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			The divine attributes of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva—creation, fecundity, destruction.

			This is the dance I dance tonight.

			The dance of destruction as it leads to creation.

			MATA HARI

		

	
		
			MATA HARI, BEAUTIFUL DANCER, IS SHOT BY FRENCH AS SPY; WAS KAISER'S CLEVER AGENT

			PARIS, FRANCE, OCT. 15—Mata Hari, the Dutch dancer, who two months ago was found guilty by a court martial on the charge of espionage, was shot at dawn this morning.

			*    *    *

			Mme. Mata Hari, long known in Europe as a woman of great attractiveness and with a romantic history, was, according to unofficial press dispatches, accused of conveying to the Germans the secret of the construction of the entente “tanks,” this resulting in the enemy rushing work on a special gas to combat their operations.

			Posed as a Japanese Dancer.

			Mata Hari, who got her name through posing for some years as a Japanese dancer, was famed in the music halls of Europe for her great beauty. One of her specialties was, after singing, to mingle with diners on the floor, pick out some attractive officer and engage him in conversation. These informal meetings frequently developed into acquaintances which were profitable to Mata Hari in the way of gaining military information which, it was afterward found, she sent to Germany.

			Intimate with Many Officers.

			Mme. Mata Hari was found to have been on intimate terms with many French and British officers who did not dream of the real nature of her work. She was said to have worn a gold dragon, the insignia of the British tank service, indicating that it had been given her by a tank officer from whom she may have learned the secret of the tanks which she communicated, far in advance of the appearance of the tanks in battle, to Germany.

			Suspicion Fastened on Dancer.

			It was apparent, as soon as the tanks were brought into use, that Germany had had advance knowledge concerning them. Suspicion was soon fastened on Mata Hari and she was closely questioned by French officials. Her explanations proving apparently satisfactory, she was allowed to remain at liberty and at once moved to En­gland. As soon as she landed, however, she was placed under arrest and a formal charge of Espionage placed against her.

			Maintains Complete Composure.

			The beautiful dancer manifested complete composure throughout her investigation and subsequent trial, even after documents of the most damaging nature had been produced against her.

			It was found that she had communicated to Germany many secrets other than that of the tanks and had been, in fact, one of the most dangerous of the Kaiser’s agents in France and England.

		

	
		
			Part 1
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			Creation

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Tell Me Where You Learned to Dance

			1904

			We don’t take a horse-drawn cab to his office. Edouard Clunet is a lawyer—he owns a car. He opens the door for me and I find a wilted rose on the black leather seat. I hold it up. “Recent lover?”

			He takes the rose and tosses it out the window. I can imagine him acting as casual with the women he makes love to. “You’re young. Nineteen? Twenty?”

			“Twenty-five.”

			If he’s surprised by this he doesn’t show it. “Still, you haven’t seen much of the world.” He starts the car and we drive down the Boulevard de Clichy, past empty shops and seedy bars. Men stand in tight clusters along the sidewalks, smoking, talking, whistling at women.

			“I was born in India,” I say. I’m about to elaborate when we jerk to a halt, narrowly avoiding an outraged pedestrian.

			“Listen,” he says when we are driving again. “I don’t care how many men you sleep with or who you charm by describing fanciful holidays in Egypt, sipping champagne on a felucca in the Nile. If you can mesmerize a man by claiming you took high tea with Edward VII during the durbar to celebrate his succession to Emperor of India, fantastic. The bigger and more believable your lies, the better. That being said—with me, cut the act.”

			We are driving downhill toward the nicer part of town, an area much more respectable than where he found me. He stops the car for another pedestrian and I look out the window, imagining myself in one of the boutiques. I’d wear black silk gloves and pearls around my neck at least three strands deep. I’d wear a hat with feathers.

			“When I introduce you to my client, I’m responsible for how you behave. Understand?”

			“No.”

			“Let me explain it clearly. I am going to present you to my client, M’greet.”

			The car rolls past La Madeline. A month earlier I auditioned for them. I wore a wine-colored sarong while all the other hopefuls dressed in moth-eaten furs. I told the men who owned the theater that I had traveled from India to share the dance of my people with the citizens of Paris. I danced without music, imagining the sounds of a gamelan, the strum of a sitar and surmandal. I was exotic. Too exotic.

			“Thank you. We’ll be in touch,” they said and rejected me.

			“He is a very rich client and a very respected man. I will tell him that you are Indian, that you were born in India, and you are going to behave as if everything I say is true. I can make you famous. But you must follow my advice and never lie to me. Ever.”

