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Praise for The Master’s Muse by Varley O’Connor


“Loving Frank was a novel about architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s most scandalous love affair. The Paris Wife centered on the first Mrs. Ernest Hemingway. Into this group of well-researched novelizations of famous love lives comes Varley O’Connor’s The Master’s Muse. ”


—O, The Oprah Magazine


“A highly readable, absorbing account of the interdependence between Tanaquil Le Clercq and George Balanchine  . . . A must-read for dance fans.”


—The Washington Independent Review of Books


“The writing is as beautiful as Tanny herself.”


—The Spencer Daily Reporter


“The Master’s Muse is most interesting when O’Connor does try to get inside Le Clercq’s head. O’Connor’s writing is at its best here, too, and it’s very readable throughout.”


—Capital New York


“A masterful portrait of the woman who served as muse not only to Balanchine but to some of the pivotal personalities in the development of modern art. The Master’s Muse reads like a troubled love letter to art, dance, and creation—and the complexity and betrayal of a life spent in their service.”


—Slate


“A thoroughly researched and lively tribute to both the couple (Le Clercq became Balanchine’s fourth wife when she was twenty-three and he was forty-eight) and the essence of a private, dauntless woman struck down by polio at the height of her career.”


—Vogue.com


“What a rare pleasure to be introduced to Tanaquil Le Clercq through The Master’s Muse . I was enchanted from the first page by Varley O’Connor’s graceful portrait of this remarkable woman. How privileged we readers are to have the life in all of its strength and intelligence and elegance. Le Clercq is rendered without fuss or ornament, in a manner wholly at one with the beauty she and Balanchine strove for in their art.”


—Paul Harding, author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning novel Tinkers


“A brilliant novel in memoir form, The Master’s Muse is pure magic. As I read and was thoroughly absorbed by the writing, the remarkable characters, and the story, I simply could not believe this was a work of fiction, not an authentic memoir, expertly written. The Master’s Muse is a superb performance by Varley O’Connor. From one writer to another, my hat’s off.”


—Sena Jeter Naslund, author of Ahab’s Wife, Abundance, and Adam & Eve


“An utterly gorgeous rendering of the life of ballerina Tanaquil Le Clercq, whose career was destroyed overnight by polio in 1956. O’Connor vividly re-creates the personalities and intrigues of the dance world of the fifties and sixties, but her greatest triumph is in her fascinating portrait of the steely Le Clercq and the enigmatic Balanchine, who first made her his perfect ballerina, then married her, and ultimately betrayed her.”


—Adrienne Sharp, author of The True Memoirs of Little K, The Sleeping Beauty, and White Swan, Black Swan


“A fictional portrait of ballerina Tanaquil Le Clercq’s struggle with polio—and George Balanchine. This is not a novel about victimization or the malevolence of genius, but rather about the painful accommodations all of us make for the things and people we love. Thoughtful, tender, and quite gripping, even for readers unfamiliar with the historical events the author sensitively reimagines.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Ballerina Tanaquil Le Clercq never wrote about her relationship with her husband [George Balanchine], but if she had we can only hope it would be as graceful and penetrating as what O’Connor portrays in [The Master’s Muse ]. This passionate novel not only gives a glimpse into the ballet world of the ’50s, ’60s, and ’70s, its eccentric characters bring the story to life.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Varley O’Connor’s dynamic and remarkable portrait of Tanaquil ‘Tanny’ Le Clercq investigates the cost of being a muse. O’Connor seems to channel Tanny, writing into her life rather than over it. [Her] graceful and dense prose, which often mirrors the intricacies of dance itself, traps a reader in Tanny’s mind as she herself was trapped when her body failed her. O’Connor has opened a portal into the elusive world of dance and the mind of an artist.”


—RainTaxi.com
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We set our sights on each other almost from the beginning.


I cannot remember a time in my life when I was unaware of George Balanchine, the great choreographer who had come from Russia to transform American ballet. The teachers in my earliest dance classes said he was a god, a living legend. So when a scout from his New York ballet school guest-taught my class on the Cape and suggested that I audition for a scholarship, I was ecstatic. As we rode into the city on the appointed day in my father’s car, it seemed my excitement carried us there.


George later said that at the audition I looked like a real ballerina already, just small, as if he were watching me from the wrong side of a telescope.


At eleven, though, I loved the audition number they pinned to my shirt like the number on a racehorse. I loved his fixed attention to my every move; little ham that I was, I danced exuberantly. At the time I didn’t think much of the master in person. He looked ancient, sort of oily, with his front teeth sticking out and his cheekbones like blades. But even then I felt his radiance, his quiet power.


He didn’t teach the children’s classes on a regular basis. Intermittently he would materialize, snapping his fingers and marching up front—the guy to impress. Some kids got shy, but not me. To stand out, I’d go to the left when everyone else went to the right. One day I danced like a baby coquette. Balanchine said I disgusted him, that all I had done was pretentious, to please, and he sent me from the room.


