002
8:34 P.M.



 

YELENA BEREZHNAYA places one white skate on the ice, bears down on the narrow blade, and surges forward. Before her the freshly made ice stretches out for two hundred feet. The ice is white, very white, bright as snow under a strong sun, but surprisingly there is no glare. From high at the top of the arena, light filters down in a way that warms the long white expanse and suffuses it with a soft glow. Berezhnaya pushes away from the barrier for the six-minute warm-up, and for a few strange seconds she sees no one ahead of her or beside her and experiences the peculiar sensation of skating alone at the Olympics. Then the other skaters come into view. Here are the Chinese pair and the Canadian couple, and here is her partner, Anton Sikharulidze. With two gliding steps she merges seamlessly into the fast-moving queue of skaters circling the perimeter of the rink.

From high up in the stands, the brightly costumed skaters circling below look like a school of tropical fish. The arena itself resembles a giant fishbowl. A four-foot barrier encloses the rink. Normally, the first row of spectators would sit just a few feet behind the rink barrier. But in this rink there is a solid wall rising thirty feet above the ice on three sides. This retaining wall has been painted in soothing marine blues and greens, and for the skater down on the ice the sensation is one of being inside a deep bowl whose sides rise up well above your head. Somewhere in the vast space above you, seventeen thousand people are murmuring, fidgeting. Their sounds of anticipation drift down in one large overhead mass of nervous energy. Up in the stands, packed in shoulder-to-shoulder among the Chevrolet dealers and Coca-Cola executives, are more than twenty of the sport’s former champions. They are here primarily because the skaters now on the ice represent the greatest collection of talent ever assembled on a single night in pair skating. The Chinese, the Canadians, and the Russians are generally considered to be three of the six best pairs in the sport’s hundred-year history, and that is why, for the past three years, experts have been predicting that this Olympic final will be the greatest pairs competition ever. Every past champion, every great coach wanted to be in the building for this one.

For the moment, however, the world’s best pair skaters are pretty much skating forwards and backwards. Within the sport this activity is known as “basic stroking.” It is the purest form of skating, and it is the only part of Yelena Berezhnaya’s extensive repertoire that she shares with the aristocratic skating enthusiasts who first contested the World Championship on a frozen pond in St. Petersburg in 1896. The simplest movements of skating can be the most difficult to perfect, and few ever achieve absolute mastery over the pure glide. Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze are better at basic stroking than anyone in the world and as good as anyone, ever. Their technique is so singularly exquisite that a few of the former champions up in the stands tonight are looking forward to the first minute of Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze’s warm-up more than any other part of the competition. These same past champions will tell you that while they achieved great things in their careers, their one lingering regret is that they could never move over the ice in the way that Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze are moving now.

Berezhnaya comes flying around a corner, generating a sharp gust of wind. She is wearing a striking short dress of dark pink. Berezhnaya is wearing less clothing to compete in the Olympics than most people sleep in, but she’s used to it. Her skirt is lightweight, specially designed to flutter in the breeze created by her speed, thus reminding the judges how fast she is. Berezhnaya’s face shows no emotion. She is shy, and no matter what dramatic motions she may make with her body, her expression while skating is always slightly distracted. It is a curious sight to see, as if some cord had become disconnected between her body and her face.

Berezhnaya carries herself proudly, with the impeccable posture of a prima ballerina. One can almost make out an invisible line running up her spine, which is always pulled taut. Yet her movement is remarkably easy. While keeping the axis of her body perfectly straight, she sways gently to and fro with each stride, in the way that a tent pinned firmly to earth sways softly in a breeze. She holds her arms like wings, raising them slightly with each stroke of the blade, and she is light, light on her feet. Since Berezhnaya is only carrying around ninety-six pounds, which are distributed through her slim five-foot-one-inch frame in the form of pure muscle, it might seem easy enough for her to be light on her feet, but actually size has nothing to do with it. This point is proven when her partner, Anton Sikharulidze, a six-footer weighing a hundred and seventy pounds, passes her with the same perfect, quiet strokes. Their secret is that they have found the elusive sweet spot of the quarter-inch blade and are pressing it into the ice with every step to generate almost pure speed and almost no resistance. They can cover the length of the ice with half a dozen such perfect strides. The result is that relative to anyone else, they appear to waste very little time just skating around. Their two rivals, the Chinese and the Canadians, can’t match the Russians’ virtuoso stroking, and though the Chinese are undeniably fast, at times their blades make a telltale scratching sound as they score the ice. To the judge’s trained ear, that scraping sound is about as welcome as the sound of a phonograph needle being yanked across a record.

If the Olympic pairs championship were decided on skating forwards and backwards, the Russians would have it in the bag. But twenty minutes hence they will have to make their way through a four-and-a-half-minute program, navigating a minefield of high-risk tricks, any one of which could easily cause a slip. The Russians have never made it through this program in competition without making a mistake, but they will need to tonight. In a competition of this caliber the victory will belong to the team that goes for all the dangerous tricks and hits them all. The program that Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze will attempt tonight would definitely be the most difficult ever attempted in Olympic history, if it weren’t for the fact that the Chinese may try an even more difficult program a few minutes later.

All this makes Tamara Moskvina a very nervous woman. Moskvina has coached Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze from the very beginning of their partnership, but she has never been as nervous for them as she is right now. For that matter she has never been this nervous at any competition in her thirty-year coaching career. At this moment Moskvina is standing right up against the rink boards. She is exceedingly tiny, almost elfin, and she has to stand that close because otherwise she can’t see over the fourfoot high barrier. Born in Leningrad a few months before the siege in 1941, Moskvina suffered from wartime hardships like everyone else, and she attributes her short stature to a childhood diet of one hundred grams of bread a day. But Moskvina was never one to dwell on misfortunes, and when she took up pair skating, she found a way to turn her height to her advantage. In Moskvina’s youth the so-called one-and-a-half situation, in which a tall man is paired with a much shorter woman, was just a glimmer on the horizon of pair skating, and she formed the female half of one of the earliest such Soviet experimental pairs. (In every one of the twenty pairs competing at this Olympics, the woman is almost a foot shorter than her male partner.) Moskvina was not the most naturally talented pair skater of her generation, but she made up for it in drive. She picked up a national title and a European medal on her way to the 1968 Olympics, where she finished a respectable fifth. Then she stopped competing and took on a few skating pupils. And within twenty years Moskvina became probably the greatest pairs coach the sport has ever seen.

Moskvina now fixes her skaters with a piercing gaze. For most of the hundreds of hours each year that she coaches Berezhnaya and Sik-harulidze, she is out on the ice on skates, chasing after them, shouting at them to go faster, grabbing hold of an arm or leg and lifting it into place. She is surprisingly spry for a sixty-year-old, and often insists on cutting in to demonstrate a move. Six days a week, three hours a day, her instruments are her body and her voice. But in these last, most nervous moments just before a competition, she believes in using her eyes. “I look at them in their eyes,” she says. “I hypnotize. I persuade. I guide them to feel how great they are. I do all my tricks.” The main problem at such moments is to calm her skaters down without losing the power of that nervous energy, to harness their adrenaline and let it work for them (anticipation) instead of against them (fear).

In this department, no one in history has more experience than Mosk-vina. This is the sixth consecutive Olympics at which she has stood beside the rink boards and coached at least one of the top four pairs who comprise the final warm-up group. Over a span of two decades—in Sarajevo, Calgary, Albertville, Lillehammer, Nagano—she has stood almost precisely where she is standing right now, fixing her penetrating gaze on a gold medal contender. Her tricks seem to work. In every case, within the hour, her pair has finished with a brilliant performance and either the gold or silver medal. On two occasions, Moskvina’s teams actually won both the gold and silver medals at a single Olympics, a feat that left precisely one bronze medal for the rest of the coaches in the world to fight over. In all, her teams have won three gold and four silver Olympic medals since 1984. If Moskvina’s little skating empire constituted a country, it would rank third among nations on the all-time medal count list in Olympic pair skating.