			After La Madeline’s rejection I went to L’Ete. A shack where the poor entertain the poor, everyone’s last stop before trying something desperate. At L’Ete the girls stank of alcohol and poverty. It was my last audition, and where I met Clunet. He watched me perform with his fingertips pressed over his lips. As I danced, I thought he looked out of place in such a rundown playhouse. His suit was immaculate. I tried to guess his age. Thirty-three, thirty-five? I focused on him rather than on the men who were judging me from behind a wooden table as I spread my arms like the mother goddess and moved my hips to the silent gamelan. But I was “too dark and too slow” for L’Ete. “Too,” one of the men at the table said, waving his hand to search for the right word, picking fruit from trees, “Eastern.” They wanted blonde girls; they didn’t want me.

			Clunet sought me out immediately afterward.

			The sun had begun to dip behind the Sacré-Coeur and I had braced myself against the side of the theater. If I couldn’t dance, I told myself, I could sing or play piano.

			Clunet interrupted my thoughts, introduced himself, and said he had a client, a man who had built an expensive library dedicated to Asian art, and that this individual desired something spectacular for its opening.

			“Why should he think that I’m spectacular? No one else does,” I said, stinging with the humiliation of failure.

			“Because this is a man with class and taste. Someone who will appreciate your art.”

			I catch my reflection in the car window now and smile. My art.

			“What other languages do you speak?” Clunet asks.

			“French, English, Dutch, Malay. I learned some Hindi,” I say, “but not enough to call myself fluent. I was taught German in school.”

			“Well, mademoiselle—or are you madame?”

			“Mademoiselle.”

			“Tell me where you learned to dance.”

			“Java.” I paint the picture for him. Gamelan orchestras playing in the night. White orchids floating in private pools. Parties so lavish the queen of Holland might have attended. “There was a woman who danced at these affairs. Mahadevi.” I describe how she taught me to dance and I can see him struggling to decide whether or not I’m telling the truth. But he doesn’t say anything. He must believe me.

			“Here we are.” He parks in a suburb I’ve never visited before, in front of a magnificent villa that soars five windows high. The magnolias lining the street are in bloom. We walk to the front steps and immediately a bellman opens the door, expecting us. The man ushers us inside, into a hall lined with paintings of stern-looking men. At the end, in a small circular room, a woman smiles at us.

			“Mathilda.” Clunet tips his hat to her.

			She blushes a little and fumbles with her papers. “Monsieur Clunet.” She looks in my direction, but Clunet doesn’t introduce me.

			We climb the stairs toward Clunet’s office: two desks and half a dozen glass and mahogany bookcases. I know that he is watching me, waiting to see if I am impressed. I take a seat and keep my expression neutral.

			“There are things I must tell you, M’greet, about my client, Monsieur Guimet. About this engagement and what it will mean for you—and me—if you succeed.” He sits behind his desk and folds his hands. They are perfectly manicured, like the rest of him. “I’m not an agent,” he says. “My field is international law. But my client has a very special request and it occurs to me that he might not be the only one interested in the Far East.”

			“Are you changing professions, then?”

			He laughs, and I feel foolish. Of course he isn’t—look at his office. The leather chairs, the Persian carpets.

			“No. I’m pursuing something that may be interesting for a time. There’s a great deal of money to be had in this, M’greet. But first, Monsieur Guimet has to believe that you are truly exotic, the daughter of a temple dancer in India. So when my client asks what your name is, you are going to say—”

			“Mata Hari.” I embellish, “My mother died giving birth to me in a temple.”

			He nods, impressed. “Good. And your age?” He reaches behind his desk and takes out a box.

			“Twenty-two?”

			He opens the velvet top. “Eighteen.” Inside is an emerald in gold filigree. “One of many, acquired on trips to India,” he says. “There are pieces in my client’s home that he knows to be fakes; he keeps the originals here, with me.” He holds out the jewel and I touch the Far East, running my fingers over the lives of princesses forced into marriage, mothers who lost children, lovers who cried on their wedding day. History wrought in emerald and gold.

			“Monsieur Guimet isn’t one of your Montmartre customers.” He closes the box and puts it back, turning the key in the cabinet door. “He is an industrialist, an intrepid traveler, and one of the richest men in Europe. When we meet him tonight, I want you dressed as you were at L’Ete. Wear your most elaborate sarong. Wear all of your jewels.”

			“I don’t have any,” I tell him. Rudolph, my husband, was the last person to buy me anything expensive—and everything I owned that had value I sold in order to eat.

