
Chapter  1

 

Tourna m e n t  night  in  a  swelte ring  Las  Vegas  stadium,  and  the  girl  with  
the  gap- toothed  smile  stood  bleeding  in  her  ballet  slippers .  The  sodium  
lights  of  the  arena  lay  upcas t  on  the  low- hanging  sky  above.  An elect rical  
charge  hummed  through  the  air:  a  crackling  undercu r r e n t  that  came  
neither  from  the  lights  nor  from  the  distant  heat  lightning,  but  from  the  
galvanized  exciteme n t  of  the  crowd.

Before  her,  some  twenty  feet  away  and  elevated  four  feet  off  the  
ground,  there  stre tche d  a  long  green  balance  beam,  atop  which,  at  the  
souther n m o s t  end,  stood  eight  empty  whiskey  bottles.  The  bottles  were  
perfectly  upright  and  in  single  file.  A small  springboa r d  crouche d  in  front.

High  above  her  floated  a  long  banne r  which  said,  in   shimme ring  red  
letter s:

A CONTEST  OF  MOTION

She  closed  her  eyes  and  inhaled.  The  air  was  dry.  She  stood  alone  upon
the  stage .  She  was  dusky- limbed,  Lakota.  She  held  her  breath  a  moment  
and  then  she  release d  it.

When  she  opened  her  eyes,  her  gaze  settled  on  the  objects  before  her:  
the  springboa rd ,  the  balance  beam,  the  whiskey  bottles.  The  heat  hung  
heavy.  A rill  of  sweat  slid  betwee n  her  breas t s .  She  didn’t  see  the  tiny  
camera- flash  explosions  igniting  everywher e  around  her  from  within  the  
darkness  of  the  stadium.  She  forgot  that  there  were  thousands  of  eyes  fixed  
upon  her.  She  forgot  also  the  pain  in  her  toes  and  was  unaware  of  the  bleed-
through  and  the  blood  leaking  like  ink  across  the  entire  top  part  of  her  
slipper .

Offstage  in  the  shadows,  a  lanky  youth  in  a  baseball  cap  gave  a  
thumbs- up,  but  it  wasn’t  direc ted  toward  her.

A man  with  a  microphone  emerged  on  stage.  He  was  thin  and  well-
dressed  and  darkly  complexioned.

A hush  came  over  the  crowd.  The  man  held  the  microphone  to  his  
mouth.  His  voice  came  booming  through  the  speake r s  with  grea t  clarity.

“Ladies  and  gentleme n ,”  he  said,  “ladies  and  gentlema n .  May  I have  
your  atten t ion,  please.  Thank  you.  We  are  finally  at  the  end  of  the  night,  and
— my  Lord  — what  a  night  it’s  been.  What  a  competi tion.”

The  crowd  erupted .



“We  have  seen  — excuse  me,  please  — we  have  seen  tonight  some  of  
the  very  best  dance rs  in  the  world,  and  I’m  sure  you  know  this  is  not  an  
exagge ra t ion .  We  have  only  one  more  to  go.  Did  we  save  the  best  for  last?  
Need  I remind  you  that  there’s  fifty  thousand  dollars  at  stake  here?”

He  paused.

“Now,”  he  said,  “now,  then.  Do  you  see  this  young  woman  up  on  the  
stage  with  me?  I’m  told  she’s  about  to  do  something  that  only  one  other  
person  in  human  history  is  known  to  have  done,  and  that  was  Ms.  Bianca  
Passarge ,  of  Hamburg ,  Germany,  in  1958  — except  Ms.  Passa rg e ,  I am  told,  
was  not  mounting  a  balance  beam  when  she  did  her  routine.  Can  this  little  
girl  — all  115  pounds  of  her  — I say,  can  she  do  it?  Can  she  steal  the  money  
from  these  big  city  boys  and  girls,  the  Bronx  break  dance rs  and  West  Coast  
B-Boys  and  all  the  others  who  have  astounde d  us  here  tonight  with  their  
streng th  and  agility  and  their  grace  of  motion?  Folks,  we  are  about  to  find  
out.”

The  crowd  erupted  again.  The  MC  turned  and  looked  at  the  girl  on  
stage  behind  him.

He  winked.

He  lowered  the  microphone  and  said  in  an  unamplified  voice  that  
sounded  peculia r  to  her:

“Are  you  ready?”

He  smiled  kindly.

She  nodded.

He  gave  her  the  A-OK sign  with  his  fingers  and  nodded  back.  Then  her  
lips  broke  open  in  retu rn ,  disclosing,  very  slightly,  her  endea ring  gap-
toothed  smile.

He  brough t  the  microphone  back  to  his  mouth  and  turned  again  to  the  
audience .

“Here  we  go!”  he  said.

The  crowd  went  dead- silent  in  anticipa tion.

“Okay,  okay!”  she  though t .  All ten  of  her  fingers  wiggled  unconsciously
and  in  unison.

Abruptly,  then,  the  lights  above  her  darkened  while  simultaneously  the  
lights  behind  her  brighten e d ,  and  then  the  music  began:  fast- paced  and  
throbbing  and  happy.

She  bolted  forward.



She  sprinted  toward  the  balance  beam  and  with  astonishing  speed  
executed  a  back  handsp ring  onto  the  springboa rd ,  vaulting  into  a  full  fluid  
backflip  on  one  foot  upon  the  beam  — which  in  the  very  same  motion  turned
into  anothe r  back  handspr ing ,  and  then  another ,  all  to  within  inches  of  the  
bottles  at  the  far  end  of  the  beam.  This  entire  process  took  no  more  than  
five  seconds.  Here  she  paused  for  a  fraction  and  then  performe d  a  half  turn.
From  there  she  leapt  lightly  onto  the  first  upright  whiskey  bottle,  which  
wobbled  only  slightly  under  her  weight .  She  placed  her  other  toe  catlike  
upon  the  next  whiskey  bottle,  and  then  she  raised  herself  en  point  to  great  
heights….