For all her experience, this moment is pressing in on Tamara Mosk-vina. She is forcing back the overwhelming sensation that though the competition must happen right here, right now, her team is not ready. For the first time in forty years, the top Russian pair is not coming into the Olympics as the gold medal favorite. Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze have not won the World title since 1999. More to the point, they have lost to the Canadians in their past three meetings, including their most recent showdown six weeks ago in Toronto.

All this would be alarming enough, but Moskvina is also struggling to rein in a pair that has always been temperamental and unreliable. In their entire career, Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze have never skated what is called “a clean competition,” two programs with no mistakes. They invariably make one or more conspicuous mistakes in either the short or the long program. They are prone to odd mishaps, the kinds of things that don’t seem to happen to other couples—they tear a costume in the warm-up, miss their bus, forget the ID badges they need to enter the arena. Earlier this week, Berezhnaya stayed too long in a tanning bed and “came home as red as a pig,” in the words of Moskvina, who decidedly was not happy. Pair skating relies on touch, and the sunburn was so painful to the touch that the team could not practice for an entire day. It was a beginner’s mistake, a mistake that is almost inconceivable for someone at this level of experience, and yet it was typical of this pair. They are brilliant skaters, but they are inconsistent, and they are unlucky. Moskvina feels it in her bones: They are vulnerable. They could lose.

A loss would be devastating to Moskvina, who has spent her life maintaining the grand tradition of Russian pair skating. A Soviet or Russian team has won the Olympic pairs championship at every Games since 1964, when the legendary Protopopovs first captured the title. Since then, one Russian pair or another has always come through, for ten consecutive Olympics, or Moskvina’s entire adult life. Through communism, the fall of communism, the hand-to-mouth transitional years, and the brave new capitalism, Russian pair skating has never wavered. Incredibly, the Russian pairs record is the longest unbroken streak in Olympic history in any sport, summer or winter.

But for the better part of a year now, insiders have been predicting that the dynasty will end tonight. There is a certain bitter irony in the prospect, since for tonight’s performance Moskvina has lifted a signature piece from the Protopopovs’ repertoire, Massenet’s “Meditation” from Thaïs. The idea was that the lyrical, elegant music would remind everyone of the unsurpassed beauty of the grand Russian school, and that Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze would join the Protopopovs in history as the latest of the Russian gold medalists. Now it is possible that her team will be reminding everyone of the Protopopovs at the precise moment that they are ending the streak that the Protopopovs began in 1964. Moskvina has done more than any other single person to continue the Russian legacy, but by the end of the night she may find herself at the helm of Russian pair skating at the very moment when the streak comes to an end.

A few feet to Moskvina’s left, the Chinese coach, Yao Bin, watches his skaters speed down the ice side by side, a few feet apart. Their motions are perfectly synchronized. As they approach the end of the rink, the two skaters turn, dig a sharp toe pick deep into the ice, and launch themselves into the air. For a second they are flying, a blur of spinning arms and legs. Then they plummet to earth, each landing on the right foot at precisely the same instant. A roar of approval comes from somewhere above their heads.

Yao claps briefly, without noticing that he is doing it. He is completely focused on his strategy. He believes that if his team can land the first throw quadruple jump in history, the judges will be compelled to place them first. Yao has an absolutely ferocious competitive streak that he is constantly honing, like a man who draws a knife back and forth, back and forth through a sharpener. Asked to describe her coach, Shen Xue says only one thing: “Mr. Yao likes to win. He really, really likes to win.” Yao believes that Shen and her partner, Zhao Hongbo, can win this title outright, and he does not care that most people feel that he should be happy just to be here coaching a gold medal contender when less than twenty years ago, Chinese pair skating was an international joke.

Yao’s path crossed Moskvina’s at the 1984 Olympic Games in Sarajevo. was there as coach of the eventual gold medalists. Yao and his partner, the first pair skaters ever to represent China, were there to compete. Yao’s pair finished dead last, and there was a great yawning gap between them and the team that finished next to last. They were the skating equivalent of the outclassed swimmer who goes through his last two laps alone after the rest of the field has finished. In Sarajevo, the Chinese mainly distinguished themselves by committing amateurish mistakes that had never before been seen in Olympic skating. One Chinese skater competed while wearing a wristwatch. At one of the practices, when a Chinese skater leapt into a flying camel spin, loose coins came flying out of his pockets, astonishing everyone in the rink. The other skaters had to interrupt their Olympic practice to help him pick up his change.

Pair skating was virtually unknown in China in the seventies, when Yao Bin was growing up in the frigid northern city of Harbin, close to the Siberian border. In winter, temperatures often dipped to thirty or forty below zero, and with a little ingenuity the people of Harbin developed a system of flooding the soccer fields in winter to form makeshift skating ponds. In Yao’s youth skating in China meant skating outdoors on dull blades in subzero temperatures, and Yao must have really liked to skate. At that time, Chinese Central Television, the main government network, did not broadcast skating, so Yao and a few of his fellow enthusiasts once took the train to the northern border, where they pulled in the Soviet television signal and watched the World Championships. After years of extreme isolation, Sarajevo was a watershed event in Yao’s life. For the first time he glimpsed the beauty and magnificence that were possible in his sport. After Sarajevo Yao understood that a difficult movement could be done with infinite ease, so that it floated on the emotion of the music. While he was there he committed thousands of small details to memory. To this day Yao recalls the things he saw in Sarajevo in perfect detail, and with obvious delight: “The unison of the Russians. And the Americans had the high lateral twist lift—amazing! Amazing! And quadruple throw—they did throw quadruple Salchow on practice!”

It is a mark of how far Yao has brought Chinese pair skating that tonight, eighteen years later, his own team is the only team in the world that will even attempt the throw quadruple Salchow. This fearsome jump, the one that impressed him so forcefully in the Olympic practice sessions in 1984, has yet to be landed in competition, and most skaters will not go near it. The risk factor is too high, and the danger too distracting: If you miss the quad, it disrupts the rest of the program, and if you hit it, it disrupts the rest of the program. That Yao was able to teach the most difficult move in skating to a Chinese pair is a miracle almost too large to comprehend. But Yao is no ordinary man.

Everything that has happened or will happen in Chinese pair skating has passed through Yao Bin’s grasp; he is the first and last word on the subject. Yao was himself the first—and for a time, the only—male pair skater in China. In the eighteen years since his Olympic debacle, Yao has tended the small fire of his own individual passion, growing his pair skating program little by little, precisely as fast as China’s political environment and scant resources would allow. As China slowly opened up in certain ways, remaining shut tight in others, Yao walked the razor’s edge, taking care to be on the leading edge of progress but not to leap ahead of the Party. In a nation of 1.3 billion in which few were allowed to pursue individual dreams, Yao persisted. In the 1980s came the first indoor rinks, and by 1996 the Chinese Sport Association had founded a national skating academy in Beijing, subsidized by the government. Yao personally searched the handful of indoor rinks in China, looking for children with extraordinary potential. When he found them, he installed them in a cramped dorm in Beijing, where they lived and breathed skating, eleven months a year.

For Yao’s generation, the generation growing up during the hysteria of the Cultural Revolution, the opportunity to study outside of China didn’t arrive until the 1990s. As there was literally no preexisting tradition of pair skating in China and he was forbidden to study abroad, Yao realized early on that he would have to teach himself everything. He would have to figure out how to perform and coach the skills of pair skating on his own, from the fundamentals up through the highest-level skills. He did it through hawk-eyed observation at every competition he ever attended, storing all those images in the vaults of his photographic memory and replaying them later. Shen and Zhao were Yao’s sixth pair, and by the time he got to them, he had taught himself enough to create a pair that could one day win the World Championship.

Now Yao and his team are taking on Russia and Canada, the two most powerful countries in pair skating. Skating is a national obsession in Canada, where every youngster learns how to skate. Canada, a country with the population of the state of California, has an astonishing three thousand skating rinks. In contrast, since the collapse of the Soviet Union’s sports system, the number of rinks still operating in Russia has dropped to about ninety—while at the present time in all of China there are eleven indoor rinks serving a billion people. Yao Bin knows he is fighting incredible odds. He remains the only pairs coach in China, and his four teams are the only four elite pairs in the entire country. So when the Chinese figure skating federation was awarded three Olympic slots, Yao just looked around his rink and tapped three of his four teams to come to Salt Lake City. Already tonight, two of his teams have skated. Remarkably, both of these teams—plus Shen and Zhao, who are yet to skate—will finish in the top ten. But Mr. Yao really, really likes to win, and he is not interested in the top ten. He is gunning for first place.

