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            Author’s Note

         

         I first stumbled across the name Loïe Fuller while reading Ève Curie’s biography about her mother, Marie Curie. Ève described how Fuller, the star of the Folies Bergère, approached her parents, Marie and Pierre, with the idea of making “butterfly wings of radium.” She wrote, “The dancer was Loïe Fuller, a ‘light fairy’ whose fantastic inventions enchanted Paris,” adding that “a picturesque friendship united her to the two physicists.”

         Radiant is the story of two brilliant women, spinning in distant orbits, who collided in Paris at the twilight of the Belle Epoque with an explosion of creativity and light. One can only imagine exactly what Marie Curie thought of Loïe Fuller, but Loïe’s life and work were heavily influenced by their friendship. She kept meticulous journals chronicling her interactions with the scientist. Words inked in these notebooks and Ève Curie’s biography of her mother, Marie, illuminate pivotal moments shared by the dancer and the scientist.

         Radiant is a work of creative nonfiction based on the lives of Loïe Fuller and Marie Curie. Numerous documents indicate that Loïe and Marie met various times over the years—at their homes, in the Curie laboratories, in August Rodin’s studios, and once at the theater. The dialogue in this book is mostly invented, inspired by extensive research, letters, personal memoirs, and biographies. When possible, I inserted Loïe and Marie’s own words into the conversation. Loïe Fuller created her own legend, lied about her age, and often gave contradictory information, but the dates in this story are accurate, with the exception of Loïe’s interview with the Strand Magazine, which actually took place in 1894.

         It is also important to acknowledge that this book is set primarily in Europe at the height of colonialism. The story is told from the point of view of two women of European descent immersed in societies responsible for the enslavement, suffering, and death of countless people and cultures. Although many of the historical figures in the narrative were progressive thinkers, none of them were innocent of the prejudiced attitudes and unconscious biases ubiquitous at the time.

         Both women were famous, and a tapestry of newspaper articles from the years when they lived weaves a background as colorful as one of Loïe’s performances. While they were often drawn apart by circumstance—war, loves, and losses—the magnetic power of friendship and a luminescent blue light pulled them back together again and again. Their stories remind us of the dual nature of scientific discovery and demonstrate that in hard times, we must not only persevere but learn from our missteps and keep looking forward.

      

   


   
      
         
            Act I

         

         
            She evokes the otherworldly; materializes what is intangible.

            She brings to our eyes what we would not see.

            —Léo Clarétie on Loïe Fuller

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Scene I

            Electric Angel

            1892

         

         Will someone put that light out?” Loïe whispered to a shadow behind the curtain.

         With a sputter, the last gaslight was extinguished and it went dark backstage at the Folies Bergère. The five-foot-two American dancer raised her arms to extend the gauzy wings of her gown, gripping the smooth, light rods sewn into the folds of the dress as if her life depended on it. Her body hummed with nervous energy. She had to move.

         Pushing her hands back and forth and rotating her wrists, Loïe created gentle undulations in the featherweight silk for a few moments before lowering her arms to maneuver the skirt back into place with a shimmy. She dropped her head, willed her shoulders to relax, and waited. It was impossible to wipe away the bead of sweat that tickled its way across her cheek down to the end of her nose, where it rested for a few moments before free-falling into blackness.

         “Faker, Faker, Faker.” The childhood taunt always haunted her at moments like these. She could still picture the faces of the boys who had teased her when she was a child, but they were grown men now. Maybe she was a faker, but fabricating the impossible from the ordinary was her greatest skill. Loïe might not be the most beautiful dancer in Paris, but she was by far the most inventive. Rather than depending on choreography or exposed flesh, she incorporated technology into her art to make it new and modern. Light, color, and nature were her muses, and she called on them to create dances so original that they crossed over into the realm of art. She only required an audience with the vision to appreciate what she’d done.

         Loïe desperately hoped that Paris would be that audience. She’d fallen in love with the idea of the city and everything it stood for: art, beauty, modernity. Her own homeland refused to appreciate the importance of her work or credit her for it, and her ideas were being stolen almost as fast as she could manufacture them. Attempts to patent her costumes and choreography in the United States had failed miserably, and there was little comfort in the fact that none of her imitators had been talented enough to copy her special lighting and color effects successfully.

         If no one in Paris was moved by her dances or recognized her talent for innovation, this would be just another failed stop on her endless quest for artistic and financial success. Still, she had a feeling that this city was her oyster. It had to be. Parisians appreciated art, or so she’d been told. Paris could make her dreams come true.

         Thanks to Thomas Edison’s recent invention of the lightbulb, the famous French capital had been transformed into the City of Light. For the first time, it was possible to walk the narrow streets safely after dark. Packed cafés and bars had become fertile ground for late-night conversations. Best of all, the city was a magnet for modern thinkers and the air was heavy with inspiration, full of ideas waiting to be plucked and formed by artists, writers, and philosophers.

         New methods of depicting the world using language, line, and color were being born as fast as they could be jotted down. After years of portraying wealth, power, and religion, artists and writers had moved in a new direction and were now exploring the lives of working people, making them larger than life. Rather than representing royals and mythological figures, painters like Gustave Caillebotte and Camille Pissarro filled their canvases with revolutionary images of peasants scraping floors and gathering grass.

         Naturalist writers like Émile Zola and J. K. Huysmans used starkly realistic descriptions to explore the life of the working class and the poverty-stricken. Zola’s work, which occasionally wove myth into human experience and endowed ordinary objects with lifelike qualities, ignited a new school of thought called symbolism, whose disciples embraced dreams, the mythological and the spiritual, believing that truth was revealed in emotional reactions to words and visual experiences.

         As an American, Loïe wasn’t under the same constraints as French women, who struggled to pursue interests other than motherhood in a society that valued them primarily as vessels for bearing children. Despite the fact that they were legally and financially dependent on men, many women in Paris were searching for a way to move more independently into the future. They were studying every possible subject at the famous Sorbonne University, and a few paintings by female artists hung in the Parisian salons alongside those of male artists.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A deep, percussive clang indicated that the show was about to begin. As the last gaslight at the front of the stage was extinguished per Loïe’s instructions, the murmur in the theater died down. The audience sat confused.

         Stages were rarely if ever darkened, and Loïe had shrouded this one in black cloth, hanging a dark blue backdrop and ordering the orchestra to darken the pit as much as possible. When she’d peeked through the curtain earlier to remind the musicians to cover their music-stand lights, it had been obvious from the wagging heads in the reed section and the muttering cello player that they thought she’d entirely lost her mind. At first, they’d resisted following the orders of a woman, but the theater manager, Édouard Marchand, had told them to listen to Loïe.