			“No matter. I’ll loan you jewels to wear,” he says. There is a piece of paper on his desk. He pushes it toward me.

			“What is this?”

			“Our agreement.”

			I consider it carefully. “This is a partnership?”

			“Yes. I found you, M’greet.”

			“Then you’re my lawyer?”

			“And your agent. As soon as you sign.”

			*    *    *

			That evening, in my apartment in Montmartre, I lay my best sarong on the cheap brown comforter that covers my bed. Red silk trimmed with embroidered leaves of gold. I trace a finger across the cloth and in the ripples of the fabric I can see my father sitting like a bronzed sentinel by the fire, his black hair tinged gold by the orange flames. I climb into his lap and rest my head against his shoulder. He’s staring out our parlor window at the canals. It’s snowing and the houses along the water have disappeared like painted women beneath white veils. “I hate snow,” I whisper into his beard. He smells of fresh wood and rain.

			“Why? It wipes everything clean. Makes it fresh, new.”

			We both look outside at the color of nothingness. “But white is plain,” I tell him.

			“Plain can be nice. But you’re right. White is not your color, M’greet.”

			I like it when my father reveals things about me. I bury my head in his neck. “What is my color?” I don’t have white-gold hair like my mother or Dutch-blue eyes like my brothers.

			“Red.” My father pauses. “Because red is passion. It’s life.”

			Passion, I think as I dress. I stand in front of the mirror in the color my father envisioned for me and I know my papa was right. I am striking; unusually tall for a woman and in the sun my skin bronzes to cinnamon. When I was a girl, my dark eyes and hair made people whisper that my mother had taken a Jewish lover. “An orchid among buttercups,” my father called me. Tonight, my dark hair is pulled back from my face. The deep red of my lips matches my sarong. I move my arms and my hips into different poses and the silk reflects the room’s light like water.

			There’s a knock at the door and I am startled. I had planned to meet him outside my building. Yet here he is, early. I open the door and before I invite him inside, Edouard Clunet welcomes himself into my apartment. If he’s shocked by the silk scarves I’ve hung to cover the shabbiness of the walls or the aroma of the urine-scented halls that my incense can’t hide, his expression doesn’t betray him.

			“Your costume is excellent,” he says. He produces a box and opens the lid. “I want you to wear these,” he says. I count six bangles—all gold—and a heavy necklace encrusted with rubies.

			I catch his eye. “Are these—”

			“Most certainly real. He’s the greatest collector of Asian art in the world. I can’t have you meet him wearing inauthentic jewels.”

			I tease the bangles over my wrists and he clasps the rubies around my neck. We both look at me in the mirror; my image is regal.

			“If you can charm him this evening, M’greet, your entire life will change.”

			*    *    *

			I imagined Guimet as old, thin, eccentric. But the man who stands in the finest parlor I’ve ever had the pleasure to be invited to is taller than Clunet, bearded, distinguished looking. In the light of the crystal chandeliers his hair is silvered, but beneath his tailored suit, his shoulders appear to be broad and strong.

			“Émile Guimet, it is my privilege to acquaint you with Paris’s next sensation.” Clunet makes a sweeping gesture toward me. “May I introduce Mata Hari, the Star of the East.”

			Guimet inspects me from head to toe, then we meet each other’s eyes. I know he is calculating the worth of my jewels, the quality of my sarong. “Please, have a seat.” He gestures to some silk-covered chairs. I sit slowly, crossing my legs so that the sarong rises along my thigh.

			He nods for Clunet to take a seat, and then sits himself. “Edouard tells me you were born on the altar of Kanda Swany,” he says.

			“It’s true,” I say softly, lilting my vowels. “My mother gave her life to the temple. She died on the very day I was born. The priests of Kanda Swany adopted me. My name means ‘Eye of the Dawn’ and from the earliest days of my life I was raised in the hall of the pagoda of Shiva, trained to follow in my mother’s footsteps through the holy rites of the dance.”

			“Yet your accent—I do not recognize it. You do not sound like someone from India.”

			I touch his arm. “I have lived all over the world and speak many languages,” I say, as if confiding a great secret. “My favorite tongue is French. Vous avez une belle maison,” I compliment him, then steer us on to another topic. “I have been told you are curious about the sacred arts of my people. The secrets of Borobudur, Kelir, Brahma.” I drop the names like small pearls for his delight.

			“Tell me about Borobudur,” he says.

			“What would you like to know?”

