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Chapter One
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Chopin Interrupted


“That’s something no one can take away from you!” said the tall man, whose large hazel eyes were glistening with tears. He bent over slightly and gripped my hand so firmly that I couldn’t help wincing. “Oh, sorry, I mustn’t hurt those valuable hands!” he added and relaxed his grip, looking down at my hand as if he expected it to have extra fingers or other strange properties.


There was still a long line of people who had come backstage to greet me after my performance, but he lingered for a moment longer. It was intermission, and the musicians of Michigan’s Pontiac Oakland Symphony—the men in tails and the women in black gowns—were milling around, playing their warm-up scales and snatches of music for the second half of the program. I could hear somebody humming a melody from the Beethoven Third Piano Concerto, which we’d just played. The year was 1955. I was twenty-one, and felt on top of the world.


There’s nothing quite like the afterglow of performance. You work yourself up to a nervous pitch beforehand; you walk on stage with exaggerated calm; you bow and smile to the audience, trying to keep your hands from shaking as you begin. You hear the sound as if it’s coming from somewhere else, as if it’s not really connected with your hands on the keyboard.


But gradually the music takes over, and the nervousness is transformed into excitement. It heightens everything you want to express about the music embedded so deep within your being; and suddenly you feel that you’re one with the music and the audience. There’s nothing else in the world but that current from the source to the sound and back, a pulsing current that seems to stretch toward eternity. That’s what your entire life is about. You’ve always known that, but you know it more clearly at such moments.


The man with the hazel eyes was right, I had thought, as he walked away. Usually backstage comments don’t register. I’m too high after the performance. I remember faces and expressions and handclasps and embraces, but words usually get lost in the music I’ve just played. I remembered that comment, though. It was a little like a reassurance of immortality; my piano playing would always be there, no matter what.


I’d been playing the piano for as long as I could remember. My earliest memory is of the keyboard high above my head as I stood in front of it, holding onto it for support. I still remember the excitement of reaching up to the smooth white keys and pressing one of them. The sound drew me into it; I floated with that sound, as it seemed to fill me and the space around me. Even then, I couldn’t get enough of that sound and the thrill of producing it.


After nineteen years of bonding with the instrument and many performances over the latter half of those years, I still felt that way about playing the piano. But now it was more than my greatest joy. It was me. It was my very identity. If anyone had asked me that key psychological question, “Who are you?” my immediate response would have been, “I’m a pianist.” Then I might have thought to add, “I’m Carol Rosenberger.”


I was “on my way,” as one says of a concert career. Literally, I was on my way to Europe, where I planned to enter some of the big competitions, which have served as important springboards for young talent. I also wanted to play for two of my particular heroes among twentieth-century musicians: Nadia Boulanger and Walter Gieseking.


I wonder if there is a time for every young person when the dream seems perfect—when one has experienced enough to know what is possible and has not yet discovered what is impossible.


It’s incredible, as I look back on the day when the most shattering event of my life occurred, that I had no premonition of disaster, no vague unease. Instead, I felt almost euphoric that warm August morning as I climbed the elegant curve of the steps outside the Palace of Fontainebleau in the beautiful little French town of the same name.


The legendary Nadia Boulanger, revered teacher of many greats among twentieth-century classical composers (Aaron Copland, David Diamond, Walter Piston, Roy Harris, Elliott Carter, to name only a few), was the director of the music conservatory housed in one wing of the palace. I was thrilled to have history all around me. It was here, on these very steps, that Napoleon had said adieu to Josephine. As a young person from a young culture, I wanted this older culture to reveal some of its secrets. Surely Europe, with its direct line to the past, must hold all sorts of clues to the mysteries of Art and Life. I didn’t want to miss anything.


I was thinking that morning about my first session with the formidable Boulanger, known to everyone as “Mademoiselle,” which had taken place just a few days before. She didn’t have much time for private sessions during the summer, but she had listened carefully as I played the Chopin B-flat Minor Sonata for her. Her gray-white hair was drawn back into an ascetic bun, and her eyes burned with the intensity of her own devotion to music. Mademoiselle had asked me many questions in her French-accented English. She wanted to know all about my repertoire, what I thought my strengths were, and what needed to be filled in. She had said that she found my playing “sensitive and intelligent” and pointed out some musical connections that I might have missed. Best of all, she made an appointment to hear me play again. As I was about to leave she added, “You will go far.”


And now I was on my way to the practice room where I spent eight hours a day of concentrated but exhilarating work. When one says “practice room,” any musician or onetime student of music automatically thinks of a tiny cubicle, bare of furniture, with piano and bench literally on their last legs, where sound ricochets mercilessly to and fro, and ear fatigue is chronic. But this practice room was a large, airy, high-ceilinged room with a fine Erard grand piano in one corner. The room looked out on one of the palace gardens; and I could sometimes hear, mingled with scraps of sound from pianos, voices, and violins in other practice rooms, one of the brilliant peacocks screaming from below.


I don’t think it’s the coloring of sentimental memory that makes me remember this as one of the best days I’d ever had at the piano. I was working on the Chopin sonata that I had played for Mademoiselle and with which I was planning to enter a competition in three weeks’ time. Though it’s perfectly logical that I would have been playing the Chopin that day, it does seem a strange coincidence. That piece, with its life-death juxtaposition in the powerful Funeral March, formed an eerily apt musical setting for the sharp turn my life was about to take.


I remember how satisfying it was to dig my hands into the rich figuration of the first movement. It was going particularly well. This sonata had been one of my biggest successes in public performance, but I felt that now it was flowing better than ever. A heightened vision of the piece was forming in my mind, and I felt just on the brink of realizing it.


Suddenly a sharp pain shot through my left hand.


It was a kind of pain I’d never felt before. I don’t know how I knew, but I knew it wasn’t a muscle ache. I’d had those on occasion when I’d plunged into practicing after a few days away from the piano, or when I had practiced too many octaves at one sitting. But this was different. Something about it made me think of the Novocain needle in a dentist’s office.