         A few shrill whistles echoed through the cavernous space and died away. Finally, with a creak of ropes and swish of fabric, the curtain rose, crinkling up layer after layer, like an enormous red Roman blind. Cigar smoke and beer-scented air rushed onstage to envelop Loïe in a stifling embrace. It was impossible for her to see the audience, but she could hear them shifting in their seats and murmuring in the dark.

         The clear, sweet sound of a violin pierced the silence and sent a tingle of anticipation from her scalp to her fingertips. A second chill moved down her spine when the first beam of light appeared from one of the spotlights in the gallery, illuminating her dress like the first ray of dawn. Loïe could see the toes of her shoes now, but she remained as motionless as a statue as the music coaxed more light to the stage, little by little, making her dress glow like morning sun on a mountain peak.

         “C’est un ange!” a low voice shouted in French. “It’s an angel.”

         “Show us your legs,” someone called out in heavily accented English. The comment was answered with laughter, and more whistles cut through the smoky air.

         Loïe had trained herself to take slow, deep breaths while she listened for the chord progression that signaled it was time to bring her first dance to life. In those moments, she allowed her imagination to soar to the first row of the balcony, where she visualized herself onstage as a form draped in white; a dazzling apparition that had materialized in dusty electric beams; a far different creature from the corset-squeezed mannequin the crowd was expecting.

         Only a few minutes before, she’d been shouting last-minute instructions to the twelve men on her lighting crew. Getting everything just right. Growing up on the stage had given Loïe an uncanny sense of the magnetic bond between the senses and human emotion. Atmosphere was everything. She absorbed technology like a sponge, noting every new special effect and the potential of each piece of equipment she encountered. She brought it all together in her original lighting system, which was far more technical and involved than anything the electricians at the Folies had ever seen. With electricity and her inventions, she could transform a burlesque club stage into a strikingly modern venue.

         Marchand thought she was out of her mind at first, but he’d let her set the lighting using the special configuration she’d designed. In the week before the show, Loïe and her electricians positioned seven electric spotlights around the stage of the Folies: Two were visible on either side of the first gallery, two were hidden toward the back, with a pair in the wings behind the curtain, and the final light was hidden under a glass plate she’d had set into the floor underneath the spot where she would dance.

         Once the equipment was in place, she’d taught the electricians to assemble each spotlight lens behind the special rotating disks she’d designed, which could be spun so that the light would shine through one of several holes that ringed them. Each round hole contained glass tinted a different color. Using dried gelatin and special combinations of chemicals she’d mixed and tested herself, Loïe had been able to create rich hues and patterns on the glass that would illuminate her dances.

         She’d designed and choreographed her act so that as she danced, she could signal the men to rotate the disks to shine certain colors on her at certain times. The disks could be turned quickly to produce a kaleidoscope effect as the colors rushed and spun through the light onto Loïe’s skirts and robes. Each time she danced, the performance was slightly different. Loïe relied on music and the audience for inspiration, but she left little to chance. Every detail of the performance had been gone over in her mind a hundred times, and she drilled the men over and over until they could manipulate the lights and disks with the exactitude of clockwork in response to her commands.

         That evening, as she’d shouted and tapped her way through a series of signals one last time, Loïe had heard the hubbub rising from the crowd assembling in the lobby. There was always a robust audience at the Folies Bergère. The spectators were mostly working-class Parisians, but the upper classes had lately begun to grace the sordid dance halls too. Well-to-do women rarely made an appearance at the club, but famous beauties like Caroline Otero, who kicked and gyrated on the stage, were magnets for the wealthy married men who made a sport of collecting and keeping courtesans.

         Writers, critics, and artists also frequented the club, and Loïe hoped that some might be there to see her dance. She knew that the diminutive M. Toulouse-Lautrec was a regular, carousing with dancers and courtesans while drinking himself into oblivion. Barely five feet tall, the artist was the premier poster artist of Paris and the starmaker of Montmartre, as famous for his cruel wit as he was for the stunning lithographs that turned nightclub performers into celebrities. The famous sculptor Auguste Rodin was spotted at the Folies on occasion as well. These men wouldn’t give her a second glance if they passed her on the street, but Loïe hoped she could capture their attention onstage. With a few words or brushstrokes, they could help her stand out from the crowd.

         Familiar chords drifting up from the orchestra pit reunited her mind with her body and she was back onstage, squinting in the white spotlight. Inhaling deeply through her nose, she inflated her lungs to expand her chest and opened herself to the music, colors exploding in her mind. The vibrations of low, bluish notes coming from the string bass tingled in her fingertips, and gray beats from the tympani thrummed in time with her thumping heart. Loïe tensed her body in anticipation.

         When the golden strains of her first musical cue finally reached her ears, she opened her arms and raised them to unfurl her fabric wings. Expanding her body like a butterfly into the dark open space around her, she became a canvas for light and movement. Using her entire torso as a fulcrum, she swung the fabric into motion, creating arcs by drawing giant figure eights with the wands attached to the silk. One arm descended as the other extended up in rhythm with the music to trace sweeping figures in the air.

         The simple act of raising her arms repeatedly with the weight of the fabric was exhausting, and to survive the physical demands of her dancing, she’d learned to let gravity do some of the work for her. With each sweep of her arms, Loïe released her upper wand, accelerated into the downswing, and then rode the upswing, like a boat on a wave. As she moved the wands, Loïe twisted from side to side until her skirt writhed in a geometric serpentine swirl that extended from the floor to the space above her head. The delicate fabric was as treacherous as it was beautiful. If she let go of the wands, even for a fraction of a second, it would wind up and tangle.

         She beamed as she danced, her face mostly obscured by the silken patterns formed by her motion. No longer a woman, she was a spirit of the atmosphere, radiating pure light and energy that was in turn absorbed and translated by the imagination of the audience. She could almost feel the light reflecting off her skin, her hair, and her dress.

         Loïe was concentrating so hard on responding to the rainbow of sound coming from the orchestra as she spun that she was startled by the cries of delight that rang out when one of the colored spotlights flashed on, drenching her in yellow. She almost stumbled, but caught herself and tapped the next signal to the men controlling the lights.

         With each passing moment, the cheers grew. Squinting and sweating, Loïe tapped signals and moved her wands in the well-rehearsed patterns. She swirled her robes to form more sinuous shapes, transforming herself into a wave, a flower, a butterfly—the geometry of nature. She was fire and water, earth and air. The audience roared.

         When she’d finished her Serpentine Dance, the curtain fell and she changed her costume to perform the Violet Dance in a white robe she’d painted with flowers. The audience hooted and cheered through the Butterfly Dance, followed by the White Dance. Tapping her feet to signal the electricians perched throughout the theater, she blazed yellow, blue, violet, and red. With each successive dance, the enthusiasm of the audience grew, and fueled by their cheers, Loïe danced on with aching arms. Her eyes felt like they’d been held to a flame, but she didn’t care. They loved her and she loved them.