Shen and Zhao pass by the spot where Yao now stands, rehearsing a sequence of dance steps. For the past two years they have been racing to develop a more Western style of skating in time for this Olympics, and in this sequence, Yao sees the difference. This year, they look into each other’s eyes the way the North Americans do; they create emotion through their facial expressions and certain dramatic dance movements. Now the balletic choreography flows through them; it is no longer a layer superimposed on their skating. Now, when they move their arms, one is aware of the fact that they also have wrists, hands, and fingers.

The Chinese skating federation made the surprising decision to hire Western choreographers three years ago, after several instances in which Shen and Zhao lost big competitions because they were said to be lacking in “artistry.” The truth was that they had their own artistry, but it was conceived in a traditional Chinese style. They performed to Chinese compositions (Yellow River Piano Concerto), drawing on traditional Chinese opera and Chinese ethnic dance for inspiration. Suffice to say Yellow River Piano Concerto looked nothing like Swan Lake. The judges, who tend to adore Swan Lake regardless of their nationalities, made it abundantly clear that this Chinese style was not going to count as good artistry. And because judges from non-Asian countries absolutely dominate the sport, both in terms of sheer numbers and historical precedent, no one was powerful enough to persuade them otherwise. The Chinese were faced with a stark choice: Copy the West, or go on losing.

This ultimatum generated a minor crisis for a sport federation in China, where a generation ago, any affiliation with bourgeois Western art could land you in trouble. Times have changed, but on the part of the Chinese sport federation there is still a distinct desire to bring Chinese culture to the West rather than bringing more of the West to China. So the skating federation decided to hire Western choreographers for Shen and Zhao, but with the stipulation that the program should have “Chinese characteristics.” Thus Shen and Zhao will skate to Puccini’s Turandot tonight, an Italian opera set in Beijing’s Forbidden City. (The Chinese skating federation takes this seriously. Earlier this week, another Chinese pair had to make a last-minute substitution after the federation yanked their intended music—Seven Years in Tibet.)

Shen and Zhao’s new Western style has given them the possibility of winning. There are two marks to be given tonight: the first for technical merit and the second for artistic presentation. Since Shen and Zhao’s Western transformation the judges can no longer use the artistic merit mark to drop the Chinese far below their rivals. But the judges still don’t consider the Chinese to be “artistic enough” to beat either the Canadians or the Russians on the second mark, if everyone skates well. To win, the Chinese have to beat their rivals on the first, technical mark. To do that, they have to land the quad.

The quad is so spectacular, so risky, so gutsy that if they can land it, as the last skaters of the evening, the judges cannot deny them the gold. At least, this is Yao’s hypothesis. All along, he has felt that he cannot overcome the Western bias of the judges without some kind of miracle, and so he has prepared the miracle of the quad. Thus far in the Olympic practices, they have landed six of them—high, beautiful, unbelievably easy ones. When her partner throws her high into the air for the quad, it’s as if Shen has been shot upwards from a trampoline. From the spot on the ice where she takes off to the spot where she lands, she covers twenty-two feet. Skaters often “cheat” quadruple jumps, eking out the last revolution as they are landing, but Shen turns so extraordinarily quickly that she finishes the four revolutions still above the ice, with plenty of time to drop down on one foot for a pure landing. For skaters in the building, the sight of Shen landing a quad provokes an involuntary gasp—then a wide smile. Somehow Shen and Zhao’s accomplishment seems like a triumph for all skaters everywhere—they have conquered the most difficult move in pair skating, absolutely conquered it.

Trying a new element in pair skating for the first time is both dangerous and intimidating. Belief is key. Yao Bin had believed in the quad early on and because of him, Shen and Zhao had believed in it. Yao had never taught anyone a throw quad Salchow before. But this was true of practically every move he had ever taught them, and at least with the quad, the other coaches in the world had nothing on him. As far as he was aware, only two coaches in the history of pair skating had ever produced a team that could land a quad in practice. Yao was determined to be the third, and he found a strong ally in Shen Xue. Even as a child, Shen Xue was preternaturally tough. Once, when she was six years old, she got new skating boots, and during the first day of practice, the new boots cut her feet badly. But Shen Xue said nothing. It was only when she took off the boots after practice that her parents discovered that her socks were caked with frozen blood.

Years later, this deep-seated toughness was indispensable to her in learning the quad. Shen stands only five foot two and weighs just a hundred pounds. Because of her size she can get amazing height on a throw, but when she falls, there is little meat on her bones to break her fall. When Shen began to learn the quad, it was understood that she would fall many, many times. She would fall because she couldn’t yet complete four revolutions in the air; she would fall because she would come out of the last turn “blind” and not find her footing; she would fall because her partner would throw her with too much or too little force. So every day, Shen bundled up in heavy hip, shoulder, and shin pads and fastened her helmet. “She looked like a spaceman,” Zhao says. Forty-three times, Zhao threw her into the air and grimaced as she crashed to the ice. On the forty-fourth try, she landed one.

Six months later, the question of the moment is whether to attempt the quad tonight. The Chinese will skate last. If the Canadians and Russians make at least one mistake each, the Chinese could possibly win the Olympics without the quad. The question has both psychological and physical considerations, and Yao weighed it carefully in the bus on the way to the arena tonight. Then he spoke to the two kids. “I told them that many judges tried to dissuade me from trying this quadruple,” Yao says. judges said to me, ‘Look, if you fall, the whole performance will be damaged by it.’ But the kids said to me, ‘We’ve been preparing so long to do this quad. We have paid so much for this move; we’ve taken so many falls. If we don’t do it at the Olympic Games, all that we have paid will go to waste, and maybe we will never have the chance to try it again.’”

That was what Yao wanted to hear, so he told them, “Good. We’ll do it. But make two preparations: one is to do the quad, the other is to substitute a triple. The final decision will be based on how you look during the warm-up.”

Now Yao is watching the warm-up in a state of agitation. This is a face he rarely wears in public. In practice, he tends to lean against the boards, playing the part of the nonchalant older friend who has just dropped by to give his young friends a little advice. But tonight he is all business. He has always urged Shen and Zhao to try many of their hard elements during the warm-up. He likes them to feel the actual physical sensation of landing everything they will try in their program. It gives confidence, and then they will approach their entire program with a kind of fearless attack. It is in this mood, Yao knows, that any skater skates his best. However, you cannot warm up a quad. You cannot afford the risk. For the past month or so, at home in Beijing, they have been hitting the quad about forty percent of the time—and some of the misses are hard, bruising falls, not what you want just before the most important competition of your life. So they will try only a throw triple Salchow in the warm-up, and if it goes well, they will try the quad in the competition. Yao watches as they tick off the other elements, each one perfect. But he waits—and they wait—for the moment of truth: the throw triple Salchow.

Zhao Hongbo brushes past David Pelletier, and for a moment they look like two forties movie stars passing on a Hollywood back lot. Zhao is wearing a tasseled black prince’s costume pulled from the racks of the Metropolitan Opera. Pelletier is wearing a dark gray sweater vest over a lighter gray oxford shirt, and what appears to be a pair of Dockers. To the vast number of people seeing Pelletier for the first time tonight, he will come across as some kind of preppie, but nothing could be farther from the truth. Pelletier, a hockey fanatic, only got into pair skating because he thought it looked like fun to throw girls across the ice. Growing up in rural Quebec, the three Pelletier boys were a rough-and-tumble lot. His two brothers are now in the Canadian army, and if things had gone another way, David Pelletier might well have followed suit. Instead he is circling the Olympic oval dressed as the preppie hero of the American movie Love Story, while one of his brothers, who is stationed in Bosnia, watches via a live satellite hookup.