			“The temple. Is it Buddhist or Hindu?”

			He is hoping to trick me. “No one knows. The men who built the temple were followers of Buddha. If you journey clockwise through the five levels of the pyramid, you will witness the life story of Buddha unfold.” I hold my hands before me, as if weighing the weight of a pear against an apple. “Yet the inscriptions on the temple walls suggest Hinduism. There is mystery in the temple.” He looks at my hands. Perhaps they don’t look like the hands of a temple dancer. I quickly drop them to my lap.

			“Tell me about the stupas,” he says.

			“The bell-shaped stones in which meditating Buddhas sit in quiet bliss contemplating the world? They are part of the temple.”

			“You’ve seen them?”

			“Many times.” They are a piece of paradise overlooking Yogyakarta.

			“How many are there?”

			“Seventy-two, if you do not include the largest one in the middle.”

			He rises abruptly and I look at Clunet. Have I said something wrong?

			“Come,” Guimet says.

			I exhale and Clunet and I share an uneasy glance. We follow him into an antechamber. The dark velvet curtains are drawn and the air is cool. In large glass cases illuminated books are displayed. He walks to one work in particular and stops. I recognize it immediately.

			“The Kamasutra,” I say. A book of sex, and this particular volume contains explicit pictures. I move closer to Guimet and begin to read in Malay, the language my barbarian husband hated with such ignorant passion. I make certain to catch his eye each time I pronounce an evocative word.

			After I fall silent, Guimet immediately asks, “Is this book truly held sacred in India?”

			“In certain places, yes.” I gaze deeply into his eyes. “Very much so.”

			He nods and I know he is imagining himself in such places, with lovers capable of gravity-defying sexual positions. Although, in fact, the book is largely about virtuous living.

			“When you danced in the temple, what did you wear?”

			I look briefly at Clunet. We did not discuss this earlier. “When one dances for Shiva, it is done in the nude. Of course, jewels are like offerings to the gods. They never interfere with the sacredness of the dance. Unlike clothing.”

			I enjoy Guimet’s shock. And from behind me, I can feel Clunet’s approval like warm light. Guimet sweeps back a velvet drape to reveal an astounding collection of jewels: stunning necklaces, bracelets, and a ruby-studded brassiere.

			“This piece is from my last trip to India.” He hands me the silver brassiere. I touch it reverently, holding it up to my chest, pinning his eyes to me.

			Clunet breaks my spell in a clumsy instant. “Is that insured?”

			Guimet pulls his gaze away from my chest and claps Clunet on the back with a sigh. “Everything’s in order.” He turns to me, his new confidante. “He’s a good lawyer, Mata Hari. Always concerned. But does he have an eye for beautiful things? Does he appreciate art and the East like we do? Why don’t you select your favorite pieces to wear for your performance at the launch of my library?”

			I pretend to hesitate.

			“Please,” he says. “I insist.”

			I caress necklaces of gold encrusted with gems. Run my fingertips along silver so pure it’s white. I hold twisted pieces of bronze in my hand, weighing the history in them. In the end, I choose Guimet’s favorites: the brassiere, two snake bangles, a diadem that has pride of place in its own case, and a necklace that—as Guimet observes—will hang at “a lovely length” between my breasts. I pass my selections to Clunet and he locks the jewels in a long metal case.

			“My new library is across the street,” Guimet says. “It is both a house and a museum; I’ve recently added a second floor. It’s home to my greatest collections, gathered from all over the world. I’d like to show it to you, Mata Hari.”

			“Of course,” Clunet says. “We can go now if you’d like. I’ve been curious to see what you’ve accomplished.”

			Guimet looks at him and I wonder if Clunet realizes he hasn’t been invited.

			The three of us walk across the Place d’Iena and Guimet produces a key from his suit pocket. Before us is a two-storied building that stands opposite a life-size statue of George Washington on his horse.

			“They installed that five years ago,” Guimet says with distaste.

			I read the statue’s inscription. “A GIFT OF THE WOMEN OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA IN MEMORY OF THE BROTHERLY HELP GIVEN BY FRANCE TO THEIR FATHERS IN THE FIGHT FOR INDEPENDENCE.”

			“Have you visited America?” I look at Washington’s raised sword. He never visited Paris in his lifetime.

			“New York.” He smiles at a pleasurable memory. “There’s no finer city in the world.”

			I’m surprised by his answer. “You found New York more appealing than Paris?” I can still remember my first glimpse of Paris, her wide boulevards, her sparkling lights. Everywhere I went there was something new to see. And the women . . . they were all dressed like starlets in lacy Callot Soeurs gowns and Paul Poiret dresses.