         Weary of half-naked cancan dancers and frothy Russian ballerinas, Paris had been primed for Loïe’s radical magic. They’d never seen anything like her, and even the most jaded theatergoer became instantly obsessed. Every soul in the red velvet seats that night experienced Loïe differently, and she was multiplied infinitely by their imaginations.

         As the symbolist Stéphane Mallarmé would write upon seeing her dance, “She lost the materiality of her body and became an idea.”

         When the curtain fell after the fourth dance, Loïe could barely raise her arms. The cheering was so loud that she could no longer hear the prelude that the orchestra was attempting to conjure over the noise, and Loïe was grateful for the chance to rest. She guessed that she’d been dancing without a break for about forty-five minutes. The electricians manning the spotlights in the wings looked exhausted, but they were smiling down at her from their perches. Marchand ordered the curtain to be raised again and again, but it was no use. Loïe couldn’t hear the orchestra. Finally, after more curtain calls than they could count, she asked Marchand to think of a way she could get them to quiet down for the last dance.

         “We don’t need it. Don’t you hear the cheering?”

         He ordered that the stagehands open the curtain a final time, which proved to be a mistake. A drunken man climbed onto the stage shouting “La Loïe, La Loïe, La Loïe,” and an enormous crowd followed him, swarming to surround Loïe. Someone grabbed her arm and dragged her through a sea of grasping hands as she attempted to protect her precious dress from trampling feet. She was lifted and carried to her dressing room and the door was slammed behind her to keep out the throngs who had trailed her backstage.

         Elated and still somewhat terrified, Loïe collapsed into the shabby velvet couch that leaned against the wall in the small space. She dropped the wands she’d been gripping for dear life and put her hands to her hot cheeks. Her eyes ached, and pain shot from her shoulders up her neck to the base of her skull. The skirt she’d tried to shield was stained with black shoe polish and torn at the hem.

         Loïe moved one hand to cover her mouth as her eyes filled with tears. Laughter escaped from the cracks between her fingers. In her life, moments of clarity had been few and far between, but at that instant, in a lowbrow theater perfectly situated under the Parisian sky, Loïe knew that her stars had finally aligned.

      

   


   
      
         
            Scene II

            The Folies Bergère

            1892

         

         Loïe had arrived in Paris for the first time with her mother only a few weeks before, hoping to secure a lucrative dancing engagement at the Paris Opéra. She’d immediately, and somewhat recklessly, checked into the Grand Hôtel. The luxurious accommodations were located just across the street from the opera house, which they were told had been nicknamed the Palais Garnier, after its architect. While her mother napped at the hotel and her manager, Marten Stein, spoke with the director of the National Academy of Music and Dancing, M. Gailhard, at the Opéra, Loïe eagerly explored the interior of the Palais Garnier.

         In all her travels, she’d never seen anything so opulent. No expense had been spared and the result was a gilded riot of marble, mosaics, paintings, and sculptures. The light gray marble stairs of the grand foyer split from one staircase to form two, curving one way and then another. Every inch was adorned with dancers, gods and goddesses, and she discovered a pair of sinuous dragons hidden on a domed ceiling.

         She sneaked past a maroon velvet rope to peek into the grandiose theater, but was disappointed to discover that a lushly painted curtain concealed the stage. The largest chandelier she’d ever seen dangled under the painted central dome, and Loïe guessed that the auditorium held a thousand plush burgundy seats.

         Upon returning to the hotel, she learned that things hadn’t gone well at all for Stein. M. Gailhard, a former opera star famous for singing the role of Mephistopheles in his youth, had informed Loïe’s agent that he didn’t find the written description of Loïe’s dances nearly impressive enough to book her on a regular basis.

         “In fact,” he’d informed Marten in his famously deep voice, “her imitators have already arrived in Paris.”

         The Opéra had only offered her a few engagements a month, which was hardly enough to pay the bills, even at a much less glamorous hotel than the one they’d just checked in to. Loïe was well versed in rejection, but the news still stung, and they were dangerously low on money. The German tour preceding her arrival in Paris had been a complete disaster, and she’d ended up performing in a circus, bookended by an “educated donkey” and a musical elephant.

         Loïe had written to M. Gailhard from Germany well ahead of their arrival in Paris, but it had clearly been naive to assume that she could secure an engagement at the Opéra. Now there was no time to waste. With imitators nipping at her heels and money running low, Mr. Stein suggested they visit some other venues in Paris, including the large music hall called the Folies Bergère. Following dinner at the Grand Hôtel, Loïe insisted that they bundle themselves against the cold October air and take a carriage to the Folies that very evening.

         After opening as the Folies Trévise in 1869 and briefly masquerading as an opera house, the venue at 32 rue Richer had fully settled into its true nature as a burlesque theater and dance hall. Renamed the Folies Bergère, after the nearby rue Bergère, it retained some of the Trévise’s acts, including gymnasts and musicians, but embraced a more hedonistic attitude.

         An easy distance from the Gare du Nord train station, the Folies Bergère was a popular destination for twentieth-century Parisians hungry for the latest craze in entertainment. When Loïe arrived in 1892, Édouard Marchand had taken control of the theater and rebranded it as a British-style music hall that featured mostly female acts, including dancers, singers, and vaudevillians, which tended to be bawdy theatrical comedies.

         Although it was considered the most important music hall in Paris, the exterior of the Folies Bergère was unimpressive. Unlike the Moulin Rouge, which stood less than a mile away adorned with a red windmill, or L’Enfer (Hell) with its enormous demon’s-mouth door and facade of tortured bodies, the venue blended in with its surroundings. At street level, posters boasting dancing girls and acrobats were hung from one end of the building to the other, and the gridded windows were high enough to keep out prying eyes. Decorative ironwork bearing the dance hall’s name hung in the center of five large second-story windows flanked by ornate columns, and there was a narrow sidewalk outside where one could study the placards without being run over by a passing horse and carriage.

         It was chilly on the evening when they first visited the Folies, but being in Paris was exciting enough to warm Loïe up. The city was as beautiful as she’d imagined it would be, and the architecture was enhanced by October’s golden trees. Tall buildings came together at intersections like the bows of enormous ships with ornate stone ornaments on their prows, and chestnuts littered the boulevards. It felt alive and civilized, with streets full of people drinking coffee and wine in small cafés, as if nothing were more important than a conversation with friends. She wondered what lay behind all the closed doors and courtyard gates they passed.