Pelletier glides over to his partner, a girl with a shiny brown ponytail named Jamie Salé, and takes her hand. Something about the gesture suggests a relationship, and it is true that they have their own love story off the ice. They have a charisma that you cannot teach, and when they perform, the spark between them reaches the people in the last row. Their choreographer, Lori Nichol, decided to use this obvious romantic current in her choreography for the Love Story program, and the consensus is that she has done so to tremendous effect. Since its debut in the fall of 1999, Love Story has received rave reviews. Part of its appeal is its simplicity. As you watch it, it’s very easy to see that it is about two college kids flirting, having a snowball fight, falling in love, and suffering a tragedy thereafter. In a common conceit of figure skating routines, Jamie Salé’s character (the one played by Ali MacGraw in the movie) develops terminal cancer while executing a throw triple loop, a spiral sequence, and a spinning lift that covers the length of the ice. It is a testament to Nichol’s unerring sense of the form in which she works that somehow this does not come off as laughable. The program is far more moving than it has any right to be. It evokes genuine emotion, in the way that a really good Broadway show can be both sentimental and affecting at the same time.

The program is so effective, in fact, that recently Nichol and her pupils decided to scrap their planned Olympic year program and bring back the old Love Story. Many inside the Canadians’ camp warned that the judges might frown on revisiting a two-year-old program. Their marks could suffer. Nichol also worries about this. So in Salt Lake City she has been getting the word out that such objections are not codified in the rulebook and should play no part in the judging. “Should The Nutcracker have only one Christmas?” Nichol asks, as a reporter scribbles away.

Salé and Pelletier are now performing a section of their choreography, performing from the tips of their fingers to the precise expression in their eyes. The music is so ingrained in them that they hear it even when it is not playing, and the effect is a strange one for the people in the stands, to whom the couple appears to be skating to music that the crowd cannot hear. The Canadians are too deep in their own world to notice their coach, Jan Ullmark, as they pass him. Ullmark marvels at their appearance: They look absolutely perfectly trained. No one would ever guess that ten days ago, Salé was lying in bed with the flu, and Pelletier was so freaked out by the pressure that he flat-out refused to come to the Olympics. Now, as they rehearse their routine, it takes a coach’s trained eye to zero in on the telltale signs: Salé is even thinner than usual; Pelletier, still nervous, is just the slightest bit up on the toes of his blades. That’s what Ullmark sees; everyone else in the arena is under the spell of that incredible charisma. More than anyone else in pair skating now, the Canadians have the actor’s capacity for being in character. But while connecting with the audience is the bread and butter of pro skating tours, it does not necessarily move the Olympic judges.

For decades, the so-called North American school has been criticized by European judges for being too show biz, too flashy, too pop. In response, countless North American pairs have tried valiantly to beat the Russians at their own game. They put on elaborate ballet choreography, but it did not suit them, and they struggled under its weight. Nichol’s stroke of genius was to go straight into the lion’s den, to push the North American style to its limit and, in the process, to reinvent the Canadians’ cheesy pop style as popular art. She taught Salé and Pelletier to treat Love Story with the same sincere respect that they might treat Tristan und Isolde. The result is a piece of great popular entertainment that is hard to resist, even for the most dismissive critic.

Entertaining audiences is what Salé and Pelletier do best; their weakest suit is the dreaded side-by-side triple jumps. The problem is on Salé’s side. She can do the jump in her sleep, but she has what she calls “a mental hang-up” about it, and she has a tendency to back off the jump and perform only a double. They lost the 2000 World title because of this weakness, and the next year, when they finally won their World Championship, their one mistake came when Salé watered down a jump. Now they are barreling down the ice, setting up for side-by-side triples at the far end of the rink. Jan Ullmark is glued to the scene. If Salé lands this one, the confidence will be coursing through her veins for the rest of the night. In a split second they are up in the air, whirling, and then abruptly they are back on the ice. To Ullmark’s experienced eye, there was something slightly amiss in the blur of limbs, something not quite matched. Pelletier has done a triple jump, and Salé only a double. She skates away from the scene of the crime, looking scared.

It is Ullmark’s job now to calm her and cut her off before she starts obsessing over the jump. In the past, Salé has been known to narrow her vision so that the only thing that exists in the entire world is the jump she has just missed. Ullmark knows this well, because he coached Salé as a teenager, and he has watched her go through these motions at dozens of championships, from the regional juniors in a grungy rink in some Canadian backwater to the hallowed ice of the Olympic Games. Now she skates by his place at the boards and looks over at him with wide, unblinking eyes. “You’ll do it when the music’s on,” Ullmark says with a shrug. “You always do it with the music.” She nods, and her shoulders relax almost im-perceptibly; she looks up at her partner and summons a smile: No problem. She’ll do it with the music. And Ullmark can actually see it: She’s decided to be confident.

Thirty feet above the skaters’ heads, in the front row of the audience, Barbara Wagner and Bob Paul both tensed at the moment that Salé doubled her jump. They know how badly Salé needs that triple, but even more than the triple, she needs to keep a cool head. Wagner and Paul were the last Canadian team to win the Olympic pairs title, way back in 1960. They are here tonight to see if Salé and Pelletier can join them in the record books. It has been a long wait. For years there has been talk of the decline of the once-proud school of Canadian pair skating. One much-quoted theory is that the Canadian free-market system cannot compete with the vast organizational powers of the Russians and the Chinese. In Canada, there is no government scout combing the provincial rinks, matching a talented little girl in Vancouver with a promising boy from Nova Scotia. In Canada, there is no all-encompassing system of training. The Chinese have been with Yao Bin for ten years; the Russians have been with Moskvina for six. But Jan Ullmark has coached Salé and Pelletier for only nine months—and he’s never coached an Olympic contender before.

Nor does the Canadian system pay its athletes to train full-time in the lean years when they are climbing the ranks. The average age of a skater in this warm-up group is twenty-five. Salé and Pelletier are the only two skaters in the group who have ever held a job of any kind. Among other things, Salé spent a few years as a barista at the Second Cup and a hostess at a Joey Tomatoes restaurant. At one point Pelletier was pouring draft beers for hockey fans on the concourse of an arena not unlike the one in which he is now skating. Now that the Canadians have reached a certain level of success, they have a few endorsement deals that pay the bills—in fact, at this very moment their grinning faces are lining the shelves of virtually every Canadian supermarket, duplicated on box after box of Cheerios.

At the halfway point of the six-minute warm-up, all of the couples except the Russians have paired off. Skaters skim past each other, gaining speed for stunning tricks. At center ice, David Pelletier hurls his partner into the air with abandon. She whips through three turns before dropping to the ice on one secure foot. In the cavernous space above them, the crowd applauds. The cost of producing this final, of training these six skaters for twenty years apiece, keeping them in skates and costumes, buying their ice time and their lessons, is somewhere around three million dollars. The bulk of the tab was paid by the Chinese government, the government of the former Soviet Union—and the parents of Jamie Salé and David Pel-letier, who are here tonight, almost too nervous to watch.

The Russians’ parents are not here, because it is expensive, because they cannot get the time off from work, and, in Berezhnaya’s case, because her mother cannot get a visa to come to the United States. Over the past three years, the U.S. consulate has rejected a series of visa requests from Berezhnaya’s mother, and her passport has been stamped with the kiss of death, a rejection reading “potential immigrant.” Berezhnaya’s mother and Sikharulidze’s parents are watching at home, at six in the morning, on Russian television. Sikharulidze keeps a cell phone in the pocket of his warm-up suit so he can call his mother when it’s over.

In Shen and Zhao’s case it is the sheer cost of travel that prevents their parents from watching them skate outside of China; Shen’s parents’ combined take-home pay before they were laid off by the state was around twenty dollars a month, and now they are unemployed. Right now it is almost lunchtime in China, and soon Chinese Central Television will be broadcasting the Olympic pairs final on a tape delay. Understandably, this knowledge weighs on Shen and Zhao, who do not want to embarrass themselves, their families, and their coach in front of a few hundred million of their countrymen. They sincerely want to bring honor to the country that has given them their entire skating life. In conversation, they will tell you with great earnestness that they embrace their solemn duty to represent China at their highest possible level. Tonight Shen’s parents and Zhao’s mother will be watching at home; Zhao’s father died six years ago. If you ask Zhao about his home, he will tell you that he has lived in skating dormitories for twenty years now, and that “by now it’s a strange word to me, this word ‘home.’ ” But in his home tonight his mother will be watching as she always does, and tomorrow she will buy the papers and cut out the articles and paste them in the scrapbook that Zhao’s father started so many years ago.