Gradually, I perceived what Mr. B—as the dancers called him—was trying to tell me. You had to be inside the dance. For Balanchine, we didn’t just dance to music. With the lines of our bodies and the beat of our feet, we expressed the music itself.


As he started showing an interest in me in the studio, ballet, which until then had been a fun game, became fascinating. I wasn’t just the horse, I was riding it too. I think I responded to George so profoundly because he taught me how dancing took us beyond our own little selves.


Ballet linked us to other cultures and other times, through its history. And as living dancers, we carried the past into the future.


In the company, I skipped over the corps de ballet. Early on, he cast me in Symphonie Concertante with Maria Tallchief, his then wife and star. At a rehearsal I did a hundred repetitions of a step I couldn’t nail. Maria said, “Tanny, don’t break yourself over this, it’s never going to be perfect.” But I knew what George hoped for from me, and I was determined. She also warned that as I went along—as a girl who had been singled out—the pressure would only get worse, once I had a reputation. Add on to that stress, she would later intimate, marriage to Balanchine, and good luck.


Back then, George was enchanted by the ridiculous me clowning around on all fours like a dog, making him laugh. He was drawn to my kind of angular beauty. He was touched by my physical weakness, which he was compelled to strengthen. He liked my American nuttiness mixed with my sophisticated French blood—how I went to the Lycée and won all the word games, yet got in a fight with Jerry Robbins one night at a party and left with a couple of sailors. George giggled his Russian head off when I came back drunk and announced I was about to throw up.


He wasn’t that old, really. I loved the things he said, loved the feel of his body against me, partnering me. When he proposed to Maria, she told him she didn’t know whether she loved him. He had said that would come. Her girlfriends said if they married, he would do a lot for her. He did. They worked well together. At home they played four-hand piano. I can barely find middle C—but passion? George told someone Maria is tiger and Tanny is flower. I might buy the descriptions if he was referring to our physical types. Maria’s compact and dark. I’m lighter and more willowy. But in temperament, falling in love with George, I was a locomotive.


For me, his allure wasn’t separate from what he did for the dance. Balanchine brought classical ballet into the twentieth century. He created a modern language for an old form, remaking it into an art that was brash and hip, in tune with the country’s post–World War II spirit. He instilled both an American and a cosmopolitan character, draining the fustiness out.


Going to the ballet was cheap in the 1940s and ’50s, and to see it in Balanchine’s manifestations mattered to all kinds of people. Some nights at the early performances of New York City Ballet, I thought the energy of the crowd might blow off the roof.


His technical innovations upped the intensity for the audience, and for us, his dancers, greater skill was required to produce his effects. He infused ballet with jazz and popular dance forms and an athleticism that lent weight, humor, and sex to ballet.


Choreography poured from him. If he was choreographing a dance and a step was too much for you, he invented something else right on the spot. He knew what you were capable of before you did. He believed in you and his belief was so flattering and motivating, you just couldn’t disappoint him. You think of a ballet master as strict and forbidding. Highly focused and exacting he certainly was, but at the same time he was nurturing, joyful. He was endlessly captivated by the dance, never lost his childlike enthusiasm for its every facet. It was why his dancers were devoted to their Mr. B. He seemed to say, “You’re with me in this.” The work was a symbiosis. He needed our young bodies, and we needed his genius.


I don’t even recall at what point desire permeated my consciousness. Because we were intertwined in the work, the art of dancing, we had that base of connection and closeness. He was more than just any man. What he wanted for me was what I wanted for myself.


I’ve heard people call him ordinary in looks. So-and-so used to see Balanchine around the neighborhood in his trench coat, “a nondescript-looking person.” I couldn’t agree. He wasn’t tall, his looks were of course more vivid in his young manhood: the slightly Asiatic cast to his features, the smooth dark hair, and the black-brown eyes. In the days I took photographs, I tried to capture on film how I saw him—laughing, melancholy, austere—all the different shades and realities of him. He didn’t have good skin. You can see that in certain pictures. It reminded me of how hungry and cold he had been as a teenager in Russia.


In 1950, touring in a London still ravaged by the Blitz, I roomed with Maria while George was away, and she confided in me her attraction to another man, speculating about being single. The next morning I practically flew to company class past the rubble and boarded-up windows. I catapulted on air knowing George would be mine. I was twenty-one.


The first night he saw every inch of me he kept smiling, looking slowly and thoroughly at my shoulders and down my torso and legs to the tips of my toes. I squirmed beneath this protracted examination and pretended to bite off his elbow. At that, he grabbed and lifted me with such strength my breath stopped. He flipped me from the top of the bed to the bottom, so that I lay with my head at the foot. Kissing me, looking me over and over, he smiled more.


We married on December 31, 1952. He was forty-eight, I twenty-three. At supper, as my husband’s compatriots trooped in, talking nonstop and gesturing madly in their vigorous middle-aged Russian animation, I whispered to Mother, “What have I let myself in for?” We roared. I about split my pearls.