         Loïe would soon learn that the city was as strange as it was beautiful. Novelist and critic J. K. Huysmans vividly described some of its haunts, including a café that was “a museum of natural history in which you can gamble and in which you can drink.” It was populated with stuffed, painted birds, including “entire families of herons standing on one leg” and tables of old men, “their noses stuck in their cards, motionless as if preserved in this funereal atmosphere, of a jerry-built Versailles, of a bargain-basement Egypt, of a necropolis of fowls and men.” He goes on to write about a boutique on the rue Legendre where “a whole series of women’s busts with no heads or legs, with curtain hooks instead of arms and percaline skin, starkly colored in grayish browns, garish pinks, and harsh blacks, are aligned in a row, impaled on spikes or placed on tables.” Referring to the Curtius mansion in Belgium, which housed a collection of archeological curiosities, Huysmans writes, “Looking at this expanse of busts revealed as if by low tide, this Curtius Museum of breasts, you think vaguely of the underground galleries in which repose the antique sculptures of the Louvre, where the same, eternally repeated torso brings joy to men who contemplate it, yawning, on rainy days.”

         At last, they pulled up to the Folies Bergère, and Loïe, with her bulky dancing skirt and veils concealed under a large overcoat, stepped out of the carriage first. Unable to control herself, she rushed to the front door of the Folies without waiting for her mother and Stein. What she saw stopped her dead in her tracks.

         Directly before her hung poster after poster featuring a pretty blonde who was swirling the skirt of a revealing chartreuse-tinted yellow dress into sinuous curves, against a background that had been violently tinted black and pinkish-orange. Disgusted by the garish colors on the placards, Loïe didn’t have to speak French to understand the words “Danse Serpentine.” According to the posters, a woman named Mabell Stuart was performing Loïe’s dance several evenings a week at ten thirty at the Folies. Whoever designed the printed advertisement even had the nerve to scrawl the words “L’Originale” in red across the lower left corner.

         Heat rushed to Loïe’s face. She wanted to scream, but instead she slowly turned to face her mother and Stein. They stood silently, but Loïe could see her own shock reflected in their faces.

         “Well, here it is,” she said. “My utter annihilation.”

         America was rife with showgirls doing bad imitations of her dances. It was the main reason she’d left for Europe. If dancers were already performing her Serpentine Dance at every big theater in Paris, she was ruined.

         Her mother put her hand on her arm and Stein cursed. However, despite her moment of fatalism, Loïe’s anger devoured her self-pity and spit it back out as determination.

         “Follow me,” she said, and soldiered forward with her mother on her arm. She grabbed the cold brass handle of the front door of the Folies, pulled the heavy door open, and marched to the ticket window. Suddenly recalling that she spoke barely a word of French, she asked Stein to demand to see the manager. Informed that they could speak to him only after the evening show, they silently took three balcony tickets and Loïe Fuller turned to step into the enormous lobby of the music hall that would change her life forever.

         The appearance of the Folies Bergère had changed very little since 1879, when Huysmans wrote, “What is truly admirable, truly unique, is that this theatre has a real air of the boulevards about it. It is ugly and it is superb, it is in both exquisitely good and outrageously bad taste. It’s also unfinished, like anything that aims to be truly beautiful…This theater, with its auditorium whose faded reds and tarnished golds clash with the brand-new luxury of the faux jardin, is the only place in Paris that stinks so deliciously of the make-up of bought caresses and the desperation of depravities that fail to excite.”

         Bejeweled golden statuettes of horses and women stood silent guard over the alcohol-fueled scene, where waltzes and polkas mingled with conversation and laughter. Usherettes in bonnets adorned with fluttering pink ribbons handed out advertisement-stuffed programs, and Loïe eagerly grabbed one to see what she could find out about her competition but was disappointed to learn nothing new. Besides the Serpentine Dance, the entertainment that evening included male gymnasts, sequined danseuses, and white-painted mimes called Pierrots.

         A few men in top hats murmured “Excusez-moi” before pushing their way past, their dark suits vanishing into a sea of faces topped with the occasional ostrich plume. There were long galleries on either side of the lobby where people crowded around bars and sat at tables with their drinks. Small café tables flanked the floor of the main room as well, where most of the action appeared to be taking place.

         Under an enormous golden chandelier, flocks of cancan dancers drifted through the room, while brightly costumed women with corseted waists and their male companions sipped on cocktails. It was easy for Loïe to pick out the painted prostitutes parading through the room, two by two, squeezing artfully through the groups of men, white petticoats flouncing. At the opposite end of the hall, two staircases funneled people up to the balcony level, which was ringed with white Moorish-style arches.

         Stein suggested that they wait near the main bar, so Loïe and her mother maneuvered their way through the crowd, past more plaster sculptures and walls decked with ornate gold sconces sprouting red candles. The bar of the Folies Bergère, Stein explained, had been famously depicted a few years before by the controversial painter Édouard Manet. When she saw the enormous gilded mirror standing behind the bar, Loïe could see why the artist had been inspired. The entire room behind them was reflected in the silvery glass.

         According to Stein, Manet’s brushstrokes depicted a pretty barmaid in a wasp-waisted low-cut black dress trimmed with white lace, a lowborn beauty wearing a velvet choker while presiding over an army of Champagne, liquor, and beer bottles.

         “Like that one,” Stein said, gesturing at the woman behind the bar who was fearlessly arguing with a patron.

         “And why, exactly, is a painting of a pretty woman controversial?” Loïe asked.

         Stein explained that in the past, French paintings had mostly depicted the upper classes, biblical stories, and mythological figures. In Manet’s painting of the bar at the Folies, however, a lower-class woman stares boldly from the canvas. On closer inspection, she appears to be looking at a man who is visible only in the reflection of the enormous mirror behind her. Stein went on to further describe the woman’s reflection, which appears more animated than her physical body, and explained that the bowl of oranges on the bar signaled to the viewer that the woman is a prostitute who can be bought as easily as a tempting piece of fruit.

         “Manet is controversial because he paints the demimondaines,” Stein explained.

         Demimonde, or “half world,” referred to the pleasure seekers of the era, who lived on the fringe of polite society and overindulged in everything from intoxicants to sex and fashion. Women of this world, like the one in A Bar at the Folies Bergère, were a frequent subject of Manet’s work. In his masterpiece Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe, a naked woman unabashedly picnics in the woods with two fully dressed men as a second scantily dressed woman splashes in the water in the background. Manet’s Olympia confronts the viewer with a naked courtesan on an expensive couch, receiving flowers from her lover while staring frankly at the observer.

         Manet did for art what a certain group of writers were doing for literature: magnifying the marginalized and confronting society with its double standards. The Naturalists, including Émile Zola, used literature to expose the double standards of the middle class—the bourgeoisie—who criticized the immoral behavior of the lower classes while freely indulging in the same behaviors.

