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By Deborah C. Pollack

            I despised field hockey. I didn’t mind Physical Education that much, despite having to don those hideous maroon uniforms. Soccer, softball, and volleyball were quite acceptable but field hockey—with those huge young women carrying ungainly wooden sticks that might seriously leave a mark on my slightly-chubby, four-foot-eleven-inch body—was something I simply dreaded. 

Why the gym teacher even put me in a game was beyond comprehension, but she sadistically not only coerced me to compete each time—she placed me opposite the most formidable hockey player in school—Pat Burkett—my physical opposite and athletic nemesis. If this wasn’t in 1964, before steroid use was rampant, I would have sworn Pat Burkett doped herself.  Her five foot seven inch frame consisted of ripping, solid muscle, topped by the most determined visage I had ever seen. 

She finessed a hockey stick with a grace so cunning it almost caressed the ball. Then, with mercurial speed, she easily manipulated it along its serpentine route and into the net, achieving goal after goal.  And, Pat was not alone. She was flanked by other female behemoths of the field—all equally as big and every single one running in my general direction with the force of a tank battalion.

            My strategy was immediate surrender. As soon as the starting whistle blew, I would throw my hockey stick onto the ground in front of me, sit cross-legged, bend over, cover my head with my arms, and pray Pat and the rest of the crew would leap over me without kicking, crushing, or hitting my curled-up body with their dreadful weapons. Luckily, Pat was aware of my routine and easily avoided killing me during each game.

            One day as the dust was settling after the Amazons overtook me, I began to get up from my self-made bunker, and felt excruciating pain in my left knee. It was impossible to walk, for when I tried to put weight on the left leg, my knee screamed “NO!”

            Pat thought she had done something wrong and had not avoided maiming me but I assured her she had not even touched me. Nevertheless, she helped me off the field.

            The following day, my mother and I visited the Medical Tower of Philadelphia for an appointment with John Dowling, M.D. a tall, thin, white-haired orthopedic surgeon. After examining me and scrutinizing the X-rays of the knee, he informed us that it was Osteochondritis Dissecans, a condition that occurs from overuse or even naturally during the growth process of young people. He could either operate, which would result in a long, ugly, lingering scar, or I would have to keep all weight off the leg for a period of eight to twelve months. I would have a cast for eight weeks and then wear a brace around my waist with a strap hanging from it affixed to a hook, which could be attached to an eye screwed into my shoe. Oh, and in addition to this bleak news, his prognosis was that I would contract arthritis in that knee as I aged.  

All I could think of were the words “eight to twelve months.” How could I use those horrid aluminum crutches for a year? I was only thirteen. There would be countless Bar and Bat Mitzvahs that year and I was looking forward to dancing at every one. My life was ruined, I thought, as tears welled in my eyes. I looked at my mother who tried to cheer me, but the tears were taking up residence in her eyes as well. 

I reluctantly met Dr. Dowling at the hospital in order to have the cast applied to my Osteochondritic leg.  His kind blue eyes noticed the moroseness displayed upon my face. After the plaster cast had hardened, Dr. Dowling asked me to accompany him down the hallway. We entered a dimly lit patient’s room. Lying in the bed was a girl of my age, immobile and, from head to toe, completely encased in a body cast with one leg held above in a stirrup. Her face was badly bruised and her jaw was wired shut.  It was one of the most pitiful sights I had ever seen. The prostrate patient was barely able to speak through her teeth and explained that she had been in a car accident. We spoke for a minute and then we left her to rest. 

Dr. Dowling was obviously and wisely showing me that another young girl was in far worse shape than I was, precipitating an epiphany. How could I have been such an idiot? Having to use crutches for a year wasn’t so terrible. I could survive this.

Because of what he taught me, I never let being temporarily disabled stop me from accomplishing my goals and was never daunted—even when a cruel student called me a cripple. 

I bought velvet ribbons of every color and wrapped them barber-pole style around each crutch, decorating them to match my outfits—especially when I went to those Bar and Bat Mitzvah parties that year. Instead of feeling sorry for myself I felt how lucky was I to be able to leave class ten minutes early so the stampede of students exiting the school rooms wouldn’t put me in danger. And what fun it was to devise a game, swinging back and forth on the crutches—I would challenge mere able-bodied students to swing longer than I and invariably it was I who would win. I could also delegate who would carry my school books for me. If he happened to be one of the cutest boys in school—so be it. But the most pleasing side effect of this disability was that there would be no more Physical Education classes—which meant no more hockey bouts for an entire year. Utter bliss.

The time passed quickly. Finally, I was free from the crutches, brace, and hook, and was instructed on how to walk again. 

Two and a half years later, a familiar, sharp ache pierced my right knee while I was walking in the hallway of my high school. This time I fell and had to be helped to the nurse’s office by two fellow pupils. 

That afternoon, after the injured knee was examined and X-rayed, Dr. Dowling explained that the same condition had manifested itself in my right knee and it would be another year of aluminum crutches with its unattractive accoutrements of cast, brace and hook. Although I was almost sixteen at this time, had just started dating, and was looking forward to countless sweet sixteen parties, the news of my repeat injury did not faze me. I thought of the girl in the body cast, accepted my fate, and hoped I had saved those multicolored velvet ribbons. 
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