It was a joke. I adored him. It would not be for us as it had been with the other wives, I was convinced. I was the fifth wife, if you include Alexandra, his unofficial, common-law wife. George counted her as wife number two, and so do I.


After the wedding we moved into a walk-up apartment on East Seventy-Fifth Street. Typically up at the crack of light, George would awaken me in his kimono, bearing my cup of black coffee.


Then it was off to classes, rehearsals, fittings, and performances, racing all day and night.


Early in our marriage he created the ballets La Valse and Metamorphoses for me and said on the radio for the world to hear, “I love her. I say, dear, you give me such a wonderful life, I want to make something for you.”


New roles kept coming. I danced on TV and appeared in fashion magazines. My modeling thrilled George. “They want her for Vogue, Town & Country. Hauteur, she has the look. Then she smiles and she’s Vivien Leigh, you know? Like little girl, like kitten. She has many colors, you see, like me. Real Mrs. Balanchine.”


I met Igor Stravinsky and Leonard Bernstein, Tennessee Williams and Gore Vidal, I became friends with prominent poets and painters.


Then I went onstage to dance my first swan queen, crying my eyes out from nerves. I couldn’t stop crying, and they literally pushed me onstage. I managed, but it was a timid performance. I had entered the vortex of pressure Maria had described.


George only said, “Better tomorrow,” and he was right. I got a rave in the New York Times. John Martin wrote, “Dancer yesterday, ballerina today.”


But with the increasing success of the company and my career, George and I had less and less time for anything else. I began to feel that I had no life. This wasn’t true. The life I had was the one I wanted, but it was still hard.


When we were first married, on nights I wasn’t performing we’d go to a double feature in Times Square. We sat in the balcony, where we could puff away. We loved the movies, loved one of my legs tossed over his, the “Down, girl” I knew he would say as I inched up his trouser cuff with my foot.


I was young. Voracious. I wanted to dance, but I yearned to go out on the town until the wee hours and make love until dawn, which was impossible for a ballerina. I didn’t realize to what extent dance, for George, was love. By 1956, we began having trouble. We had been married three years.


Speaking of his other wives, he claimed, “They all left me.” I answered, “Dear, you absented yourself.” This just made him colder. With him, you could tell where not to go, it was abundantly clear like the lines drawn in dirt by his favorite celluloid cowboys.


We would be married for another thirteen years. But I didn’t know that during the tour of 1956. Remarried and pregnant, Maria dropped out of the tour in Zurich. George reassigned her roles to the other principal girls, mostly me. To dance Maria’s ballets as well as mine gave exhaustion new meaning.


The tour of 1956 redefined me forever. Its events created a “me” for posterity that superseded anything I had been before. People would no longer think of me as simply a ballerina. My achievements would be overshadowed by the other part of the story.


There is much more to it than people know, and most of the more contains George.


The start of it swirls with a flurry of ifs—


If I hadn’t been dancing too hard, if I hadn’t been taxed by too many roles, if we hadn’t been touring, if Mother had not come along that year, if amid everything else George had not let me down and I hadn’t let him down.


I told him that once. Oh, I raged with ifs.


He looked at me calmly. He quoted his old nurse who told him, “If mushrooms grew in your mouth, it wouldn’t be mouth, it would be kitchen garden.”


Ifs, George illustrated, were silly. But still, one wonders.




[image: Image]


Part One
Polio
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Tender little hand, fingers of vapor.


—Elena Ferrante
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We danced at the Biennale in Venice while it was still hot, while the canals stank and rats skittered in the alleys and sunned themselves on the ledges of fountains. Then it turned brittle cold. The day we left I couldn’t distinguish between the fog and the puff of my breath.


In Frankfurt, we were informed that Stravinsky had suffered a stroke conducting in Berlin and was not expected to live. Almost nothing could have upset George more than the possible loss of his artistic father, collaborator, and friend. He couldn’t sleep at night, and I ended up sleeping in Mother’s room to get the rest I needed for performance. Everyone felt the pall of his gloom.


Making it worse, George and I weren’t getting along. I suspected that he was infatuated with Diana Adams, another dancer in the company who happened to be my best friend. I had no real evidence. My husband, far as I could see, attended to the usual sprains and emergencies, rehearsed replacements that had to be made. But I could feel it.


We called the long, late summer and autumn tour of 1956 the German tour, because of Stravinsky prostrate in Berlin. The previous year, so very different, we’d begun in Nice, on to the flowers and sea and palm trees of Monte Carlo. The grand duchess came backstage with a bouquet from the prince of Monaco. I didn’t like crowded Marseille, the rough stage ripped the satin right off our shoes. From there we took the train to Lyon, where they gave us a lovely reception in the park and the mayor invited us to the palace. Florence in May was warm and sunny, and we danced on a huge stage with a good floor. I didn’t care for Lisbon, we were like film stars there, the people threw belts, ribbons, men’s collars to autograph, they’d clutch at our clothes, and I couldn’t understand a word they said. In France it was easy for me, and in Italy too, though I don’t speak Italian. In Italy I spoke French, English, and pantomime. In Stuttgart I bought beautiful cobalt-blue pottery and two feather quilts, rose and moss green. Amsterdam was exquisite, the canals, the paved streets, and the little white houses.