         A Bar at the Folies Bergère, Stein told them, transformed a lowly demimondaine into a modern Madonna presiding over a cathedral of sin. It displayed the hypocrisy of a Parisian society that looked the other way as men did whatever they pleased, including keeping mistresses, whereas women were almost universally classified as either faithful wives or widows or spinsters or whores.

         Stein didn’t bother to add that in the world of entertainment, both ballerinas en pointe at the Paris Opéra and burlesque performers at dance halls like the Folies were considered little more than talented prostitutes. Loïe was well aware of the stereotype, but as an American dancer in Paris who lived with her mother, she would prove extremely difficult for the French to categorize, allowing her to live on her own terms. Even on that first night at the Folies, Loïe could sense that the world was changing. Later she would write that in certain places, “Everything seems to aspire towards a new life, towards new times. One feels oneself leap for joy, like the dog that precedes one in quest of the master of the house.”

         As Stein made his way to the bar to buy a drink, Loïe stared at the colorful array of bottles sitting on the bar, intrigued by the fact that the mirror allowed her to observe them from both sides at once. She considered how she might use reflective surfaces in her own act, imagining how a mirror would allow an audience to watch her dance from multiple angles at the same time. It was an intriguing idea.

         When Stein returned, they decided to go upstairs to the balcony level and find their seats.

         She led her mother, pushing through the noisy, fragrant crowd. As they approached the grand staircase, she peeked through the doors opening into the orchestra level of the theater, where she could just make out the lower half of the open stage curtains. Her view of the top of the stage was blocked by the mass of the overhanging balcony, but as they drew nearer, she could make out bows, bassoons, and the long necks of stringed instruments springing up like cat tails from the orchestra pit. The mustachioed maestro pumped his baton, while onstage an acrobat swung in lazy circles around a horizontal gymnastics bar.

         Moving to one side, they made their way up the central staircase, following it to the right as it split and curved off to either side at the first landing. Handing their tickets to an usherette, they walked through the doors into the first balcony of the Folies Bergère and took their red velvet seats in the far-right corner. From the steep row where they sat, Loïe could now see the entire theater and imagined that if she were to spit, she could easily hit the stage.

         The warm red of the shabbily elegant seats and walls coupled with gold highlights on the walls and the balcony front gave the theater a cozy feel. Loïe counted fourteen seats in the front row and imagined that the brave souls who sat there risked being showered by droplets hurled from the lips of enunciating actors or thrown off of sweaty performers whirling close to the edge of the stage. In the orchestra seats below, bald heads and pomaded hair gleamed in the warm haze of gaslights and a garden of feathers and flowers sprouting from women’s hats.

         Wealthy ticket holders watched the spectacles onstage from gold chairs arranged in low boxes, which made up the front row of the balcony. Although she could study them easily from her balcony seat, Loïe didn’t know anyone in Paris yet and couldn’t identify the well-dressed Parisians. Onstage, the acrobat swung and spun so fast that he blurred, his legs, arms, and torso wrapped around a rope that descended from the ceiling like a boa constrictor. When he took his bow and applause shook the balcony, a knot of resolve formed in Loïe’s belly. She wanted to be on that stage, in that theater. She studied the wings, the gallery, and the catwalk, imagining where she would position her spotlights.

         “Here we go. The Serpentine dancer is up next,” Stein said calmly. “Miss Mabell.”

         Loïe’s heart began to race as she waited with her hands folded, dreading the appearance of her rival onstage. Trembling and starting to sweat, she squeezed her eyes shut and tried to distract herself by visualizing a dance she could create using a giant mirror, or several smaller ones. Her mother nudged her when the curtain finally opened, and she peeked through her narrowed eyelids to discover a very pretty woman doing a remarkably bad imitation of her Serpentine Dance.

         Not only was the dancer inept at manipulating her costume, awkwardly throwing the large skirt around as if she were trying to fold a bedsheet, she was an old acquaintance from New York. The name had sounded familiar, but now Loïe was certain. In fact, the blond woman onstage had borrowed money from her at some point, and never paid her back. Leaning forward in her seat, Loïe focused all of her energy on the lovely Miss Mabell Stuart, willing her to trip on the long, gauzy skirt and fall flat on her face.

         However, the longer the dance continued, the calmer Loïe felt. Eventually, she relaxed, and when the dance concluded, she stood and rewarded her rival with the sincerest applause her hands had ever afforded any performer. She could have kissed poor, pathetic Mabell for the lackluster, ordinary performance she had just witnessed.

         When the theater had emptied, she stood confidently onstage with her mother, Stein, and the Folies’ manager.

         “Mr. Stein, please ask Monsieur Marchand why he has engaged a woman who gives a feeble copy of my dances, when you wrote to him from Berlin to propose his talking with me.” She glared at Marchand as she spoke to Marten Stein.

         “We should be polite. He’s probably already heard that the Opéra turned you down earlier today,” Stein replied.

         “That doesn’t matter,” Loïe said, determined. “Put the question to him. Besides, this man doesn’t know anything. If I spoke French, I’d ask him myself.”

         M. Marchand calmly replied to Stein that he’d hired a Serpentine dancer because a competing club had hired one, but that the Folies audiences were underwhelmed by the dance.

         Loïe snorted when Stein translated.

         “Of course they’re not impressed. She’s horrible.”

         Marchand then offered Loïe the chance to show him how the dance should really look. She agreed, since she’d come prepared. Earlier, she’d removed her dancing robes to sit in the warm theater, but now she put them back on. With only footlights to illuminate her, she stepped onto the stage of the Folies Bergère for the first time. To the music of a single violin and without her lights, Loïe performed the original Serpentine Dance she’d created back in New York, confident that it was far superior to Miss Stuart’s.

         When she’d finished, Marchand gestured that they should follow him to his office, where he proposed to engage Loïe at his theater. She would have to agree to the condition of performing in a blond wig under her imitator’s name until the end of the week, since he’d already paid for Mabell Stuart’s advertising. It wasn’t ideal, but Loïe agreed. She needed a job and had already made up her mind that she wanted to own that stage. Only later did she learn that Marchand spoke English, which seemed especially funny when she considered how he’d managed to keep a straight face while she insulted him.

         Over the next week, Loïe finished out her imitator’s contract and arranged an interview with the Figaro newspaper about her new dance. Then, Loïe began rehearsing in earnest for her debut at the Folies. Eight days later, her last dress rehearsal ran until four in the morning, at which point her exhausted troupe of electricians unceremoniously departed. She was disappointed, as they hadn’t had time to rehearse her finale, which was to be performed over a square of glass illuminated from beneath, but relieved that they had gotten through the first four dances of her program: the Serpentine, the Violet, the Butterfly, and the White Dance.