The warm-up is more than half over, and yet Yelena Berezhnaya remains alone, in the center of the ice. She does not seek her partner. Up in the stands, many a spectator wonders why the Russians won’t practice together. Is something wrong? Or do they know something the others don’t? Berezhnaya is untroubled by any such questions. With an air of absolute calm and control, she remains at center ice while the others circle around her, reeling off tricks. Berezhnaya merely performs a series of fast turns on one foot. For a few seconds, she turns and turns and turns on the ice, on one foot, like a ballerina spinning en pointe atop a music box. Then she flings her arms out to stop the motion and balances on that one foot. She stands perfectly upright over the single blade. Her body looks much like a child’s spinning top, with her slim leg forming the long wire axis, her torso hugging the axis like the body of the top, and her head resembling the round ball at its crown. The top spins slowly, then fast, then slows to a dead stop. She practices this movement again and again. You will never see her perform these simple turns in any competition, ever. But to the knowing eye, this exercise marks her as a former student of the old Moscow pair skating school. For the rest of her life, the stamp of the Soviet system is on her, as it is on all the great skaters in her country’s long, golden history. For back when she was just another little girl dreaming about going to the Olympics, Berezhnaya watched her idol, Yekaterina Gordeyeva, performing these turns in the warm-up on television—just before Gordeyeva won the Olympic gold medal with her partner.

This technique of turning on one foot is an old Russian exercise, a time-honored method of adjusting to the ice, of feeling your spinal column become precisely centered over your skates. Being centered over the narrow blade is crucial for every risky move. When a gymnast performs a back flip on the balance beam, the crowd gasps as she lands precariously on the four-inch surface. When Berezhnaya drops down to earth from a jump, she is landing on a blade that is only a quarter of an inch wide—one-sixteenth of the width of a balance beam. Therefore Berezhnaya wants to warm up until she feels absolutely centered, as though her body has suddenly snapped into place over her skates. She has reached that ideal point now, and unbeknownst to her, she gets a nod of approval from someone now watching her. It is Yekaterina Gordeyeva, the champion whose extraordinary skating inspired Berezhnaya, a young girl from the provincial south, to take up pair skating.

Twenty yards away, Sikharulidze too is warming up simply. All around him, other men throw their partners, land difficult jumps, execute strenuous lifts. Sikharulidze, on the other hand, is doing a series of easy jumps that any third-grader could pull off. Like his partner, he is methodical, unhurried, in his own designated space. But unlike his partner, he looks tense. “It’s strange, but you get a feeling,” Gordeyeva says. “You know who is more shaky in the pair.” Four years ago, at the last Olympics, Gordeyeva caused a stir by floating the opinion that Berezhnaya and Sikharulidze, who at that point had been together for less than two years, were the finest team there. But Gordeyeva also predicted that the Olympic gold would hinge on Sikharulidze’s nerves. While everyone else worried about Berezhnaya, who was thought to be fragile, Gordeyeva kept an eye on Sikharulidze. And she was right—it was Sikharulidze who made the mistakes that dropped them to second.

From her spot at the barrier, Moskvina looks out and meets Sik-harulidze’s eyes. Now, like a jockey applying the whip, she gives him a stern nod, as if to say, Well, go on, then! And Sikharulidze responds, building speed and launching into his first real jump. It is, thank God, a perfectly good triple toe. (Fifteen seconds later, at the other end of the rink, Berezhnaya performs her own triple toe, landing it with ease.) Watching Sikharulidze now, as he goes up crooked in the air and barely pulls off a shaky double Axel, Moskvina knows his nerves could cost them this title. But without him, they wouldn’t have a chance. If somehow the Russians do extend their dynasty one more time, it will be largely because of Sikharulidze and his ability to dare, to risk, to perform.

In almost every famous pair that has ever lived, the woman has been the center of attention. Male skaters are urged to present their partners beautifully, never overshadowing them, and most men are only too happy to become the blander partner. In the whole long history of pair skating, there have been only a handful of men who could command an audience, who had the opportunity to become leading men. There is a growing consensus that Sikharulidze is on a short list of his sport’s great leading men. Over the past four years, cameramen from all over the world have readjusted their formula to accommodate him, and now they know that whereas with most pairs, the center ice camera will shoot close-ups of the woman’s face, when Sikharulidze is on, many close-ups belong to him. Directors sometimes resist cutting to this unusual shot, but when they do, they find that Sikharulidze’s expression jumps off the screen at them. Sikharulidze feels that this is because he is Russian. “Russians feel deeper anyways than Europeans and Americans,” he has said. “We are raised on the grand traditions of theater and the ballet. I’m sure that half the American skaters have never even been to the theater—where do you get the feeling for skating, then? And look at the Chinese. They jump higher than anyone else, but you may as well watch pole vaulting. The people want to see a dance—a reflection of life—emotion, jealousy, ardor.” In this department, he feels he has no rivals.

There are those in skating who have accused Sikharulidze of being arrogant, headstrong, temperamental. He possesses all three qualities, but in a leading man, those qualities can work to one’s advantage. Moskvina says that he is like a match—when you strike the match, there is a rush of flame, a small explosion. And Moskvina knows that Sikharulidze has a profound capacity for daring, because in 1996, when he was already world junior champion with another partner and heading straight for the top, he gave it all up and cast his lot with Yelena Berezhnaya. At the time, Berezhnaya was lying in a hospital bed, recovering from a horrifying accident in which her former partner’s blade had pierced her skull. She had gone through massive brain surgery, and it was not clear whether she would ever recover from the “temporary” paralysis of her right side. There was some brain damage, and no one could say whether she would someday walk normally, let alone skate. Sikharulidze can’t really explain it, even now. “I don’t know why,” he muses, “but suddenly we just thought: Let’s skate together.” It was Sikharulidze who knelt down to tie Berezhnaya’s skates the first time she came back to the ice. Her doctors didn’t allow her to bend over yet, still fearful of letting the blood rush to her head.

Like many people who have endured a hard life, Tamara Moskvina scorns easy sentimentality, but this memory cannot help but move her. Berezhnaya’s bravery was an awesome thing to behold, almost a terrifying thing to behold under the circumstances. But somehow Sikharulidze’s decision was the more unbelievable of the two. Berezhnaya had to go forward, had to try to regain her life. But there was no force pressing on Anton Sikharulidze to skate with an invalid, except possibly the pressure of his own heart. Sikharulidze took a wild gamble. He did it out of compassion and out of a kind of love for Berezhnaya; and probably he also had some far-fetched idea that in the end, the pair they would create would be a surpassingly beautiful one. This last vision Moskvina also shared, and in the years that followed, when there would not be enough money and Moskvina would have to chip in to support the two skaters, she would feel somehow that she could not give up on what the two young people had started. Now, at last, Sikharulidze skates over to his partner and takes her hand.

On his way, Sikharulidze passes the judges’ table. Nine pairs of eyes go with him. He completes his movement, and now the judges’ heads turn in different directions, separating their attention into nine smaller beams. A casual observer looking down the table would be arrested by the sight of Judge Number Four, a younger woman with striking red hair. She wears her hair long, and it curls extravagantly over the shoulders of her furcollared coat. Something about that enormous fur collar summons up an image of a rainy Paris street scene, and in fact, this is the French judge. She has the Frenchwoman’s knack for dressing and for carrying herself in such a way that wherever she is, the moment seems to be an occasion. Whether she is standing in the mundane lobby of a drab Utah hotel or sitting at a folding table covered with white butcher’s paper, an air of sophistication clings to Marie-Reine Le Gougne. In such unfavorable settings she seems to pull away a bit from her environment and become an island of sophistication, as she is right now, sitting at the judges’ table in her furcollared coat, adjusting her stylish eyeglass frames.