I knew I should stop practicing for the day. Protecting my hands was an automatic reflex. I avoided sharp knives, kept a safe distance from a closing car door, and had developed a similar list of automatic responses that any serious pianist would recognize. You just don’t take chances with the investment of a lifetime.


I got up from the piano and walked around the room, shaking my hand and swinging my arm. Even though I knew it wasn’t a muscle ache, I couldn’t think what else to do. But the pain didn’t stop.




Chapter Two
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The Attack


That evening over dinner I discussed the strange pain with my closest friend, Martha Ritchey. Martha and I had met at Carnegie Mellon’s music school in Pittsburgh and arranged to come to Europe together. She was a slim, sharp-featured girl with short, sleek hair turned in a sweeping curl over each ear. Her blue eyes softened her face, and a little perpetual frown was a clue to her extremely active mind. Martha was a singer, and even in ordinary conversation had the singer’s precise diction and careful delivery. Her speaking voice had a tone that sounded disdainful to those who weren’t used to it, but I knew it hid an excess of idealism. Martha expected too much of the world, and was always being disappointed. I saw myself as more realistic, and therefore less vulnerable.


Martha’s first reaction was exactly what I thought it would be. “Anybody could expect some sort of pain after practicing eight hours!” she enunciated, as if I were slightly stupid not to have thought of that. I had to smile. Martha joked about it sometimes, but I knew she looked upon my singleness of purpose with more than a little awe. Then her frown deepened. “Maybe you’re not entirely over the flu yet.”


It had never occurred to me that this strange pain could have anything to do with the flu epidemic that had hit Fontainebleau a couple of weeks before, and had spread rapidly and widely. Everybody had been sick for a few days with a slight fever and a variety of familiar viral symptoms. I had been a little wobbly after about three days in bed, but was feeling fine now. I couldn’t imagine that there was any connection. I took another sip of wine, enjoying the feeling of warmth it gave me. I didn’t often drink wine, because it interfered with my reflexes, but tonight I thought it might relax me, might dull the pain, which had begun to spread up my arm.


“Why don’t you take a day off practicing tomorrow?” Martha suggested, her tone of voice telling me she was anticipating resistance to that idea.


“But I missed three days already with that stupid flu!” I protested, shaking my head. “And the contest is only three weeks away.”


This was a competition sponsored by the conservatory. The prize was $600 and a couple of appearances in Paris. I had been telling myself that all competitions were totally unpredictable and that one couldn’t take any of them too seriously; but at the same time I was thinking how helpful the $600 would be and planning what I might play in Paris.


“Well, a lot of people are saying that you’ll probably win,” Martha assured me, “so why don’t you relax a little tomorrow?”


“I’ll see how it is in the morning,” I compromised. It was sure to be better by then.


But the pain woke me up the next morning. It was more intense and had continued spreading up my arm to my left shoulder and into my neck and upper back. I had a severe headache, too, which seemed to be connected. It was bewildering. I couldn’t imagine what I could have done to hurt myself to this extent. I felt abnormally tired—and dizzy, too, when I tried to get out of bed. I sat on the edge of the bed and stared out the window. The morning was bright and clear, but I felt enveloped in a haze. The only thing that was really in focus was the pain.


On the little table beside my bed sat my silent practice keyboard, a reminder of what I should be doing today. It was silent in that it produced no music; its plastic keys made a thump as they went down and a clack as they came back up. But it was useful for exercises and for reinforcing patterns with my fingers when I couldn’t get to a piano. I shook my head at it wistfully. I wasn’t going to be able to practice today.


I looked over at the desk, where I wrote long letters home to my family on onionskin airmail paper. But today I didn’t feel like writing a letter; besides, the last thing I wanted was to worry my family.


What could I do about the pain? Heat was good for stiff or sore muscles; maybe heat would be good for this pain, whatever it was. Perhaps the pharmacy down the street would have a hot-water bottle? I got shakily out of bed and made my way over to the armoire—the most charming thing about this little room on the top floor of the old Hôtel d’Albe. It was ornate and appropriately antique, and a logical substitute for a clothes closet. Today, it seemed unreasonably far away from my bed. I opened the armoire and held onto the door, wondering what I should put on. As I reached for a shoe my hand seemed to drift shakily past it. Nothing was working as it should this morning.


Just putting on my clothes was tiring, and they felt scratchy, as if my skin were unusually sensitive. Usually I ran down the creaky wooden stairs, but this morning I went slowly, hanging onto the banister. The familiar musty smell of the d’Albe had always seemed to give it an exciting air of antiquity, and I had loved the idea of living in a hotel that had history in its favor. But now the combined odors of must and coffee made me feel slightly queasy.


As I made my way out into the bright sunshine, I wondered how I could feel chills on such a warm day. My body felt heavy; my head felt light. The dizziness was coming in regular waves; with each crest I would almost black out. I knew I should stay close to a wall, a railing, or a gate—something I could hang onto when the waves came. There was a rhythmic pounding in my head, as if iron hands were grabbing my temples, letting go, then grabbing them again.


I held onto the counter and tried to describe to the pharmacist what I wanted. His voice seemed to come from far away, and I had to sort out syllables before I answered. My high school French teacher would not be proud of me, I thought.


I tried to walk steadily as I left the shop, clutching the precious hot-water bottle, but was glad when I got outside and could lean against the wall until the dizziness let up enough to allow another few steps. It occurred to me that I could have asked someone to get the hot-water bottle for me. Why hadn’t I thought of that?


Back at the hotel again, suddenly the steps looked very steep. I had loved having a room on the top floor, but now it didn’t seem so appealing. Just take one step at a time, I told myself, then rest, then one more step—and hang on. My room seemed a haven when I finally reached it, and it was a relief to put on my pajamas again. I had never been so grateful for the washstand in my room; I could fill the hot-water bottle immediately.