         Late the next morning, the day of her official Paris debut, the electricians showed up again and they ran through the lighting for the fifth and final dance. Loïe’s eyes ached from the bright lights, and she knew she should be exhausted, but it felt like she was being fueled by pure electricity. Within days, everyone in Paris would be clamoring for a glimpse into the fantastical world of “La Loïe.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Scene III

            Higher, Higher

            1892

         

         Marie tucked the small bag holding her gray copybook and pen case under one arm. She gathered her skirt in the same hand, wrapping it around her wrist to lift it higher, and with the other hand reached for the bucket of coal. A crease bisected the smooth skin between her eyebrows as she began her ascent up the worn stairs. It was already getting dark. She would have much preferred being in the warm, bright library of Sainte-Geneviève, but her classmates were worried that she might faint again, so she’d promised to go home to eat some dinner and study by the light of her kerosene lamp.

         “Thirty-eight, thirty-nine,” her lips counted silently as she trudged up the six flights of wooden stairs to her tiny garret apartment. Only seventy to go. Light-headed, she paused on each landing to set the bucket down and rest. Normally, she could climb the flights without stopping, but not today. Marie was grateful there was still water upstairs in her pitcher from the day before, so she wouldn’t have to retrace her steps down the stairs to fill it at the tap on the first landing before ascending again.

         She couldn’t wait to take her corset off. When she’d first arrived in Paris, she’d had to hold her breath to squeeze into the rigid undergarment. Now, she had to pull the laces as tight as she could, simply to keep it in place, but it was just as uncomfortable. Although the heavy boning helped support her back through the long hours of standing at the oak table in the laboratory, she’d never gotten used to the cloth-and-bone prison binding her breasts and rib cage. The sweet days of her youth, when she’d run free through the countryside without the stifling undergarment, seemed like a lifetime ago.

         When she reached the top of the stairs, Marie breathlessly set the coal on the landing and unlocked the door to her tiny room. With her head spinning, she brought the bucket inside and closed the door behind her, leaning on it for a moment until the room stopped tilting. She added a few pieces of coal to the stove, threw a crumpled piece of paper on top, and lit it with a match. Heat was slow to emerge from the small pile of fuel, but after a few minutes, smoke moved up the crooked pipe and she could rub her hands in the warmth emanating from the carbon chunks.

         Although her stomach was telling her to eat a piece of bread, the sight of the flame bursting from the match reminded Marie of something her physics professor, M. Bouty, had mentioned in his lecture that morning. Completely forgetting to loosen her corset, she lit the kerosene lamp and put it on the white wooden table. Her chair made a scraping sound as she sat and pulled her gray copybook from the bag she’d had tucked under her arm, opening it to the page from that day’s physics lecture as she scanned her notes for one particular equation.

         There were still a few radishes left over from her lunch, so she nibbled on them to silence the sounds coming from her stomach while she flipped the pages. Peppery hotness burned her tongue, but she barely noticed. Picking up her pen, Marie started scribbling numbers. Soon the cold and hunger went away and there was only science. She was so intent on her lesson that she didn’t hear the man entering her room.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The previous night had been especially frigid, and Marie had forgotten to buy coal. Because the stove in her apartment was too small to adequately warm her tiny attic space, most evenings she didn’t bother to light it at all, unless her fingers got too numb to write equations. As usual, she’d studied at the tables of the warm, bright Sainte-Geneviève library until it closed at ten o’clock. Dizzy with exhaustion, she’d returned home to her apartment to finish her lessons, wrapping herself in a blanket and working on problems until three in the morning.

         When she’d scribbled the last equation, in a routine that had become all too familiar, she’d squeezed into as many pieces of clothing as she could layer onto her thin body. Piling every other linen she owned on top of her covers, she crawled into bed with her teeth chattering. Marie rubbed her icy feet together in hopes that friction would warm them, but the effort proved useless so she curled herself up in a ball. Still cold and unable to fall asleep, as a last resort she’d reached for a chair to balance atop the pile of clothes.

         It went against all logic, but no one was watching and the weight of the stack comforted her. When she was a child, her brother and sisters had played a trick on her, stacking chairs over her as she devoured a book, oblivious to the furniture balanced above her head. At the time, she hadn’t found it amusing when the furniture crashed down around her, but now it was one of her fondest memories. Happy as she was to be studying in Paris, Marie was always a little bit homesick for Poland. She especially missed her father. Childhood memories of the games they’d played in his study made her feel safe and warm.

         Marie had finally fallen asleep around three a.m., in a cocoon of wood-weighted cloth. As she slept, the water molecules in her pitcher snapped together like puzzle pieces, into a solid lattice of ice, so there were no ripples on the water’s surface when the chair toppled from her bed and landed on the wooden floor with a bang. The crash was followed by the soft thud of a pile of linens, and Marie groaned. She had inadvertently triggered the avalanche by pulling one arm out from under her covers to block the morning light, which streamed through a small skylight in the slanted ceiling, directly into her eyes.

         Shivering, she’d climbed off her thin mattress, straightened the bed linens, and picked up the chair. Lighting the tiny cooking lamp, she made herself a cup of tea to stop her teeth from chattering. Unable to bring herself to wash her face in the icy water, she pinched her cheeks to get the blood flowing. With numb fingers, she buttoned the threadbare dress she’d brought from Warsaw over her corset and bit into a piece of stale bread while she gathered her pen stand and copybook into her bag. She’d been taking one last sip of tea when a frizzy strand of ash-blond hair fell into her eyes. Exasperated, she scraped a comb through her hair, pulled it back and twisted it into a neat bun, which she secured with hairpins.

         After all of her dreaming and saving, the life she intended to live had begun. The apartment might be small and bare, but it was quiet, exactly what she needed for an existence where science and math were the air that she breathed. In this tiny room, she could let herself be swept up by her passion for lectures on mathematics, physics, and chemistry. Material existence was secondary to her work. Equations and physical laws made perfect sense to her, and mastering them gave her a sense of control that few other things in her life offered.

         When she’d first arrived in Paris, living with her sister and brother-in-law had seemed like an ideal situation. Just days after climbing off the train under the tall glass ceiling of the Gare du Nord, she’d begun to sign her name Marie rather than Maria, and settled into her new life, registering for classes at the Sorbonne at the first possible opportunity. Soon, climbing the corkscrew staircase of an omnibus in a long skirt and bumping past rows of limestone government buildings and apartments on her way to class became as routine as breathing. She loved the city, and even liked the fat gray pigeons that swooped in every time a crumb fell from the bread she nibbled on while walking between classes.

         After an exhausting day of listening to lectures in French, Marie would come home to the familiar faces of her sister and brother-in-law, Bronya and Casimir, who greeted her with smiles and hot tea. Embraced by the easy warmth of her native language, she revived herself on familiar dishes like cabbage with mushrooms and cake studded with poppy seeds. Some nights, the bright-eyed, black-bearded Casimir would drag them to a concert or play, despite Marie’s protests that she had to study, but she always ended up having a wonderful time.