Marie-Reine Le Gougne feels the pressure. The tension created by the Olympic Games is already immense, but there is another source of pressure on either side of her. She does not turn to look at the Canadian judge sitting ten feet to her right. Ten feet to her left sits the Chinese judge, and just beyond him is the Russian judge. Tension radiates down the long table, forming a kind of force field between the nine people locked in its grip. For months now, in hotel dining rooms and chauffeured vans and hospitality suites, Le Gougne has heard whispers about who will vote with whom. One expects certain judges to stick together—Canada and America, for example, or Russia and Ukraine. The rumor mill has gone so far as to predict that tonight there will be a five-four split on the panel, and that it will come down to the vote of the French judge. Because the pairs event has no French medal contender, the French judge was perceived all along as a swing vote, someone to be lobbied—and Le Gougne has been lobbied. The pressure radiating down to her from both sides of the table is immense. She does not turn her head, but it is palpable.

But increasingly, a larger tension is mounting—a tension imposed by the noise behind the judges and above their heads, the disembodied voices of the crowd—a tension that increases every time they look at the skaters on the ice or at the Olympic rings displayed on the tall blue wall at one end of the rink. The arrival of a long-imagined Olympic moment is a surreal thing. The big-name athletes are actually here, now, all on the ice at the same time. There are so, so many cameras. One has the feeling of being watched at all times. The pressure is crushing, almost debilitating. At only forty, Le Gougne is one of the youngest judges ever selected for an Olympic post—and this is her second time judging the Olympics. Le Gougne is one of the rising stars of her generation of judges. Already, people in the narrow community that decides such matters are considering her for an important elected office within the International Skating Union. Most of the sport’s opinion makers are sitting in the stands behind her now. How she votes tonight could influence her standing with the people who count. If her vote goes against the grain, she could go from frontrunner to also-ran in one night. Four of the six minutes of the warm-up are gone. In two minutes it will begin.

The Russians now join the rest of the pairs. They seem to engage an internal lever and activate that sixth sense that all competitive skaters have, a kind of extra awareness that will allow them to stay in their own orbit without colliding with any of the other bodies in motion. Watching the skaters weave in and out, performing spectacular maneuvers only a few yards apart, one is reminded of an air traffic controller guiding dozens of planes safely through limited airspace. It is a remarkable sight. But to these skaters it is old hat. They are used to being on the same ice with each other. This warm-up is only special because it is the Olympics, the long-awaited moment. As the clock ticks down the seconds, the tempo builds. Throws and jumps are happening faster now, everywhere you look. The quality of the movements is exquisite. It is going to be a terrific competition. Now that the moment is upon them, the three teams relish the fight. The best pairs in the world are here, and the best are evenly matched. Victory will require everything a team has. It will be extremely satisfying.

Coming out of a perfectly executed jump, Zhao Hongbo has the transitory feeling of skating in a perfect place, a rink almost out of a dream. The ice feels wonderful. Skaters are sensitive to tiny changes in the ice surface. Let it be too cold and it is hard, crunchy, “hockey ice,” and when a woman falls to earth after a throw jump and her blade hits that hard surface, there is a thud and she is jolted. But when ice is just right, her blade sinks in like a warm knife in butter, and she flows away in one smooth motion. This ice is perfect ice. All the skaters have been saying so for a week now. On takeoffs, they say, it has great “spring,” meaning that it reacts to the push you give, gives you back the most possible lift to go high and far in the air. On landings this ice is forgiving. It accepts the blade easily but then grabs it firmly; it is not too soft or slippery. For much of his life Zhao has skated on pitted outdoor ponds or chewed-up hockey ice, sometimes practicing at two in the morning because there was no other time available. Even at the academy in Beijing, the arena is dingy, lit by the greenish glare of banks of fluorescent lights. Zhao has never in his life skated in such a perfect place. He feels now that he is ready. If they are to do the throw triple Salchow, let them do it now.

Zhao and his partner build speed, navigating around the moving bodies. As they near the point of takeoff, the other skaters clear the space ahead, like a parting of the waters. Zhao must adjust the timing to make sure that Shen does only three revolutions and not four. For her part, Shen must reduce her efforts by precisely one rotation, no more and no less. It is complicated, but Zhao has no doubts. He feels a surge of confidence. And suddenly Shen is in the air-up, up, impossibly high. The cameramen lurch to keep her in the frame. To the people standing near the barrier it seems that her ankles are level with the top of the rink boards, that she is almost four feet off the ground. It is a joy to watch her fly. Three rotations, which will look like a blur when anyone else does them, seem to unfurl for Shen in a more leisurely way, so that you have time to count each one. She lands moving backwards on one foot, gliding effortlessly, perfectly, about twenty feet away from where she took off. Her eyes meet Zhao’s, and for the first time, she smiles.

Jamie Salé skates by the Chinese couple, oblivious to them and everything around her. She is in a zone. She will circle the ice once, and then she will try one last time to pull off a good toe jump. The jump has been bothering her, tugging at the edge of her mind throughout the warm-up. It is her one weakness and-as she is painfully aware—it is her team’s one weakness. Pelletier does not miss his triple toe, so if anyone is going to make the mistake, it will be Salé. Pelletier has a short fuse, and when Salé missed the triple toe at the Canadian National Championships last month, he lost his temper in front of both the crowd and the TV cameras. He swore, stormed off the ice, and reduced his partner (and live-in girlfriend of two years) to tears. He ended up on the couch that night. Pelletier later apologized, both privately and publicly, but the incident left its mark. Salé is hell-bent on landing her triple toe tonight. She won’t try the triple now—she just wants to do one really good double toe so she can leave the ice satisfied. Her mind is absolutely concentrated on the jump. The other skaters have receded, her coach has receded, her partner has receded. She does not hear the crowd. Her ears bring in sound as if she were underwater. Her absorption is so complete that you can actually see that she is in her own world. No sign of anyone else’s presence crosses her face, interrupts her stride. At one end of the rink, she gains speed for the jump she will attempt at the opposite end, making a half turn so that she will approach the jump moving backwards at top speed. She is five seconds away.

At precisely the same moment the Russians are heading straight for their first—and only—attempt at the throw jump. The throw is their weakest element, and they need two of them tonight to win. They are completely attuned to each other and to the ice. They are moving at almost twenty miles an hour. Berezhnaya feels only her blades against the ice, her palms against his palms. They are five seconds away from takeoff.

The Russians are sweeping down the ice backwards at full speed, heading for the precise spot where they will launch their throw. Salé, with her back to them, is en route to the same end of the rink, aiming for another spot. Both accelerate. And just two seconds before it happens, it is suddenly clear that their two paths will cross. They will collide. The crowd inhales sharply, almost as one body, and in the split second before it happens, Sikharulidze senses someone behind him.

He turns just as Salé crashes into him at full speed. The crowd gasps. Both go down hard; Berezhnaya is flung away by the impact. Sikharulidze leaps to his feet and rushes to Salé’s side. She is kneeling on the ice, pressing her hands to one side of her stomach. She does not move. From halfway across the rink, Pelletier sees that she’s down and sprints to the spot. Gingerly, he helps her to her feet, and she begins to move slowly forwards, bent over in a crouch, like a runner panting after a punishing race. Sikharulidze rejoins his partner, shaking out his limbs, trying to assess the damage. The atmosphere at ice level is surreal. There is the feeling that comes after a quick reaction to danger—say, swerving to avoid another car—relief mingled with shock. Overhead, a giant video screen shows four replays of the collision in a row. Each time, the crowd cries out at the brute force of the crash. And then, without warning, a disembodied voice says: “Competitors, this warm-up has ended. Please leave the ice.”

Tamara Moskvina’s stomach clenches up. She hurries her skaters off the ice, desperate to find out if they are hurt. She has eight minutes to get them ready. Suddenly everything is happening too fast. Jamie Salé is still hunched over, obviously shaken. Her partner puts his arm around her. Above them, seventeen thousand people try to catch a glimpse of her face and wonder if the poor girl will even be able to skate. But she too must leave the ice immediately. She disappears through a curtain into the bowels of the arena. The question of whether she will return hangs in the air. And still the competition moves forwards, inexorably, propelled by an unalterable momentum. The first pair of the final group is announced, and they skate to center ice.