I lay face down on my bed and pushed the comforting warm bottle onto my upper back, where the pain was most severe. “Please, Hottie,” I said to it, “do your stuff.” When I was a small child in Michigan, my mother used to bring me a hot-water bottle on the cold winter nights. She would slide it into my bed and put it at my feet. As soon as she had kissed me goodnight and left the room, I would pull the hot-water bottle up and put it beside me on the pillow, its head and neck out of the covers and the body of the bottle tucked in. I would pat it comfortingly. “Now, Hottie, you can breathe, too.”


I was hoping that Hottie would now return the favor and relieve the pain. But I soon noticed something else. There was a regular, rhythmic twitching or jerking sensation along with the pain. It felt as if I were bouncing up and down on the bed. I don’t know how long I had been lying there when Martha knocked and came in. She took in the hot-water bottle and my prone position.


“Are you worse today?” she asked, and when I nodded, she felt my forehead. “Well, no wonder, you’ve obviously got a fever. I wish one of us had a thermometer!”


“Don’t worry about that,” I told her, a little impatiently. “The problem is the pain.”


“Would it help if I massaged your back?” she asked. I was sure that it would. But she stopped almost as soon as she had started.


“Carol, there’s something very strange!” she said, sounding worried. “Your muscles are jumping and jerking!” So she could feel it, too.


Martha gently replaced the hot-water bottle and said she would be back in a few minutes. She returned with a thermometer and two other friends, Marge Marçallino and Carol Stein. I lay there with the thermometer in my mouth and listened to my three friends talking in low tones. It was good having them all there; they could talk with each other and I didn’t have to reply.


Marge, a tiny, olive-skinned girl with huge dark eyes, was spending the year in France on a scholarship from the Rotary Club in her native Hilo, Hawaii. She had a delightful combination of practicality and Hawaiian ease in enjoying life, and had rapidly become a good friend. Carol, one of the twin daughters of violist Lillian Fuchs, was a gifted violinist. Everything about her was intense: her eyes, her voice, her way of playing. She and her sister Barbara, a cellist, and I were planning to enter the Fontainebleau Chamber Music Competition as a trio.


Carol swung her long, brown hair and put her hand on my shoulder. “My mother gave me the name of a doctor in Paris to call in case of emergency,” she told me, her voice rising in pitch with eagerness and concern. “I’m going to call him now.”


I started to protest, but didn’t. Whatever had taken hold of me so violently had crowded out all normal thought processes, so I might as well let someone else think for me.


Things were beginning to blur. Someone was notifying Mademoiselle, and someone else brought me some food, which I didn’t even want to look at. Carol returned from her telephone call to a Dr. Lipsitch in Paris.


“He told me you should be brought to the hospital right away!” she told me, impressed with the order. The hospital! That seemed a long way. I thought vaguely that I really didn’t want to leave this bed. But I was in someone else’s hands now.


“Larry is going to drive you,” Carol went on. Larry Isaacs, a tall, lanky Southerner, was one of our few friends who had a car. It looked as if I had no choice.


Marge and Martha helped me into two sweaters and a pair of slacks over my pajamas. I wanted another pair of socks, too, as well as my coat. It seemed inconceivable to me that everyone else could be comfortable in their light summer clothing.


I noticed as I got up that I seemed to have lost control of my body. The pain and the muscle jumping had taken over, shaking me continuously and playing their cacophonous tutti inside me.


Four people were trying to help me down the steps—practically carrying me. Everyone seemed to have forgotten how to smile; they all looked grim. Oh God, I thought, they’re scaring themselves. They’re overdramatizing the whole scene. I wondered why I couldn’t stop them, until I realized that I was leaning heavily on them.


I was bundled into the front seat of Larry’s little Fiat. Carol and Martha got in back; they looked cramped, I thought, leaning forward as if they could somehow be of more help from that position. Larry tried valiantly to amuse us with his imitation of a broad American accent in French, using his drawl to perfection. Ordinarily we all loved this act, and I tried to smile, but Carol and Martha stared grimly ahead.


They took me to a small private room in the American Hospital in Neuilly-sur-Seine on the outskirts of Paris. The room looked out on a garden surrounded by trees, and there were neat borders of yellow flowers under the trees. It was sunny and green and too bright. I felt drab and even more miserable in contrast. Inside the room, everything was crisp and white, and I was suddenly aware that I hadn’t combed my hair or had a bath for what seemed like a very long time. I didn’t belong in this pristine atmosphere. Why had I let them bring me here?


A nurse who looked scrubbed and energetic and spoke with a British accent came in to welcome me. “What are your symptoms?” she asked. My mind was working too slowly.


“My symptoms? Well, uh . . . I seem to be twitching . . .”


“Twitching?” She laughed and I could almost feel myself squirm. I must have used the wrong word. Maybe she thought I shouldn’t be here, if all I was doing was twitching. But she was already helping me out of my slacks.


“May I leave my sweaters on?” I asked. “I’ve got chills.” That was probably a symptom, too, I thought, after I’d said it.


“Oh, yes,” I remembered, “and pain . . .” but she was nodding, as if she already knew that.


The bed was smooth and white and cool, while I was nothing but pain and muscles jumping, sweat and chills. My rumpled bed at the Hôtel d’Albe had felt more appropriate.


I faded in and out of my feverish fog. At one point a young intern came in with a chart and a pen in his hand. “Take this off, please,” he smiled pleasantly, pointing with his pen to my outer sweater. I struggled to remove it.


But that wasn’t enough. Now I was to remove the other sweater, the socks, the pajamas, everything. My hands were trembling so much that the smiling young man had to put his pen and paper down on the chair and help me. With every layer we removed, he seemed to find it more amusing. I must look ridiculous with all this, I thought. He probably can’t believe how cold I feel. It occurred to me that I had put the thicker socks on over the thinner ones, just as I used to do when I went ice-skating. He handed me a hospital gown—only a hospital gown, to replace all of this?


“I’ve been having chills,” I explained again.


“Oh, you’ll be warm here,” he assured me, still laughing. I thought to myself that he wouldn’t find it so funny if he felt this cold.


He started to ask me a long list of questions. After the effort of getting my clothes off, my mind was wandering wearily, and his questions filtered unevenly through my fog.