I thought of that tour lying awake in Mother’s room throughout our stay in Frankfurt, then in Brussels, with the days getting shorter and colder, as if the earlier tour were extant, parallel, proof that happiness and ease weren’t myths.


In Antwerp I spun off the stage and nearly fell in the wings, catching myself by clutching at ropes. Upright again, I was soaked through with sweat. Mouths moved on girls rushing by, but I couldn’t hear them. Somebody had shut off the sound, and the girls looked like ghosts. Sounds shot back and boomed, and I started violently shaking.


George came to my dressing room, a cramped trap that had a wide upholstered chair, where I huddled, cloaked in my old flannel bathrobe. He got in the chair beside me and rubbed my arms, and I calmed.


“No more sleeping with Mama,” he said. I could see he was worried about me. We had just learned Stravinsky was stable, and I tried not to link George’s openness and care to mere relief.


“You don’t love me,” I said. He didn’t answer, but he didn’t leave.


In the morning I felt better. Mother said if I lost one more ounce, the audience wouldn’t be able to see me. Since Venice she hovered, bringing me milkshakes thick with cream, white as her hair. It was quite strange because overall I was dancing effectively. I would drink Mother’s elixir, gag down a couple pieces of steak, and go on as if my muscles weren’t seizing. Onstage they revived, and in Paris I danced the best swan queen of my career.


I remember little of Paris. Ordinarily on trips to Paris I went to museums and cafés, I bought out the shops of gloves and perfume, but that year I stayed in and rested. This time Paris was a mission, saving myself, compressing myself into dancing well, showing George, proving that I could go on regardless of our future as a couple, and proving to myself that I wasn’t sick.


At night I lay in the bath then slid into bed and unconsciousness easily, dimly aware for a minute or two of George quietly moving about the room so he wouldn’t disturb me.


On the morning we disembarked from Cologne, I discovered that I hadn’t brought enough of the powdered dextrose many of us used in those days. I was riveted by the conviction that I couldn’t dance without it. I asked girls on the train and nobody had any. Mother hadn’t brought any extra, and as my options gave out I turned desperate. George claimed a cup of coffee would work equally well, that we girls were basically taking, “What they call? Placebo. The kick’s in your heads.”


I’m finished, I thought.


Arriving in Scandinavia, clammy in my coat, mittens, and hat, I thought, just get through Copenhagen, Stockholm. . . . Mother and George believed I felt a cold coming on, and with each day Stravinsky remained on the planet George acted more chipper.


We finished unpacking in our room with the brocaded wallpaper, in Copenhagen, before going over to the theater for a run-through.


“Did you pray for Igor?” I asked.


George sniffed, unsure it wasn’t a mock.


“What do you mean, did I pray? I always pray.”


“I mean especially hard?”


“Since when you take interest in religion?” and he picked up his keys and said, “Let’s go. I’ll let you out fast, you can come back and rest.”


I sat on the horsehair mattress smelling of straw. “Do you pray in Russian?”


“No, Mandarin.”


I tried to laugh, but it hurt my chest. I said, “Tell me a prayer.”


“Come on, I will on the way over.”


“In Russian,” I said.


Shoving me through the door, he said, “Sure, Russian.”


A car waited for us downstairs and we rode to the theater with Diana and another dancer, who hopped down the sidewalk in the cold.


“Diana!” George called. “Yvonne!” I watched, a fist in my throat, as he greeted them—beautiful, long, dark-haired Diana, and equally dark and beautiful, voluptuous Yvonne.


The Royal Opera House was magnificent, red velvet and gilt, carvings and soaring arches, a cathedral of art. George was ballet master there in his youth for a season. But, wed to the past, the Danes didn’t want his ballets. George said Denmark grew the most beautiful women in the world like grass, but so what? They didn’t make anything of them. Since George had become such a star, the Danes had invited him back. He brought us and quietly gloated.


He let me go after only an hour’s rehearsal, saying I was out of Bourrée Fantasque for tomorrow. I would dance only one ballet for the opening and conserve my forces.


Outside the theater I did not hail a cab, I ducked away from King’s Plaza, dodging a streetcar that surged through teeming people on bikes, and set out along smaller streets, searching for dextrose. Ludicrous, because how would I ask for it? Where would it be? I had decided, however, that it would save me.


Copenhagen was handsome, rather like Prague. Because of dark autumns and winters, from four o’clock on candles flickered in banks and office buildings. In the lobby of our hotel you could barely walk for the pots of rust-colored and violet mums chockablock on the marble floor. Mother had threatened to steal one of the filigreed sterling sconces. Interiors in the north, George said, were everything.