PART ONE
The Partners
 [image: Image] 

Pair skating is the skating of two persons … who perform their movements in such harmony with each other as to give the impression of genuine pair skating.

Note: Attention should be paid to the selection of an appropriate partner.

—International Skating Union Rule 313




Chapter One

EACH TIME YELENA BEREZHNAYA FALLS, she hits the ice with the same impact as a cyclist crashing at twenty miles an hour. Berezhnaya has a slight build and not much flesh on it, and the ice is hard as a sidewalk. So on any given day, her knees, hips, shoulders, and even her rib cage are various shades of blue and green. On days when Berezhnaya has a photo shoot, it can take up to an hour for the makeup artist to hide all the bruises on her legs. Still, falling—especially on throw jumps—is just a part of the daily routine of a world-class pair skater. So Berezhnaya gets up quickly, gliding on one foot and shaking the other one until the pain subsides. Then she goes again.

Even for a world champion in pair skating—which Berezhnaya is, twice over—it’s easy to fall on a throw jump. A throw jump is not one movement, but a sequence of precise actions and reactions between Berezhnaya and her partner. If any one of these motions is even slightly mistimed, the woman doesn’t have a chance of landing the jump. Once her partner heaves her up and across the ice, she’s traveling eighteen feet through the air, with her toes as high as three feet off the ground. She has to execute three turns in the air in less than a second—not to mention landing on one foot on a quarter-inch-wide blade and not sliding off that blade when, as they say in skating, ice is a very slippery thing.

Yelena Berezhnaya, who stands five foot one and weighs less than a hundred pounds, is no bigger than your average sixth-grade girl. Watching from the hockey bleachers of a practice rink as her small body crashes to the ice time after time, the typical response is to want to run out and stop her before she really hurts herself. But again, she and her partner come around the bend of the rink, gathering tremendous speed. They sail by, generating a breeze that blows the hair of the coaches in the front row, and he launches her across the ice.

Too hard. She hurtles eighteen feet through the air and comes down precariously on one foot, balancing for a split second. Then her ankle buckles and she’s down. That same bruised hip strikes the ice with a thud that echoes through the small rink.

This one knocks the wind out of her, and she sits there for a minute, crushed. Her partner, Anton Sikharulidze, a muscular six-footer, glides over to the spot where she sits and skids to a stop just behind her. With one quick motion, he places his hands under her arms and gently lifts her to her feet. The gesture recalls a mother setting down a toddler. For a couple of easy laps, they simply skate. But inevitably they start circling again. Once more they go by with that startling speed, and he throws her.

It happens in less than a second. She whirls three times in the air and drops down on one strong foot, arms outstretched like wings, the other leg rising high behind her back. At the instant that she lands, she glances across the distance she’s just traveled to her partner, and for one brief second she gives him that smiling look that means, in the language of pair skaters, “Oh, you threw me just right!” Then she turns and takes one long stride, and he is already there beside her, his step matched exactly to hers.
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To an observer watching from fifty feet away, the sight of Yelena Berezhnaya’s slight frame taking some hard knocks is alarming. Seen from up close she is even more of a damsel in distress: wide blue eyes that are never quite happy, cute-as-a-button features that hold themselves aloof in a serious look. Some people say she never smiles; the truth is that she rarely smiles, at least in public, and that her natural expression is a solemn one.

So when Berezhnaya’s coach, Tamara Moskvina, cast her as a Chaplin heroine in the team’s long program one season, the casting was dead-on. She has that same winsome but forlorn quality, that beauty submerged in pathos. It’s easy to picture her walking along the railroad tracks in a blackand white film, or turning her small chin up to the camera and looking in with big, wistful eyes. Not only is Berezhnaya silent, but, much of the time, she exudes silence, the way the silent movie heroines did at times. You feel about her the way you felt about some of Chaplin’s orphans—that if only somehow she would be moved to smile, your own heart would fly to the moon, just like that.

It is surprising, then, to learn that Berezhnaya can most definitely take care of herself. She is a formidable athlete, one of the best in the world in a sport of mind-boggling difficulty, and a green belt in karate besides. Underneath her pixie haircut there is a four-inch scar running along the side of her forehead, where her former partner’s skate blade pierced her skull, a grim reminder of what she has already survived. To be precise, she has survived two brain operations in a Latvian hospital and the temporary paralysis of her right side. To this day, when you shake her right hand, her grip is surprisingly feeble for an athlete who uses her right hand to, say, balance her entire body weight above her partner’s head, eight feet over the ice. When she got out of the hospital, Berezhnaya had to relearn how to walk and speak. Then, for her third act, she relearned pair skating. She is decidedly not defeated by these events. But like the blind flower girl in City Lights or the homeless waif in Modern Times, the meanness of life stays close to her, even in moments when she is really happy. When she smiles, it means a great deal.

And so when Berezhnaya played a Chaplin heroine on the ice, there was something very right about the whole thing—particularly the final pose, when she dropped to her knees and threw her arms around one of Sikharulidze’s legs and looked out into the distance, waiting for better times. Just as it was resoundingly right when, one day in practice, Moskvina seized upon the idea of having Berezhnaya begin a program by actually stepping up onto her partner’s skating boots. Berezhnaya balanced her blades lightly on his toes, wrapped her arms around him, and nestled her forehead in his neck. It was an inspired idea—her blades weightless on his feet, she seemed light as air. And later, when they took the ice before a crowd and Yelena Berezhnaya stepped up lightly, oh, lightly onto her partner’s feet—well, anyone could see that here was someone truly delicate and floating: a wraith caught, momentarily, in an embrace.

[image: Image]

Yelena Berezhnaya is a lovely girl. Her fine face is paired with a light, strong body, and audiences warm to her whether she smiles or not. Sometimes, when she passes through a backstage hallway, the middle-aged Russian women who invariably congregate there will murmur, “That girl is an angel, an absolute angel….” And when she is flying above her partner’s head in a gauzy dress, there are moments when she really does seem to be floating.

Another element of the glorious feeling she inspires is her carriage. On the ice her bearing is purely aristocratic, as if she had gone to a finishing school where the girls practiced walking with stacks of books on their heads. Once, when asked what character she was portraying in a program, she replied in an offhand way, “Oh, you know, something like Natasha Rostova at her first ball.” And she really did carry herself like a young countess out of Tolstoy. But this polish was acquired at a later stage of life, courtesy of Tamara Moskvina, for Berezhnaya was not raised in genteel surroundings. She may look like a cross between Natasha Rostova and an angel, but when she does smile, the angel shows her overbite.

Berezhnaya is a girl from the provinces. To get to her hometown from St. Petersburg, you must go to the railway station and take the overnight train to Moscow. Beyond Moscow, it is another thirty hours by the fast train to Berezhnaya’s small city of Nevinnomyssk. It is an unimportant city in an unimpressive region known as the Northern Caucasus, the last bit of Russia before Georgia and Chechnya. The region is best known for producing wildflower varieties, mineral spas, and Mikhail Gorbachev. Eight months of the year Nevinnomyssk swelters under a blazing sun, and it is as different in climate as it is in culture from the big cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg. It is easy to see why, as a young girl, Berezhnaya assumed she would never leave Nevinnomyssk.

The Northern Caucasus is both remote and poor, and in Soviet times the entire region had just one ice rink, which happened to be in Nevinnomyssk. Today the rink is a parking garage; it closed down soon after what Russians call “the changes,” the chaotic period in the early nineties when the Soviet Union stumbled, teetered, and finally fell. In addition to its now-defunct ice rink, Nevinnomyssk has two chemical plants, a wool factory, and a power plant. Berezhnaya’s father works at the power plant, and for thirty years her mother worked as a payroll clerk at the state bureau of construction.