Then a short, stocky nurse came in and told me I would have to be weighed. As she was helping me out of bed, my left leg seemed to give way and I lurched to the left. I probably would have fallen if she hadn’t grabbed me, her strong grip digging into my right arm. As I looked over at her to apologize, I noticed that her expression was severe and her eyes frightened—the same look my friends had had when they were helping me out of the d’Albe. She steadied me, helped me over to the chair, and said she would be right back with a wheelchair.


“No!” I tried to shout at her. “I can walk! I’m just a little weak!” But she was resolute, and into the wheelchair I went. Evidently I had failed in the one chance she was going to give me to hold myself up on my own two feet. As she wheeled me down the hall, I hunched down in the chair and hoped no one would see me. Surely this was all some kind of fearful comedy.


I had not really recovered from the humiliation of being wheeled to the scales when Dr. Lester Lipsitch swept cheerfully into my room. He had a pleasant face and a resonant voice that made him sound very confident. I could tell from his speech that he was a New Yorker. He had his own list of questions, but it seemed to me that the intern had asked many of the same things. I wondered vaguely why they couldn’t have gotten together over this. But now he wanted more than answers to questions. He wanted me to move my foot.


“Push up,” he said, and resisted my foot so that it was almost impossible. “Hold. Good. Push away from me . . . hold . . . good. Push toward me . . . hold . . . good.” I pushed and pulled in every direction and position, with legs, arms, head, and torso. My legs trembled; my arms trembled more; but he didn’t seem to notice.


“Pull your abdominal muscles in,” he ordered, his hands on my belly. I pulled. The muscles shook. “Pull them in,” he repeated. I pulled again. He glanced at me and his look wasn’t cheerful. Did he think I wasn’t cooperating? Something was wrong. But then he smiled quickly. “Good,” he said.


How could it be “good” so suddenly when his expression had told me clearly that it had not been good the instant before? But my private fog rolled in again, and I let his smile take over. He had obviously been giving me muscle tests, and the “good” must mean that I had passed them.


“We are going to keep you here for a few days,” Dr. Lipsitch said cheerfully. “We don’t know what you have, but we’ll get you well as soon as we can.”


A few days? “I’m entering a piano competition in three weeks,” I told him anxiously. “Do you think I’ll be all right by then?”


He was still cheerful. “We can’t be sure of that right now. I just want you to rest. I don’t want you to get out of bed at all for the next few days.”


“Not at all? I can at least get up to go to the bathroom, can’t I?” I pleaded, pointing to the toilet and washbowl in the corner of my room. They couldn’t have been more than three steps from the bed.


“No,” he said easily. “I want you to stay right in bed until we figure out what you have.” He said it so casually that I wondered if this was standard procedure in France, or his usual way of treating a patient. He must not have an aversion to bedpans. Or maybe he thought I had something besides the flu. Why else would he tell me I couldn’t get out of bed at all?


Soon the pain and haziness took over again. At one point a nurse brought dinner, but it seemed too much effort to eat. She also brought a sleeping pill. Maybe that would shut out the pain for a while. Maybe I would feel better in the morning.


But when the nurse woke me up at dawn to take my temperature, the pain and muscle jumping were still there. I thought irritably that if she had only let me sleep a little longer, maybe some of the pain would have gone away. Then another nurse came in with a basin and towel. She handed me a warm cloth. I started to wipe my face but my hands were trembling, and it seemed hard to get the cloth in the right place. The nurse took the cloth out of my hands and finished giving me my “bath.” How I hated having someone else bathe me. I began to suspect that I might be even weaker than I was yesterday.


Dr. Lipsitch came in surrounded by a group of interns, repeated his “push-pull-good” tests, and declared: “You’re doing very well!” Since I felt that I was weaker than yesterday, and the pain and jerking were no better, I wondered in what way I was doing well. But I felt I shouldn’t ask him; he seemed to have his own rhythm for the visit and was already on his way out the door. Besides, my mind was working slowly, and the whole group of interns would hear anything I said. Maybe they would find me as funny as the first intern had yesterday.


Nurses came and went. Around noon my door opened to another figure in white. I glanced up and then looked again in amazement. It was Martha, gowned in a long white hospital coat. She laughed at my surprise and said she had come in on the train. I knew it was a long ride, and was so grateful to her for coming that I was close to tears.


“Where did you get that?” I asked, indicating the hospital coat.


“It was hanging outside your door. The nurse wouldn’t let me come in without it. There’s also a bowl of disinfectant sitting there. I’m supposed to rinse my hands in it when I leave.”


“French hospital procedure?” I wondered aloud. She shrugged. “Quaint, isn’t it?”


A nurse came in with my lunch tray. “Help yourself before I contaminate it,” I suggested, as soon as the nurse had left. “I haven’t been hungry.”


But Martha shook her head. “No, I think the hospital staff should be aware of your lack of appetite.”


“Oh,” I had to laugh, “I doubt if anyone here has heard of my legendary appetite.” In my only other hospital experience, a tonsillectomy at age two, I had supposedly amazed the nurses by eating a full breakfast the morning after surgery. I could remember very few occasions in my life when I hadn’t felt like eating.


I looked down at my lunch tray and grasped the fork. I tried to lift a bite of salad as far as my mouth, but it was too much effort. I put the fork down to rest my arm for a minute. It was odd how heavy the fork seemed. The food looked less inviting.


“I just don’t seem to be hungry,” I told Martha.


“You seem to be having trouble lifting the fork,” she observed, with her serious look. “Why don’t I try feeding you?”


That was a startling idea. Yesterday I would probably have refused, but today it seemed logical to let someone else lift that heavy fork. Strangely enough, with Martha doing the work, I was able to eat the entire lunch.


When Dr. Lipsitch came back that afternoon, Martha confronted him. Her penetrating gaze and clear diction could be a commanding combination.


“Carol is able to eat if someone feeds her!” she declared.