			“Absolutely,” Guimet says. “There are buildings so tall in New York that some people are afraid to ride the elevators to the top. The entire city is magic.”

			Perhaps someday I will visit New York. A city of magic.

			He pushes open a pair of double doors and we step into a round library so beautifully designed that I hold my breath just entering. It’s a domed cathedral of light and space. The patterned wooden floors are polished to a sheen, and eight graceful columns rise toward the second floor. Everywhere you turn there are books, leather-bound and encased in glass.

			“My God, this must have cost a fortune,” Clunet says, stepping into the center of the room, marveling at the spectacular glass skylight in the ceiling.

			“A small one,” Guimet concedes.

			“Indah,” I say for Guimet’s benefit. In Malay it means, “beautiful.”

			Guimet leads us to the stairs and motions for us to follow behind him. Viewed from the second story, the entryway floor becomes a starburst of mahogany and pearl. I look at the priceless works of art assembled in this building and I imagine all the countries Guimet must have visited to create such a dreamlike, enchanting space—India, Java, China, Japan. His library is breathtaking. I study him in the soft light with new appreciation. A man capable of executing so many fine details to fulfill his own desire to create a cathedral to Asian art must be a gentle, tasteful lover. Clunet said Guimet was married once. I wonder what became of his wife, whether she died or ran away like I did.

			We stand at the wooden balustrade and Guimet clears his throat. “Edouard, do you still have my lapis necklace in your office?”

			“Of course.”

			“Will you retrieve it for me?”

			“Certainly. Tomorrow—”

			“Actually, I would like to have it now.”

			Clunet frowns. “Very well. Mata Hari, shall we—”

			“I believe that Mata Hari is quite comfortable here. No need for her to join you.”

			Both men look in my direction and I weigh the choice in front of me. Clunet holds my gaze for several moments and I wonder if he’s instructing me to say no. Or is he willing me to stay?

			“I’m sure there are many treasures in this enchanting library that Monsieur Guimet would like to share with me,” I tell him. “I see many intriguing books that I would like to know more about. You take care of business, Monsieur Clunet. I’ll find my way home.”

			I look at Guimet and he smiles.

			*    *    *

			When we’re finished, Guimet reclines on his bed and stares at the ceiling, breathing deeply. “I had no idea,” he keeps saying. “No idea . . .”

			I run my hands over cotton sheets so fine they feel like silk. This is where I belong.

			*    *    *

			As I dress the following morning in the cavernous luxury of Guimet’s bedroom, he asks what I will require to enhance my performance when I dance at the unveiling of his museum. “Anything,” he stresses, as he tightens the blue sash of his silk robe. “Tell me what you need and I will give you absolutely anything.”

			Countless things I need leap to mind. But I limit my request to statues I’ve seen in Hindu temples and heavy bronze incense holders that are common in Java. “Also,” I say, “I will need a set of Javanese gamelan. Eight instruments. And a flute and zither as well.” It’s a tall order. But Guimet appears unfazed.

			“Consider it done.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			My Dance Is a Sacred Poem

			This time I am the one who is early. I wait for Clunet in the foyer of my run-down building. I rent my tiny room from a man who beats his wife. The carpets stink of urine and mold. I force myself to take a deep breath. After tonight, when Guimet and his guests meet the “Star of the East,” perhaps I’ll never have to live with the scents of poverty again.

			“What are you doing?” Rudolph snapped the first time I allowed myself to inhale the fragrances of Java. The air was heavy with the scent of the yellow and white blossoms of frangipani trees.

			“Smelling the air,” I said, already regretting my marriage to him.

			“You enjoy the scent of cow shit?”

			I ignored his comment and pointed to where terraced gardens were being cultivated in shades of emerald and jade. “What’s being grown over there?”

			He licked a stray morsel of food from his mustache. “Those are rice paddies and coconut palms. The natives call the paddies sawahs,” he said with a dismissive grunt.

			Sawahs. I committed the word to memory. “And that grass, what’s it called?”

			“Alang-alang. A bloody uncivilized language if you ask me. Too much damn singsong. It’s no small wonder these people never contribute anything to society. They’re all too lazy and too busy singing.” He checked his pocket watch. If the driver went any faster our luggage would topple over and litter the streets. “It’s shameful. We colonized this land fifty years ago. But with darkies, what can you do?”