I didn’t feel cold anymore. I smelled the sea. I thought of finding the Tivoli Gardens, but then I remembered they were closed. I knew Mother would worry if I didn’t head back to the hotel soon, and I was reminded of stories George told me about the mother of Tamara Toumanova, his first very young star, his “baby ballerina.” Mama Toumanova wore each new pair of Tamara’s slippers herself, tromping about, softening them so her daughter wouldn’t get hurt. Mama stood in the wings and called, “Four pirouettes, Tamara!” Yes, my mother, Edith, came on tour with us far too often and watched every one of my performances, but she wasn’t that bad. She even laughed at the sign on the dressing room door of the corps in New York at City Center, NO MOTHERS ALLOWED.


Damn, Tamara could dance. She could balance forever. George made the role I was now dancing in Symphony in C on Tamara, and I’d heard that at the difficult balance where the cavalier circles her in the grand tour, Tamara would let go of his hand. You had to knock her off pointe. I had yet to let go of the man’s hand, though I didn’t clamp on to it anymore.


It was pleasant out walking alone with nobody watching me, nobody asking how I felt. Strangers passed on the sidewalks and laughed inside yellow squares. Soon candles were lit. At cafés people sat outside wrapped in blankets, warmed by long metal heaters. I began to see stars.


There was a statue of the Little Mermaid nearby, perched on a rock by the water. I wished I could find her. Then I recalled that Hans Christian Andersen chopped out her tongue, as if the tail were not bad enough.


I didn’t see one single drugstore or grocery. You’d think in a large international city somebody might have a bag of corn sugar. Fatigue overtook me. I’d come to a park in a square and sat down on a bench. Cars, clusters of bicycles passed rapidly. I knew to go back, go to bed. But I watched the stars. I liked being out in the open air, free. I felt momentarily very good in my good old body. I could start over. I could do anything. I was twenty-seven years old.


The Danes saved their Jews. Thinking this churned my emotions, and I pictured the bombed buildings of Florence, the one bridge left spanning the River Arno—what was it? The Ponte Vecchio. What year had it been? 1952. Then I thought of my father, who was connected in a way I wanted to grasp to the problem between George and me. It wasn’t just that Mother and Father were separated. My father was a distinguished man, a scholar and a poet. George was as fascinated by him in the beginning as he had been by Maria’s father, who was marginally an American Indian chief. Father told George about Mallarmé speaking of a dancer as “writing with her body.”


I always liked dancing, but I was also always a bit of a lazy thing. Poor Father coped surprisingly well with my laziness, my lack of ambition in school: “What are you doing, Tanaquil?”


“Nothing,” slouched on the couch.


“Nothing will come of nothing.”


“So true.” What a brat, and Papa smiled mildly, continuing into his study. Despite his restraint, a father who named his daughter for an Etruscan queen had a few expectations.


When the dancing caught, he said, “Fine. Just do it well.” Mother was apoplectic with joy. In Mother’s St. Louis, becoming a ballerina wasn’t done. She read widely, traveled, married a glamorous Frenchman, and times changed.


There is a photograph of me at eleven months in Cannes, before we moved to New York. I’m holding on to a grille at the side of our building en pointe. Not technically, of course, but I’m already at the barre.


We were a family whose problem was we didn’t talk. Or I should say, our words were games, bilingual tennis matches. For us words themselves were too potent to trust as conveyors of emotion, of need, as if words taken seriously could kill or enslave. In fact, and this was the irony, words were everything for Father. As he and Mother drifted apart, while Mother got more involved with me, Father increasingly shut himself up in his study with liquor and books.


One night I dashed in distraught over a failed rehearsal and Father opened the study door, wafting brandy, eyes crimson in his narrow face. Swaying, but ever charming, he bashfully smiled and said, “Ma chère, I finished my translation of Villon tonight.” François Villon, poet-thief of Father’s cherished French medieval literature, though I’d had not an inkling of the project. We should have celebrated, with tea or cocoa at that juncture, yes. He could have read me a poem, I could have confided in him about my rehearsal—except Mother was finished with him. I copied her behavior, and nothing of this was discussed. The actual separation took years. I was a kid; I don’t blame Mother. Some women prefer kids to men and some want men forever and the kids are a big interference, and there are other gradations, such as how personalities mesh and so on. But inside, Father and I were alike, much more than Mother and I.


I wished in Copenhagen, face to the stars, that I hadn’t said, “Swell!” and hurried to my room. I wished I hadn’t been schooled to be light and gay and afraid of the passion in Father and in me. I wished George hadn’t fallen for me because I was funny and bright and long-legged and that, from the first, we had talked about more than dancing. I wished I had seen him more, seen Father more. Been more.