Dr. Lipsitch looked surprised. “But I want her to be fed, of course!” he answered, as if stunned that no one was doing so.


“Well, the nurses don’t seem to be aware of that,” Martha shot back. He said he would take care of it immediately.


It was strange how good it felt to have someone speak for me. How often I had found myself speaking for someone: defending my younger brother, Gary, if other little boys ganged up on him; being spokesperson for a group at school if they wanted to approach the faculty about a problem. It was a role in which I had always felt comfortable. But now, with the pain and weakness and fogginess, I wasn’t in a strong position anymore. I was glad to let Martha take over.


From then on the nurses fed me every meal. Those next days blur in my memory. I remember Martha and Marge coming in from time to time, bringing books from friends at Fontainebleau. I wasn’t able to hold a book up to read, but didn’t mind because even when Marge or Martha read to me, I couldn’t concentrate very well. One day Martha brought me a special gift from Mademoiselle: wild strawberries from the Forest of Fontainebleau. She said that Mademoiselle, who was a devout Catholic, was having prayers said for me. That struck me as sweet and a little melodramatic.


Dr. Lipsitch continued to wear his cheery smile when he came in every day to give me the muscle tests, but I was more and more puzzled at his “good” that punctuated every test. Even I could tell that I was getting weaker all the time. It was increasingly hard to make any movement, and I even needed nurses to help me turn over.


One evening when the night nurse was changing my damp hospital gown, she relaxed her grip on my shoulders for a moment. I tried to maintain my sitting position but seemed to have no control. I fell backwards on the bed. She looked startled.


“I seem to be . . . paralyzed . . . or something . . .” I said, by way of apology. I was also expressing for the first time a fear that had been pushing its way through the brain fog. It seemed as if my condition was expanding beyond the category of mere weakness. I wanted to discuss it with her, but her angry glare stopped any further conversation.


Suddenly I realized that for the first time in my conscious life I was as dependent on someone else as a small child would be. She and the other nurses, all of them strangers, had the power to enable me to sit up, turn over, take nourishment; without them I couldn’t move. And yet from childhood on, I had always been referred to as “so independent.” I had always felt that I could handle difficult situations. “Here! Let me! I can do it!” had been my most characteristic response. How bewildering that now all I could do was cry.


I seemed to have lost control, not only of my muscles, but also of my emotions. I cried if the nurse was abrupt with me. I cried if I tried to turn over and couldn’t; I cried because I couldn’t lift a teacup. It was as if my emotions had been scraped raw; there was no longer that protective insulation that one never notices until it has vanished. What should have been a minor irritant felt like a major emotional upset. It was further upsetting that I couldn’t discuss my fears with anyone. I didn’t want to worry Martha or Marge; the doctor insisted I was doing well; and the night nurse was angry with me for using the word “paralyzed.” I felt more lonely and isolated than ever.


One evening I decided to call Martha at Fontainebleau. There was a phone by my bed, and by using both hands I could get the receiver to my ear, but the switchboard refused to put the call through. Though I really didn’t want another encounter with the night nurse, I rang for her to straighten this out.


“I need . . . to call . . .” I began, when she came into the room. But she interrupted me.


“No calls after 9:00 p.m.,” she said, looking less angry than the other night, but still severe. Then her voice softened a shade. “I’m sorry but it’s the rule.”


I cried a long time that night from sheer panic and rage. I had never felt so alone. I was alone in a foreign hospital, alone in a foreign country. I felt out of touch with everyone close to me. And now they wouldn’t even let me touch base with a phone call.


When Dr. Lipsitch came in the next morning I tried to tell him in my increasingly shaky voice about the phone call incident. The weakness in my abdominal muscles was making it hard for me to get out more than a word or two in one breath. I had noticed that my breathing was becoming shallow. Stranger still, my voice was sounding increasingly high-pitched and thin. I knew enough about singing to be aware that I was instinctively placing my voice higher in the facial “mask” in order to be heard at all. But it made me sound somewhat childish.


“Am I . . . in some kind . . . of prison?” I heard myself say in this strange child’s voice and, to my horror, started crying again. I couldn’t seem to stop.


Dr. Lipsitch turned to the nurse. “She may call outside anytime she wants,” he ordered. I was so grateful to him for that kindness that I kept on crying. I didn’t know how to explain to him that any emotion at all seemed to end up in the same place.


It was worrying me that Dr. Lipsitch hadn’t come up with a diagnosis of this strange illness. As I faded in and out of consciousness, I tried to figure out what could have happened to make my muscles so weak. One morning I ventured to express to him an idea that had come during my hours of feverish fantasies.


“Could it be . . . some strange . . . kind of . . . cold . . . in my muscles . . . that makes it . . . seem like paralysis?” I had uttered a dangerous word, but didn’t know how else to put it.


Surely no one could get angry with me for saying that it just seemed like paralysis. The doctor’s brown eyes looked gentle behind the glasses that magnified them. He smiled as if I had said something charming. But I hadn’t been trying to charm him; I had been trying to get at what was wrong with me. Couldn’t he at least consider the possibility?


“No,” he answered, “I don’t think that’s it. Just rest and don’t worry.” He sounded his usual cheerful self, as if he weren’t a bit worried at not having arrived at a diagnosis. His manner seemed to tell me that he was doing his job, and I should stick to mine.


I couldn’t believe it. He was actually expecting me not to worry about a strange disease that left me helpless? If no one knew what it was, then how could it be treated? I barely managed to hold back the tears until he left the room.


A day or two later Dr. Lipsitch swept into my room with a broad smile. He seemed pleased about something, and came over to my bed and took hold of my hand. This was certainly not his usual procedure. Wasn’t he going to give me the muscle tests today, I wondered?


“Your fever has dropped this morning,” he said, smiling warmly down at me. The tone of his voice, and the thought that perhaps this strange illness was at last relaxing its grip, made a surge of emotion shoot through me and tears spring to my eyes.


“From now on,” he continued, “you’ll stop getting weaker and start getting stronger.” He seemed so sure of what he was saying! The relief of it made me unable to say anything. Then he gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.