Berezhnaya and her two brothers grew up in a typical Soviet working-class home—one of those ubiquitous two-room apartments with the kitchen in the corridor. At night, Berezhnaya and her two brothers slept in one room, her parents in the other. In such cramped quarters every piece of furniture did double or triple duty: Couches also served as beds, and a single table was used for eating, sewing, doing homework, and everything else. Storage compartments were hidden everywhere. It was a common enough sight during dinner in a Soviet home to see a mother reach underneath the tablecloth, pull out a drawer, and grab an extra spoon. But if she and her family were packed into their apartment like sardines, Berezhnaya hardly noticed, for the same was true of every other family in town.

Berezhnaya has memories of her father letting her ride on the back of his motor scooter and buying her packets of the earliest Soviet bubble gum. He was also “an irrevocable alcoholic,” and one day when she was five, Berezhnaya’s mother sat her down and explained to her that her father wouldn’t be living with them anymore. “I just said, ‘Well then, I guess that’s the way it’s supposed to be,’ “ she says with a shrug. “It’s strange, but back then, I simply took things as they came.” After her mother remarried, there was a seven-year stretch when the girl had no contact with her father at all, though he lived in the same city, and this too she accepted quietly.

There was no one to look after Yelena, so she used to tag along to the construction bureau, where she became the adopted daughter of the entire office. She was always tiny for her age; as a baby she struggled to gain weight, and the first time she went skating she had to wear five pairs of socks to fit into the smallest toddler skates. At the construction bureau the secretaries used to allow the nicer stray dogs to drift in and out of the office, so the tiny blonde girl with enormous chiffon bows in her hair would play on the floor with the big dogs while her mother wrote checks and balanced the books. From time to time a sunburned construction worker would duck into the office, pick her up with one hand, and carry her off for a ride on the tractor.

Growing up poor in the sunny south, much of life was spent in outdoor pastimes that cost nothing. Berezhnaya’s mother liked to sit out in the courtyard of their five-story apartment block, chatting with the other mothers in the sun. “Well, you know,” Berezhnaya says wryly, “there is always that one bench in front of the apartment building, and there my mother loved to go for the neighbors, the neighbors, and the endless conversations.” The mothers sat in the courtyard and gossiped, and whenever a teenage girl came downstairs in a pair of ripped jeans, the older generation tittered on the bench. The children, too, passed the evenings in the courtyard, staging their own theatricals and trivia contests and talent shows, and it was here in the courtyard that Berezhnaya, who was ordinarily very shy, discovered that she loved to perform.

“Back then,” Berezhnaya says, “everyone had some money worries. But I never felt as if I was limited, or lacking in something. For instance, if I saw something that I liked in a shop window, my mother would immediately say, ‘Oh, I’ll make the same for you.’ “ Everyone’s mother sewed, but Berezhnaya’s mother was “a true master,” who over the years proved her virtuosity by pulling off elaborate skating costumes and even a tiny fur coat. Berezhnaya remembers how one evening, sitting out on the courtyard bench, her mother bet the neighbors that she could make Yelena a certain kind of blouse in one hour. “And indeed,” Berezhnaya says triumphantly, “in one hour I came down to the courtyard wearing the new blouse, and looking very well.”

In sleepy Nevinnomyssk, children were allowed to roam freely, and Berezhnaya remembers games of Cossacks and Bandits where the Cossacks covered half the city looking for the hidden Bandits. The neighborhood kids delighted in harmless pranks, like stealing green apples out of the collective gardens and eating the evidence. One spring night when Berezhnaya was nine, she participated in a thrilling plot to steal tulips from her neighbor’s garden. “We crawled in, my boy buddies and I, in the pitch dark,” she recalls. “It was ridiculous, since there were tulips growing everywhere like weeds. But still, we did it!”

Most of all, she loved to be with the other kids. She felt tremendous affection for her classmates and tried to show it the best way a shy girl could. In the kindergarten there was one boy to whom she always gave her meatballs, and she used to make friends by bringing extra sandwiches from home. All week long she yearned for Saturday, the only day when she didn’t have a skating practice, because then, “at last, we would all walk home from school together. And off we went, joking and talking, skipping over the puddles. It’s quite a distance. If you walk very fast it would take half an hour. But sometimes we would stretch those walks to an hour and a half, just to prolong our pleasure.” It was the life she would have chosen without a moment’s hesitation, had it been up to her. But as things stood she could live it only on Saturdays. The rest of the time, she was skating.

[image: Image]

If skipping through puddles and pinching green apples were high on Berezhnaya’s list, figure skating was near the very bottom. She started skating by chance at the age of four, and by the time she was six it was already a chore. “Going to practice was like reporting to work,” she says tersely. “I did not like it. I did not like it at all. And it wasn’t even that my mother wanted it,” she continues, her voice rising. “My mom never went very far into my skating life. No, it was the coaches who insisted that I continue skating. I was just doing what they wanted. Sometimes they would even come to my regular school and yank me out of class and take me to the rink for extra practice.”

Deep in the girl’s psychology, deeper than any native childish selfishness, was a powerful inertia. Once a plan was set in motion, the little girl would endure anything rather than change the plan. Like every Soviet child, she wore her Young Pioneer jumper to school and sang odes to Lenin, and perhaps the propaganda of being an obedient little worker affected her as well. In any case she took direction exceedingly well. “I didn’t want to skate,” she insists. “In fact, I wanted to do gymnastics very badly. However, it happened that my mother took me to the skating rink first. And after that, it was simply impossible to change anything. There was not even this concept of liking and not liking things. Frankly, I never even asked myself if I would want to change something. To live somewhere else, or to do something different—these ideas were not even in the discussion. You started doing something, and that was it. You couldn’t change.” So she went—automatically—to the skating rink.

Though Nevinnomyssk was barely on the central office map, the Soviet sports system prided itself on extending its reach into the provinces, and even a distant outpost like Nevinnomyssk offered its best pupils free lessons, ice, and mandatory ballet classes. This early foundation would make all the difference later on, for at an age when children in other countries were staring at their boots, Berezhnaya was learning how to hold her head, her neck, her shoulders. At least that much of the Soviet skating orthodoxy had filtered down to the provinces. The provincial rinks also enforced the Soviet policy that parents are forbidden to come to practices, so right from the start Berezhnaya internalized the principle that one’s parents have no right to interfere with the coach. Soviet sports were the state’s business: The parents didn’t pay, so they had no say. Without her mother at the boards to comfort her when she took a hard fall, Berezhnaya quickly learned to treat practice like a job. By the time she was six, she was a cool professional.

From an early age, it was obvious that Berezhnaya had talent. But more important, she had the steely determination that was so prized by Soviet coaches. She would work until she got it right. “Even as a toddler, she was very insistent,” her mother recalls. “If she tried to climb up on a chair and I helped her up, she would immediately get down and climb up again by herself.“ Because Berezhnaya was always the smallest in any group, people often tried to baby her, but this she would not tolerate. Even when she was five years old, she would travel alone to juvenile competitions and carry her own skates in a knapsack on her back. Arriving home from a competition late at night, she would neatly store her knapsack and trophy in their assigned places, and immediately sit down to her homework. Her mother would often find her bent over her books, her stubborn brow furrowed above her sleepy eyes, willing herself to stay awake and catch up with her classmates before morning.

She didn’t like skating, but she was good at it, and almost from the beginning she attracted attention. Every coach seemed to need a tiny girl to put into a pair. “Basically, they wanted me to skate pairs since I was six years old,” Berezhnaya scoffs. “Six years old, and they wanted to send me to Cheliabinsk. Then, when I was nine, they wanted to send me to Pervouralsk. Well, I was tiny, small-boned. So naturally! I had to do pair skating!”

Secretly, Berezhnaya would have liked to try pairs. When she was nine years old she had seen Yekaterina Gordeyeva on television winning the Olympic pairs event, and she had never forgotten it. In the sixteen-year-old Gordeyeva, who was tiny like herself, she discovered for the first time the lightness, the absolute lightness with which a girl could move when her partner lifted her. It was beautiful; it touched something in her soul. When Gordeyeva rose over her partner’s head in a lift, she was practically in flight. Sitting in front of the TV set in remote Nevinnomyssk, Berezhnaya, too, wanted to fly—but not if it meant leaving home.
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