I wondered if Mother’s coming along this year on tour had spoiled the chance of a remedy, a renewal. I worried she served as a buffer between George and me, enabling him to do whatever he wanted with minimal questions and complications.


But as Mother herself might have said, how much could one affect, control? Father lived through written words as George lived through dancers’ bodies, and Father loved drink, and George got messed up as a kid in Russia eating cats off the street and replacing his absent family with music and girls.


The chill jarred me, the intricate scrollwork on a lamppost, the pristine condition of the park, its design, and the exoticism of the language I could hear snapped me back to my senses and I dropped the idea of the dextrose.


I stood like the Etruscan queen I was named for and hailed the gleaming black coach coming toward me. I deserved to be a queen, I thought, because I worked hard as a miner.


It had proved bracing, lingering outside alone, on my last walk through a city forever.


In the morning I awoke with a cold. Friday went swimmingly. George called music the water and us the fish. In his vernacular I could be angelfish, catfish, swordfish, or crab cake on a bad day. In another vein, my legs were columns, wands, whips, scissors, coltlike, needle-sharp, arrows, garrotes, and once, in an embarrassing class, he said, “Asparagus. Cooked asparagus.” Oh, the trials of learning to dance.


He checked on me as I lay in the bath on Friday after the opening-night performance and gala. In relief, or out of hysteria, I tried to get him to kiss me, but he wouldn’t.


“Rudolph red nose, I’m not getting sick.” His eyes skimmed my breasts, though, afloat in the water, and I began to believe I could get him back. I wanted him back. I said a silent pagan prayer that Diana or whoever the hell it was would elope and grow huge with child overnight. That was the one-way ticket out of the Balanchine kingdom.


I didn’t desire a child, being fully aware of George’s feelings on the subject. Other relationships of his had ended over “the baby question,” and anyway, having been in physical training since the age of seven, my plans for my postdancing life did not include labor. I thought I might lie around for a couple years and then play Joan of Arc on the stage and star in a sexy film with Sinatra.


There was the slightest heaviness in my left thigh. I lifted it from the water, testing. Champagne? The single glass I’d had at the party?


Back in the room, steam clung to the brocaded wallpaper, making the walls look swollen.


My thigh had this hitch, getting in bed.


Some said it took so long to become evident because I was strong. Others said the severity of my case resulted from my exertion during the incubation period. No one could pinpoint when I’d been infected, but George believed it had happened in Venice.


Saturday blurred. I was feverish. It is the repetition—the thousands of repetitions for each single motion you execute on a stage—that carries you through. I got through the matinee.


My back ached. I stretched out on my dressing room floor, deciding I’d stay there and rest until the evening performance. Dear Betty, our company manager, brought me a thick rug and one of the long metal heaters, a Danish delight!


I must have slept. George opened the door in pitch-dark. I knew it was him by the click of the knob, the efficient care he took doing all things, by his firm light tread, and his cologne—too cloying, I’d thought at first, then it mixed with the warming earth of him and I grew to love it.


The light. I drew my arm across my eyes.


“You don’t tell anyone your plans?” he asked me.


You care? I thought. I didn’t say it, too sick. I sat up. “I’m tired,” I said.


“Come,” he said, and, taking his warm dry hand, I stood. “Can you eat?” he asked.


I shook my head.


“Can you dance tonight?”


We stood face-to-face, his bow tie slightly askew—I corrected it—his hair less tidy than I preferred—I pushed back dark strands twinkled with silver, gathered them through the others. His charisma, his mystery, his genius, and his fame too, yes, attracted me to him, and yet more than anything it was our world together, the studio and the classes and the tours and our apartment with the stupid plants I kept buying although they got dusty and died because we’d be gone—our world I most loved, one running on music and muscle and, heavens, more even than that: his body. His strong lean body.


“Hug me,” I said, and he wrapped me, full-body hug—our lengths together, his chin against my shoulder and head against mine.


“You’re hot,” he said.


“Not too.” I felt better.


“Where do you hurt?”


“My back.” My left leg is heavy, I said only in my mind.


“I’ll get you massage tonight.”


“Yes.” Dear Rat, I thought. I wouldn’t have said it aloud. But it was part of his sweetness, and I needed that. His parents left him as a child at the Imperial School. They shaved his head. With the head and the teeth and his sniffs and his, even then, supercilious expression when inanimate, when he wasn’t consumed by laughter, dance, music—well, the kids at the school called him Rat, and he ran away. Brought back, he secluded himself, playing piano. But one day he had looked through a keyhole at older dancers, three ballerinas at practice, and he saw something interesting. It appealed to his intelligence. They looked as though they were solving a puzzle. He thought he could do it. He liked it. He gave himself to it and it saved him. So, Rat. My Rat.


He pulled back. “You’ll be all right?”


I nodded.


“I’ll have them bring milk.”


“Yes.”


He grazed my jaw with the backs of his fingers and left, and the space he had occupied rang.


I washed, redid my makeup, and crosshatched my slippers. I danced.