“We didn’t want to tell you until your fever had gone down. What you’ve had is an attack of polio.”




Chapter Three
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The Unthinkable


The sun was streaming into my room. The rooftops of Neuilly were sharp against the sky beyond the garden. But my mind reeled instantly from the assault of the word Dr. Lipsitch had just uttered.


Polio . . . the terrifying disease that struck every summer back home in Michigan . . . danger lurking in swimming pools and movie theaters . . . paralysis . . . wheelchair . . . braces . . . iron lung . . .


Polio . . . a grade school friend rushed to the hospital . . . then confined to a wheelchair . . . even months later, thin, tired, trembling. Wasn’t I trembling all the time, too?


Polio . . . a playmate of my little brother’s . . . suddenly in an iron lung, then out again. But when he’d come back from the hospital he was weak, and cried at the slightest thing. Wasn’t that a description of me?


Polio . . . trying to get the newly approved vaccine just before I left for Europe, but being told to come back later, as there were only enough supplies for children . . .


Dr. Lipsitch was still giving me his incongruous smile as these appalling thoughts reverberated through my brain.


“People are afraid of the word polio,” he said. “That’s why we didn’t want to tell you until your fever had gone down.”


“When did . . . you know . . . ?” I managed to say.


“I was fairly sure when Carol Stein called me from Fontainebleau. That’s why I had you brought to the polio wing.”


The polio wing! He had known right from the beginning? And he hadn’t told me? Cheerfully, smilingly, he had chosen the moment of revelation?


None of this could be real, could it? He was standing here telling me I’d had polio, but the sun was still bright and he was still smiling and I was still me, somewhere underneath the weakness and the trembling and the weepiness. My polio must be different from anyone else’s polio.


In the midst of this unreality, one all-consuming question was pushing its way into my consciousness. I was afraid to ask and yet was compelled to do so. I couldn’t conceive of a negative answer.


“I’ll be . . . able to . . .” I hesitated. I had been going to say “play the piano,” but Dr. Lipsitch jumped in with his own interpretation.


“You’ll be able to walk out of the hospital when you leave.”


Walk? It had never occurred to me that I might not walk again. That shocking thought crowded out everything else for the moment.


The doctor went on. “You’ll be weak for a while, but from now on you’ll start getting stronger again. You’ll be able to live a normal life.”


He gave my hand another reassuring squeeze. That must be the answer to my question. A normal life was piano playing and a concert career. So this “weakness” must be temporary?


As I look back on that morning, I wonder what was in the doctor’s mind. Was he trying to reassure a weak and still very ill patient that life would go on? Preparing me for a gradual letdown rather than giving me a sudden shock? Or had he not taken in the fact that I was a concert pianist?


Did Dr. Lipsitch see me as lucky that I would be able to walk with only slightly paralyzed legs? And did he view the more severe paralysis of my back, abdominals, shoulders, arms, and hands as less important? I had told him I was a concert pianist. Didn’t it occur to him that my entire piano-playing apparatus had been destroyed?


All I know is, from that moment on, a giant misconception began to form in my mind. I was only too eager to believe that it would be just a matter of time before this “weakness,” as he insisted on calling it, would go away and allow me to continue.


I believed, or was encouraged to believe, that the continuity of my life would not be broken—that my polio was somehow different from anyone else’s and that I would be able to resume life as usual.


As Dr. Lipsitch went on to give me the muscle tests that morning, it suddenly occurred to me that the “good” punctuating every test was merely a formula to reassure the patient. How had I failed to recognize it?


I had even suspected that he might be giving me the tests for polio. And yet the “good” had reassured me, just as he had intended. I had thought I was passing his tests with flying colors. He had almost given himself away with his surprise that first day when he tested my abdominals. His sharp glance at me belied the “good,” and yet I had dismissed it.


How ironic that even as I lay there, concentrating on the tests and feeling stupid that I hadn’t guessed, I was accepting a much larger deception: that soon the muscles would be truly “good” once again.


Martha came in that day while the nurse was feeding me and offered to take over. We didn’t like to talk in front of the nurses. She had been told the news already, but had not been all that surprised.


“There’s been a respirator sitting outside your door almost from the beginning,” she confided. “Doctor Lipsitch asked me not to mention it to you. I shuddered every time I looked at it.”


I marveled at all this secrecy. “I wonder . . . if I’d have . . . guessed . . . if I’d known . . . about the . . . respirator.”


“I don’t know. They certainly tried to throw you off the track.”


“Especially . . . the night nurse . . . when she . . . got so angry . . . when I said . . . paralyzed.”


“I don’t think she was angry, Carol. I think she was frightened. After all, she had her orders not to let you know, and there you were, talking about paralysis.”


“This may . . . sound strange . . . but you know . . . it’s a relief.”


“To be able to talk about it?”


“Well, and . . . to know . . . that they know . . . what it is. I was afraid . . . I’d just . . . keep getting . . . worse and worse . . . and they’d . . . never find out. . . .” That thought, and the relief, made me start crying again.


“My God, Carol, were you that worried?”


I jerked my head down and then back up. I couldn’t really nod anymore. The motion just wouldn’t go smoothly.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” she said.


“I didn’t want . . . to worry . . . you.”


Martha was so surprised that I’d been thinking of her in the midst of all this that her little frown almost disappeared for a moment. I had a sudden urge to laugh through the tears. I tried not to, because it never came out as a laugh anymore. My abdominals were so weak that they wouldn’t separate a laughing sound into a “ha-ha,” and the result was something like a strange, inhuman cry: “Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” a semi-wail.


Almost worse than having no laugh, though, was having no cough. I had never realized that you needed core muscles to cough. Without them you feel that you are about to strangle, and all you can do about it is a weak little “aaaaaaa.”


“You know . . . I’ve got to . . . tell my family . . . somehow.”


“Don’t worry. Mademoiselle has already sent them a cable.”


“A cable? But that’ll . . . frighten them!”


“She said she would word it so that it wouldn’t be frightening.”