         At first, she’d thrown herself into Polish society in Paris, reveling in the piano concerts and parties in their neighborhood on rue d’Allemagne. The passionate copper-haired pianist Ignacy Paderewski had entranced them with his playing on more than one occasion, while Marie and Bronya laughed with a beautiful young woman named Mme. Gorska, whom Paderewski desperately loved. Many of the Poles in Paris had fled to the French city to escape their homeland’s oppressive Russian occupation. One evening at a patriotic party thrown by a Polish sculptor, Marie had been delighted to play the role of “Poland breaking her bonds,” in a performance of tableaux vivants. Draped in a tunic ornamented by long pomegranate-and-white veils, her blond hair loosed from its pins, she’d felt an almost unbearable love for her homeland.

         That was before a cheerful note that Marie sent to her father, detailing her social adventures, resulted in a chiding from the man she loved most in the world. M. Skłodowski had responded to Marie that he was saddened by her letter because he feared that she was putting her future in Warsaw in peril. He wrote that “persons in Paris” were keeping an eye on the Polish community there and reporting back to Poland, suggesting that the information could be used against her one day, preventing her return to her homeland.

         Marie had always been aware of the dangers of speaking out against Russia, even in Paris. But despite the risk of being arrested, she’d been participating in pro-Poland nationalist activities and organizations, which the Russians considered illegal, for as long as she could remember. Still, the fear hanging between the lines of her father’s letter gave her pause.

         Following her education at the Sorbonne, Marie planned to move back home and find a job in Poland in order to care for her aging father. He’d raised her to believe that if she worked hard enough, she would meet her full potential, and destiny would reward her. Sadly, under Russian rule in Poland, everything he’d worked for had been taken away, making Marie even more determined to succeed and to make him proud. She was convinced that education made a more desirable existence possible for everyone, and that it was her responsibility to do everything in her power to make the world a better place.

         Perhaps it was her father’s letter that changed her trajectory, or maybe Marie realized that every moment spent away from her studies was a moment keeping her from her true vocation. It had become clearer with every passing day that she didn’t have time for social outings. Her French was passable, but she wanted to lose her Polish accent entirely. Her struggle to keep up with her work, two physician family members, and the engaging Polish community in their neighborhood created too many distractions. She loved her brother-in-law, but it seemed that he could never stop talking. In their apartment near the Gare du Nord, Casimir played the piano or chattered at her incessantly when he wasn’t seeing patients. The doorbell was ringing day and night, and when Bronya wasn’t rushing off to deliver a baby, she was mothering Marie, who didn’t want to be told that she was staying up too late.

         Day after day, Marie continued to climb the steps of the double-decker omnibus in the north end of Paris, but she found herself viewing her life through a new lens. Staring down at the backs of the horses that pulled passengers through the bumpy streets for the hour’s journey across the Seine to the Boul’ Mich’ in the Latin Quarter, she started to wonder how much money and time she would save by not taking the omnibus at all. Finally, one evening, she gathered her courage, stepped into the apartment on rue d’Allemagne, and announced that she was moving out. She wanted to live within walking distance of the Sorbonne.

         Marie refused to let Casimir change her mind, and Bronya, who was well aware of how determined her sister could be, didn’t even bother to argue. Though they were sad to see her go, Bronya and Casimir helped Marie secure an apartment and pack her belongings into a handcart. They rode the omnibus with her across the Seine to the Latin Quarter one last time, and her new life began in earnest.

         Casimir had shaken his head when they dropped her off at the door of her new Parisian eyrie, warning her to beware of strange men and to be home before dark. The Latin Quarter was reputed to be a rowdy section of the city, full of young male students who were studious by day and boisterous by night. Marie was one of only 210 women enrolled at the Sorbonne, while more than 9,000 male students roamed the streets and frequented the sidewalk cafés. The area had become slightly more sedate since the arrival of the Sorbonne’s small female contingent, but women still risked being surrounded and taunted as they walked down the boulevard Saint-Germain.

         At the time, most Frenchwomen didn’t leave their homes without an escort even during the day, much less after dark, lest they be considered prostitutes. But then, most Frenchwomen were not allowed an education beyond high school. Those few at the Sorbonne rarely studied anything but medicine. As a rule, Parisian society considered women a different species than men. To have a few female physicians around in order to assist these delicate creatures with menstrual issues and childbirth had been deemed acceptable, although even women doctors couldn’t legally spend their own money without the permission of their husbands.

         Following a recent military defeat by Germany in the Franco-Prussian war, French leaders had become painfully aware of the relationship between population and military might. While the populations of England and Germany were growing quickly, France’s birthrate was relatively low. Nationalism mingled with sexism and influential men blamed French women for not having enough babies to populate their army with soldiers. They accused women of being socially and patriotically irresponsible by avoiding pregnancy and neglecting babies.

         Few recognized or acknowledged the social issues underlying the low birthrate, but one physician, Henri Thulié, defended women against the charges being laid against them. He argued that, as the result of “the legal inferiority of woman, the Code’s injustices toward her, and the absence of laws to protect her situation and that of her child,” a high rate of infant mortality was in large part to blame for the lack of population growth.

         The “Code” Thulié referred to was the French civil code, established by Napoleon in 1804. It gave men absolute authority over their families, depriving women of their individual rights. Napoleon, who famously said “Women ought to obey us. Nature has made women our slaves!” created a system of power where women were legally and financially helpless. The code ensured that men could only pass their wealth on to legitimate male heirs, keeping the social order intact.

         There was no social or criminal hazard to men who strayed outside their own bedrooms, but a woman who committed adultery could be charged with a crime. French journalist and novelist Octave Mirbeau voiced the popular attitude when he wrote, “Woman is not a brain, she is a sex,” and that those rare women who give the “illusion that they are creative…are either abnormal or simply reflections of men.”

         The sexist culture certainly wasn’t enough to deter Marie from boldly striding into the cobblestone courtyard of the Sorbonne and registering as a new student to pursue her dream of being a scientist. Foreign women far outnumbered French ones at the university. While French women were generally considered tempting distractions to the male students, Marie and her fellow foreign students were stereotyped and mocked as bookish and boring.

         This was an enormous advantage as far as Marie was concerned. As a Polish woman, she was able to move through the stone campus without harassment much more easily than her French counterparts. Although she sometimes drew admiring glances, she was lumped in with the Russian students, who were considered cold and sexless, which suited Marie just fine.