The next day’s matinee I danced Afternoon of a Faun, a ballet created by my good friend Jerome Robbins—easy steps, short, you came on, and out of motion wove an impression, and the Europeans went wild. I adored Jerry’s Faun for its atmosphere and its poetry. I stood in the wings pretending it was a hot summer day. I knocked wood and went through the door, stepping into the white silk room drifting as if from a breeze—fans blowing backstage—against the blue cyclorama of sky. Debussy’s music held me, told me the manner of the ballet. Swimming through my partner’s arms, staring into the mirror, the water—reflection. Such bliss: lifts, sudden surges, flicking my hair off my neck. Toward the end, Jacques kissed my cheek. My hand touched the spot. My eyes turned to him and, slowly, turned back away to aloneness, lost once more in self, and then I was going, walking those wonderful deer steps of Jerry’s offstage. Soon came the applause. I listened that day. I’ll never forget how that day I listened.


As I rested limply in my dressing room the sickness took me, traveling through me and pushing out of my pores, spilling heat that seemed to glow and settle like sand on the mirror, the lights, the brushes, the tube of greasepaint on my dressing room table, my costumes, those skins hanging on their glowing wires. I sank to the edge of a chair, too weak to do more than pick up my robe, could not even put it around my sore shoulders. Hearing a voice in the hallway, I called to it, any voice, told it to bring George, and he came. I said, “It must be a very bad flu.” He got me changed, bundled me in my coat, hat, and mittens, but we didn’t take off my makeup.


Mother creamed my face back at the hotel. I lay in the bath, I lay in bed, but I couldn’t sleep. Nothing helped. Hours passed, George in and out, Mother imploring me to drink water, but I couldn’t. I asked who was dancing for me tonight. Otherwise it was just ache and time and the swollen flocking on the wallpaper turning to fanciful shapes—orchid, pinwheel, a rabbit scampering onto the dresser.


George leaned over me and I nearly retched at the scent of vodka on his breath—crossing the Atlantic from Paris to New York, I was three, Mother was seasick, and I saw again her green face, her pale lips, Oh, gods—she rocked in the berth—curse the odor of onion soup.


“Do you want a doctor? Tanny?”


Shook my head no, no doctor, afraid of what he might find. “Sleep,” I said, and at dawn it came.


Smoke. George was out on the balcony having a cigarette. Morning light, hazed by the drab day, filled the room like dirty dishwater.


What was yesterday?


Faun.


I got sick.


I must be better.


I didn’t ache nearly so much.


Letting him smoke, I sat up. But I couldn’t swing my legs over the side of the bed.


I pulled off the cover. I tested my toes. Nothing. Ache, though. It was still there. Flex?


Wouldn’t. Knees wouldn’t respond. The heavy left thigh was heavier. So was the right. Even my hips weren’t mine. Wait. Try again. No response.


When I spoke, my tone was steady. I was too disoriented to panic. It was all too odd.


I called, “George, I want to get up and I can’t move my legs.”




2


[image: common1]


Outside the Capitol Theater in New York once, they displayed an iron lung over the course of a week. It looked like a tin coffin out on the sidewalk. Inside the theater Greer Garson cajoled for money after the newsreels. At a freak show I had seen “Polio Boy,” a gasping head poking out from an awful metal tube. I didn’t forget it. Pools closed in the summer, parents horrified by the scourge of our day. But always dancing, I rarely swam, just occasionally in the ocean—the Cape, Fire Island, Florida when Maria and I and two of the boys drove down for a quick trip on one occasion, singing our heads off in the car to Nat King Cole. We lolled on the beach and ate, ate, ate. Got so fat we had to go on strict diets. “Girls,” said our costumier, discerning brows arched, “I didn’t recognize you.” And we were tan. A disaster. We had to apply body makeup on every inch of exposed skin, stacks of it over my freckles. Skating and horseback riding were also forbidden, because they were bad for turnout.


But by the midfifties polio was close to preventable in America. Salk produced his vaccine and children lined up for inoculation. There wasn’t enough vaccine in 1956. Only the youngest dancers in the company received protection from polio before we went abroad.


Still, we didn’t think polio. Not Mother. Not George. Not me. My immovable legs couldn’t be paralyzed. Paralysis meant loss of feeling, we thought, and my legs wailed with sensation.


George sat on my bed and oh how I watched him, listened to him as I had as a young girl, to the god, the teacher, the man I completely trusted—my love, my darling.


“I’ve seen things. . . bizarre,” he said. “If body’s pushed, it reacts.” He hadn’t shaved, which alarmed me. “This girl I knew in St. Petersburg,” he said, “she was dancing a lot. She goes home one night after performance, lies on the floor, and stretches her legs up on wall, for rest.” I did that. I’d read with my legs up for hours. “She starts to relax,” George said, “and her feet take on life of their own. Jumping like—what’s that, you know, Mexican jumping beans? Hop-hop twitch all over the wall and she’s lying there watching her feet, they’re like chickens in somebody else’s yard.”