I wasn’t to know for some time about the cables that whizzed back and forth while I lay in the hospital. Mademoiselle tried to be reassuring, but my parents were spending many a sleepless night trying to decide if they should come to Europe or have me flown home. In spite of this, the letters from my mother were calm and cheerful.


Now that the fever had dropped, I was allowed out of bed when the nurses changed my sheets. They would help me up and put me on a chair with armrests, where I had a different view of the garden. I shivered with pleasure to be sitting up again, even for a few minutes.


One day I was wheeled to the scales to be weighed. A nurse propped me up just long enough to get a reading. I had lost sixteen kilos, she said. Let’s see, sixteen kilos would be about . . . thirty-five pounds! That couldn’t be right! I had been in the hospital only ten days. And after that first day, with the help of the nurses, I had eaten everything that had been brought to me. It didn’t make sense.


But on the way into my room we passed a mirror that I couldn’t see from my bed. One glance was shocking. The face that looked back wasn’t mine; it bore no resemblance to the one in the mirror at the Hôtel d’Albe. It was thin and drawn, and its white emaciation was covered by an angry red rash.


Once back in bed, I thought about the strange face in the mirror. Could all that muscle jerking and twitching have melted off thirty-five pounds?


I didn’t yet know about muscle atrophy: the shriveling and wasting away of muscle tissue whose motor neurons have been permanently destroyed by polio. I didn’t know that the weight loss was a telling measure of the atrophy my muscles had undergone. My understanding of any of this was far in the future.


Now that the fever had dropped and the danger of contagion had passed, I had more frequent visitors. No one commented on my appearance, and my fog made me forget about it most of the time.


One day Marge wrote a letter to my parents, partially dictated by me. We presented the story of my illness as if I would soon be up and pursuing my normal activities. I wasn’t really kidding them. I was kidding myself.


Martha and I were already talking as if I would be playing again in no time. I asked her to bring in my copy of the Mozart sonatas. She helped me prop up the sheet music so that I could see the first two pages. This was better than reading! It took so much effort to reach out and turn each page that I soon tired of reading and lost concentration. But I could just lie there with the sheet music in front of me and learn the music one phrase at a time. That way I wouldn’t need to turn pages very often.


The nurses noticed this unusual activity and must have reported it to Dr. Lipsitch.


“Well, I hear you’ve been practicing Mozart!” he said, the next time he came in.


“I thought I . . . might as well . . . be learning some . . . new repertoire.”


He smiled, but his next words were a surprise. “I think we’d better wait a while for that,” he said easily.


That seemed strange, but perhaps it was simply a little early for me to begin “doing” anything. I did have one question, though.


“How soon . . . will it be . . . until I can . . . start playing . . . again?”


“Oh,” he said casually, “it won’t be too long.”


A warm feeling flooded through me. When I had asked earlier how soon I could leave the hospital if I had someone to take care of me, he had said “not too long.” When I had pressed him for an estimate of time, he had said he would release me to the right convalescent situation in a week or so. Perhaps, therefore, “not too long,” when it referred to my playing the piano again, was also only a matter of weeks.


When I search now for clues to the source of that extremely unrealistic attitude, I think not only of the doctor’s evasiveness, but also of my life experience at the time. I thought I knew about illness. I had had chickenpox, scarlet fever, flu, and had been sick for as long as six weeks. But at the end of the acute stage of any of those illnesses, I soon functioned normally.


I knew, of course, that polio was far more serious. I was frightened and shocked at the very word, but also puzzled. I didn’t know what had happened to me. And the doctor’s false reassurance—his attempt to portray my condition as something temporary—kept me from knowing what I probably didn’t want to know, anyway.


I still slept fitfully because of the pain throughout my upper body. Gradually I began to recognize that the pain and trembling were related to muscle weakness. I didn’t dwell on the fact that the pain was there no matter what I did or didn’t do. I had to try to put things into a frame of reference I could understand.


Lifting a very heavy weight, I reasoned, made normal muscles shake a little. The next day those normal muscles would be sore. Now my muscles, in their severe state of weakness, were straining in a similar way to do the simplest things: to maintain a sitting position for a few minutes, even when I leaned back against something; to try to turn my head even slightly when someone came into the room.


A good example was my effort to lift a fork. When the nurse would bring a tray and raise my bed to a sitting position, I would first anchor my forearm on the tray, then lower my head a little and simultaneously raise my hand a little so that food met mouth. It wasn’t easy, since both head and hands were trembling with the effort. It was as if the fork weighed fifty pounds.


Another challenge was the ordeal of getting my digestive tract to function properly, despite the laxatives I was fed at every meal. While I had been confined to bed, I had blamed the problem on the bedpan. But now, I was beginning to recognize that it was due to the lack of abdominal muscle. After the nurse had helped me over to the toilet in the corner of my room, I would strain and tremble with effort, trying to dig my elbows into my belly to push muscles that wouldn’t contract. But my arms were too weak to be of any help. And my back was so weak that it was hard to keep my balance.


One morning while I was sitting there, weeping as usual from the effort and the frustration, Dr. Lipsitch and his group of interns swept into the room. He caught sight of me.


“Oh, is our girl busy?” he joked. “We’ll come back later.”


It was humiliating that they had witnessed my failure to perform such a basic function, and symbolic of my feeling of helplessness.


I was becoming more and more determined to leave the hospital, so Martha and Marge and I began mapping out our strategy. Now that it was merely a question of recuperation, of gradual regaining of strength, we reasoned, why did I have to stay in the hospital?


Why couldn’t I lie in bed back at Fontainebleau, where my room was already paid for, and there were friends who could bring meals and help with everything the nurses could do for me? Marge and Martha were traveling to Paris much of the time anyway. Wouldn’t it be easier for everyone if I went back to Fontainebleau?


We put together our case, and Martha and I presented it to Dr. Lipsitch one morning.