         The famous university was Marie’s new world, and there was nowhere she would rather be. Hours flew by in the chair-filled slopes of amphitheaters, where men with gray beards and chalk-smeared coattails elucidated the mysteries of math and science. M. Appell, one of her favorite professors, brought numbers and equations to life as he paced in front of the class gesturing and making wonderful proclamations like, “I take the sun, and I throw it.” She always tried to arrive early, to sit on a bench near the front of the lecture hall, where she soaked up every word and devoured the details of scientific demonstrations.

         Each day when she arrived in the Sorbonne’s laboratory, a wide room with high ceilings, she would tie on a large linen smock to protect her clothing from acids and toxic chemicals. There, in a jungle of glassware, she explored the secrets of matter. Nothing broke her concentration. Camouflaged by her uniform and a common purpose, she moved among the male students unnoticed, belonging there as surely as they did.

         If knowledge were food, Marie would have been plump, but science didn’t fuel her body. Her increasing lack of attention to worldly things had started to take a toll, and after the long night of studying and a morning heralded by the crashing down of a chair, Marie fainted when she stood up at the end of Professor Lippmann’s lecture. She’d tried to steady herself on the bench at the first sign of dizziness, but blackness invaded the edges of her vision, closing in until everything was dark.

         Although she’d revived almost immediately, the students standing nearby couldn’t help but notice. They took her outside into the fresh air and encouraged her to eat the cherries and radishes that she brought for lunch. Insisting that she was fine, she’d thanked them and promised to go home directly.

         Marie’s tiny attic apartment in the Latin Quarter was as stifling in the summer as it was cold in the winter, but she was poor. It was all she could afford with the money she’d saved for school, which added up to the meager amount of about three francs a day. Barely able to pay the rent, she’d furnished the room with a thin mattress she’d carried rolled up on the train from Poland. It now lay atop a folding bed frame made of iron, beside a little white table, where her washbasin and pitcher stood. At night, her kerosene lamp illuminated a single chair and an old brown trunk containing all her clothing and linens, which served as an adequate second seat, on the rare occasion that someone stopped by.

         To prepare food, she had only a small alcohol lamp, but Marie didn’t do much cooking or housekeeping. Food held no interest for her. She had exactly two pots, and when she did cook, the meals generally consisted of bread and a hard-boiled egg or two. Splurges like cheap steak or a piece of chocolate were reserved for special occasions. A few plates, one knife, one spoon, one fork, a kettle for tea, and three glasses rounded out her dining collection. It was a spartan existence, but she mostly didn’t mind.

         While many other poor students lived together and shared meals, Marie was determined to spend every moment of her new existence in the classroom, the laboratory, or the library. When she’d first started at the Sorbonne, she’d been painfully shy, but she made friends with a few other students who were as engaged in their studies as she was. It had been especially fun to join small gatherings with other Polish students, where they reminisced about home and talked politics. Unfortunately, she soon discovered that her diligent attempts to master the mathematics required for the university’s physics classes hadn’t been adequate, and she struggled to keep up. Realizing that she would have to spend every second of her time studying, she gave up her social life entirely to focus on math and science.

         Although a little lonely, Marie soon learned that she didn’t mind solitude all that much. Sitting around a dinner table talking for hours seemed like a waste when she could be working with her hands and her mind, observing the theater of science. It was satisfying to bring the equations she’d studied on paper to life in the laboratory, and she felt a Frankensteinian joy each time she stood before bubbling glass tubes, heating, cooling, and combining chemicals to transform them into something entirely new. The six flights of stairs leading to her room—the old servants’ quarters—might be far from ideal, but it was only a twenty-minute walk to the Sorbonne and even closer to the laboratory, so it was well worth the climb.

         Marie was finally feeling a little bit better and was deep into the numbers on the page when a strong hand clamped down on her shoulder. She was too surprised to scream. Jerking her head up, she twisted around, but her vision blurred and the room started to go black. She couldn’t make out the intruder’s face.

         “For God’s sake, Manya, take some deep breaths and put your head down on your lap,” a familiar voice commanded. Sighing with relief, she obeyed and breathed deeply until the wooden floor came back into focus.

         When the darkness abated, she sat up and looked into the disapproving black eyes of her brother-in-law. He took her chin and examined her face carefully.

         “And how is starvation agreeing with you?” Casimir asked, half-joking, half-angry. “Bronya would have come too, but she’s out delivering a baby.”

         Marie didn’t have time to respond before he turned away to search her apartment. She held her tongue as she watched him clang through her things, holding up the clean plates, one by one, examining the empty stewpan, and finding only a packet of tea.

         “What, exactly, have you eaten today?” he asked. “You’re as pale as a ghost. Some of your fellow students showed up at our door this evening to report your fainting episode. Thank goodness someone is looking after you, since you’re obviously not looking after yourself.”

         Bending her head at the scolding, Marie admitted to having eaten only cherries and radishes that day.

         “But I nibbled on some bread this morning”—she sat up, defending herself—“and I’m sure that I only fainted because I stayed up very late studying last night.”

         “Gather your things,” he said. “Bronya has ordered me to bring you home immediately. When you are well again, you may return to this little hovel you love so much.”

         Seeing how upset he was, and aware that her father had charged Casimir and Bronya with her care, Marie silently gathered her books, papers, and pens together. She finished chewing the piece of bread that her brother-in-law had shoved into her hand, insisting that she eat. When Marie felt better and Casimir proclaimed that enough color had returned to her cheeks, she put out the lamp and followed him out of her apartment.

         As she closed the door behind her, a piece of paper covered with her neat writing fluttered off the table and landed on the floor beneath the skylight, where it lay in the cold moonlight awaiting her return.

         
            Higher, Higher, up she climbs.

            Past six floors she gasps and heaves.

            Student shelter near the sky

            Up among the drafty eaves.

             

            This is no elegant abode

            The cold in winter chills the face,

            The room in summer’s stuffy, close.

            But it’s a tiny, quiet place.

             

            It sees the student’s restless toil,

            The hours of work without a break;

            It’s there when she returns from school

            To cook herself a leather steak.

             

            And when the time for sleep is come,

            When streets and shops are shut up tight,

            The room awaits her, quiet and calm,

            Libraries closed now for the night.

             

            But still she studies in her cell,

            Spending long hours on lab or test

            Before her cheap sheets cast a spell

            And grant her a brief moment’s rest.

             

            How hard the life of her young years,

            How rough her day till she retires

            While, looking round, she sees her peers

            Seeking new bliss with new desires.

             

            Yet she has joy in what she knows

            For in her lonely cell she finds

            Rich air in which the spirit grows,

            Inspired by the keenest minds.

             

            Ideals flood this tiny room;

            They led her to this foreign land;

            They urge her to pursue the truth

            And seek the light that’s close at hand

             

            It is the light she longs to find,

            When she delights in learning more.

            Her world is learning; it defines

            The destiny she’s reaching for.
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