“You never told me about that,” I said.


“Lasts, I don’t know, fifteen, twenty minutes? Maybe half hour.”


He carried me gently—everything hurt—into the bathroom and waited patiently outside. I couldn’t go. He carried me back to bed, saying, “Don’t cry,” so I didn’t.


He went to the phone, and I lay there thinking of how he used to brag about me, “She is ideal Balanchine dancer,” he said, “trained up in the style. American legs,” he said, “they break my heart. Small head. Light bones. In the school she ties up her legs like a pretzel and walks on her knees. Make funny. Later I have to say, no more funny, you make funny too much. Soon you play Odette.”


George was speaking to someone, asking for a doctor to be sent. I thought of how Jerry Robbins had loved me too, saw my swoons in Symphony in C and said, “I want to be in that company!” Made me Pied Piper. Such fun! Swarming onstage jitterbugging and chewing gum. George got jealous if Jerry’s dances attracted more attention. Sometimes he wouldn’t let Jerry use me. In Jerry’s Ballade I played Pierrot, returned to life by a magic balloon. At the end of the ballet I let go of my balloon and watched as it floated up into the flies. On opening night the balloon drifted back down right in the middle of George’s lyrical Pas de Trois. Thereafter, the stage manager shot the balloon with a BB gun during the pause.


When George was still married to Maria and we were sneaking around, Jerry asked where he stood with me. I liked going out with him, laughing like hell, but I told him I loved George, that maybe it was a case of George got here first.


George opened the door to Mother and the heat returned, no longer pouring from me, but contained with fierce concentration inside. I heard Mother’s voice and I tried to respond, but in my mind I was climbing the steep metal stairs from the stage up to my dressing room at City Center, only they didn’t lead anywhere and I fell back to the depths of a pit. In the distance I heard another familiar voice, “Places, you pretty, pretty people,” but I couldn’t move.


Stabbing. Sharp knives in my spine brought me up and back into the room laddered by heat waves that wavered and spun in and out. In breaks of clarity I could tell Mother and George what was happening, and seeing the artificial lights I knew it was late afternoon and I knew that my legs weren’t up temporarily twitching in somebody’s yard. I knew they were dead, although shouting with pain.


I was too busy riding the hurt to consider whether I was dying. The fever was too high for me to care that a doctor came. His spectacles sparkled, his touch made me cry out.


“Forgive me,” he said in accented English. Just the sheet touching me hurt. Mother had torn it away to the floor and I watched it, the doctor examining me, the icy bite of his instruments and the sheet a white seething pool.


George had beautiful hands, a pianist’s hands, virile Russian hands that knew how to grab a woman. The doctor was gone. George sat at the bedside, one of his hands resting close to my face on the pillow, long fingers, patterns of hair, veins, nails I knew nearly as well as my own. Mother had pleaded with the doctor to give me something for the pain. But they couldn’t in diseases involving the central nervous system. My eyes drew in the opium of George’s hand.


A stretcher wouldn’t fit into the elevator. I was brought from the room in a canvas chair. In the hallway I thought they attempted to insert me into a cage: “No.”


“Tanny,” George’s nasal voice cut the fever, “it’s the elevator, see? Elevator in Europe.”


Golden accordion door—oh, yes, I could see. “You’re coming with me?”


“Of course,” he said, “we all fit.” I counted faces, his, Mother’s, two strangers who bore me in easily; at five feet six and a half I weighed only 108 pounds.


The motion, the jolt at the lobby, each second was distinct and magnified, warped to distortion: the swaddling blanket smashed me, the car outside jumped at me—no, just the wind, a thin dog racing away.


“Don’t turn on the siren,” Mother said.


She understood, she and George understood, and if they understood I was not lost. They said to drive carefully, but bumps punched, and when I was carried into a building for tests, they sent Mother and George away.


The next day they transferred me to another facility. There had been serious polio epidemics in Copenhagen several years earlier and Blegdems Hospital had developed groundbreaking treatments.


Nobody said “polio” to me, only that I was quarantined until the infectious stage passed.


The squeak of the linoleum floors: Can’t you put some wax on those floors? I wanted to scream. I saw a tall window and, outside, a gray brick wall. Coming and going, the high starched hats, crisp aprons of nurses. Blue dresses for the student nurses, the corps de ballet, white dresses for the principal nurses, the stars.


Somewhere in my delirium I remembered that we were soon to move on, and I dreaded that everyone had traveled to Stockholm without me.


A little pink face beneath her white tower of hat said, “No, madam, your mother and husband are here, right outside most of the time.”


“They’re waiting for me?” I could barely speak.


“They are!” Smiling, she had yellow hair.


“When can we leave?” I asked. I flustered her. Closing my eyes, I said, “Never mind.” I couldn’t turn my face from her, because my neck was too stiff.
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