“We could move Carol into a room on the first floor,” she assured him. “There would be a bathroom just outside the door, so she wouldn’t have to walk very far. Marge and I would be in the room with her, so there would be someone around all the time. And there are several of us who could easily take turns bringing Carol her meals.”


“I know I’ll . . . get better . . . faster . . . there,” was my contribution.


Dr. Lipsitch looked a little surprised and amused that we had it all worked out and were pleading so strong a case. He laughed and shrugged his shoulders.


“Well, I guess I can let you go if you will promise just to rest in bed until I see you again.” He went on to say that I would have to be brought back to Paris every week or so for him to check my progress.


I promised to do nothing but rest. I would have promised anything to get out of the hospital.


The day I was to leave, Martha brought me a skirt and blouse to put on. As she helped me into them, we were surprised at how much too big they were. Strangest of all were the shoes. When she put them on for me, I was reminded of the feeling I once had as a small child when I had put my feet inside my father’s shoes. They had felt amazingly big and also very heavy. Now my own shoes felt as if they had lead weights on the soles, or as if they were glued to the floor.


When the hospital doors opened and I was wheeled to the waiting car, it felt as if I were being released, not only from the hospital, but also from illness. This must be the end of illness and the beginning of Life as Usual.


The brightness outside was dazzling, and the green everywhere sent shivers up my spine. I don’t know if it was an especially brilliant day in Paris, or just my state of mind, but as we drove slowly back to Fontainebleau, everything seemed to spring at me in its clarity.


It reminded me a little of the time I had first put on glasses when I was eleven. My vision had been deteriorating so gradually that I hadn’t recognized the blurring until a teacher at school suggested that I should have my eyes tested. The day I walked out into the sunshine wearing my new glasses, the leaves on the trees had startled me with their clear detail, just as they did today.


But today it was not only the leaves on the trees. Everything I saw seemed to have an exaggerated effect on my emotions. Maybe the polio had intensified every experience, pleasurable or otherwise. Perhaps I couldn’t take anything in stride. In stride, I thought, and tried to keep from laughing my semi-wail. It would be a while before I was striding.




Chapter Four
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A View from the Broom Closet


Marge was waiting for us when we arrived, looking as excited as I felt. As we walked slowly into the Hôtel d’Albe, she on one side and Martha on the other, I felt as if I were entering the normal world once again. I was leaning heavily on them both, and was surprised that Marge’s slight frame seemed so strong.


They took me to Marge’s room on the first floor. No more stair-climbing for me! One of the beds had been moved over by the window so that I could look out onto the street. I hadn’t been up more than an hour or so, but already the bed was very inviting. My back and neck were aching from the hour of sitting in the car.


Once I was lying down, I looked around at the other thoughtful touches I was sure that Marge, with her Hawaiian background, had been responsible for: the bowl of fresh fruit she had arranged on the table, the cans of fruit juice sitting on the windowsill, the flowers on another table that had been placed at a considerable distance from my bed.


I smiled to myself. Martha must have told her about my flower allergy. Anyone around me at concert time knew that I asked the ushers to hold the flowers until after the performance. I had learned to do this when I had played my first solo recital at the age of eight. Someone had placed flowers close to the piano, and I had to turn my head away from the audience at crucial moments, wrinkling my nose and trying not to sneeze.


I was touched by Marge’s welcome and by my friends’ eagerness to make me comfortable.


“I hope it’s not going . . . to be too hard on you . . . to have me here,” I said, realizing as I said it that I was a little late to be expressing such thoughts.


“Oh, Carol,” they both started to say at once. Marge finished. “Think of all the time we’ll save now that we don’t have to travel on the train every day!”


“Haaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” I laugh-wailed.


“Besides,” Martha added, “you don’t know how many volunteers we have to help bring meals to you.”


As if on cue, Carol Stein breezed in with my lunch tray. She had also brought me some fruit and patisserie for later. She threw herself into a chair and launched excitedly into the latest Fontainebleau gossip, which I was eager to hear. I was only vaguely aware of Martha tucking the towel around me as Carol described the competition I might have won. All through lunch I listened, fascinated.


The first couple of times I spilled something, Carol jumped to my side. “It’s OK,” I reassured her, “I do this . . . all the time.”


I had a few twinges of distress while she talked about the competition, but after I had finished lunch, while Carol was detailing who would be doing what at the end-of-summer performances at Fontainebleau, I felt the tears welling up.


What was the matter with me? After all, this was what I had looked forward to in my days in the hospital: friends dropping by and keeping me in the mainstream—vicariously, at least. But the contrast between this normal world I had been a part of such a short time before and the world that was now mine—the pain, the weakness, the trembling—was striking me more violently now.


Here I was, back in the place where I had been functioning at the height of my powers. The other musicians Carol was talking about were going on with their lives, but mine had come to a screeching halt. I didn’t think I could stand to hear any more about them.


“I have to make a trip . . . to the bathroom,” I interrupted hastily. Carol helped me out of bed and supported me while we walked the few steps to the bathroom door.


“I’ll be OK,” I said, hearing my voice shake as I turned away from Carol. I didn’t want to cry in front of her.


“I’ll wait here in the hall for you,” she assured me.


I sat down and bunched up what I could of my pajama top around my mouth. The tears and sobs were coming, and I didn’t want Carol to hear them. Hearing about other performers was too painful a contrast—while I had been reduced to an improperly functioning neural tube, with an alimentary canal that had become a primary concern, and a frequently fogged cerebrum. “I must stop this,” I kept telling myself.


I looked around the “private bathroom,” at the collection of mops, brooms, and cleaning rags. It was actually the maids’ combined bathroom and storage room. The washbowl was a large laundry tub. I sat there looking through my tears at a spider crawling among the array of cleaning implements. Since nothing about me was functioning properly, didn’t this catch-all room suit my damaged body better than the sparkling cleanliness and smooth whiteness of the hospital? Years later, when I read Kafka’s Die Metamorphose for the first time, I pictured Gregor’s room as the broom closet-bathroom at the Hôtel d’Albe.
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With legendary dedication, Rosenberger overcame her musical death sentence . ..”
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