			We were on our way to Yogyakarta, to the house that would have cost a prince’s fortune if it were built in Amsterdam. It was only a few days after my eighteenth birthday, and when we arrived, I ran inside and danced through its whitewashed rooms, admiring my burnished teak furniture and bamboo tables. “I can’t believe it,” I kept saying. I touched everything. The oyster-white countertops, the cinnamon and beige curtains, the flowers in terra-cotta pots. I took off my shoes so I could feel the polished floor, cool as silk, against my feet. “There are servants,” Rudolph said, impatient with my excitement. They appeared on cue behind him. Two women and a man. All three bowed. The women smiled and I recognized my amber tones in their skin, my long, dark hair in theirs. I felt I had come home and I thought that I would live there forever as Margaretha MacLeod. Lady MacLeod.

			Now I know I should have married a man like Guimet. Intelligent, refined, a lover of art. A gentle man.

			Three uncouth-looking men pass through the dingy lobby and try to engage me in conversation. I shiver inside my black cloak. I’m wearing almost nothing underneath it—only a few veils and a thin top. I turn my back on the men and wish Clunet would hurry. When he finally arrives, he parks across the street and I watch as he walks up the three steps into the lobby. As he enters, I’m certain he is appalled by the same things that dismayed me the day I made this building my home. The stains on the carpets, the old tarnished mirror decorating the wall—the odor. Still, this is preferable to ­having him inside my apartment again; I know how shabby it is. Rue Durantin is all I can afford.

			“Ready?” he asks, and pretends not to notice my embarrassment. He offers me his arm as if we were in an elegant hotel, and he walks me to his car. I wait as he opens the door for me. He tucks in the edges of my long cloak as well.

			“Thank you,” I say. Rudolph never opened or closed my carriage door.

			Clunet starts the car. As we drive toward the Place d’Iena I begin to feel nervous. I try not to imagine what will happen to me if my dance is rejected; life won’t be worth living if this evening is a disaster. Then the dream of Paris will truly be gone. I glance at Clunet, his expensive blue suit and thick salt-and-pepper hair. If I fail to impress, he’ll toss me away as easily as he tossed that rose from his car the day we signed our contract.

			He must notice the way I am twisting the fabric of my cloak because he says, “Nothing to be frightened about, M’greet. I’ve seen you perform. You’ll conquer them tonight.”

			But there is everything to be frightened about. “There will be so many guests—”

			“Yes. Think of it as performing in a theater.”

			“An exclusive theater; every member of the audience is astoundingly wealthy.”

			He smiles. “That is the very best kind of playhouse.”

			I recognize the statue of George Washington. We have reached the Place d’Iena. There are still three hours before the two hundred guests are due to arrive, but I’ll need the time to practice and dress. A butler answers the door and as soon as we’re inside, Guimet pounces on us. He’s all compliments and smiles with me, but with Clunet he’s more formal. He offers his hand and says, “Looking forward to tonight.” Then he turns back to me, as excited as a boy. “Wait until you see what I’ve done.”

			He escorts us across the street to the library and I’m truly amazed. He has transformed a cathedral of books and art into an Indian temple. Incense wafts, thick and heady, between the columns, while men dressed in gold silks and wearing jewel-encrusted turbans wave ostrich-feather fans. A three-foot statue of Shiva Nataraja, the destroyer of worlds, glitters from the center of the room. I close my eyes for a moment and breathe deeply. He has spared no expense and the authenticity is exquisite; it is as if Paris is thousands of miles away and I am standing in a temple in Java.

			Exactly as I requested, a gamelan orchestra is poised, waiting for me. The musicians have set up in the back of the room. In the car I was nervous; the stakes are so high. If I succeed, I am guaranteed entry into high society; if I fail, it is back to Montmartre and misery. Yet standing in front of Shiva—who is trampling Illusion with his right foot—I feel powerful and strong. I take off my light cloak. I am wearing only the silver brassiere and a thin silver band on my thigh that is clearly visible through my diaphanous skirt. Guimet cannot take his eyes off me.

			“I must rehearse,” I say, dismissing the two men.

			Guimet immediately kisses each of my cheeks. “Bonne chance,” he says on the first, and on the second kiss, “Shubhkamnaye.”

			Good luck in both French and Hindi.

			But it’s clear that Clunet isn’t going to leave. “Thank you, Edouard,” I say, handing him my cloak. Then I focus all of my charm on the men in my orchestra. “And thank you for joining me for tonight’s experience. This dance is unlike anything you’ve witnessed before. While we rehearse I ask but two things of you: If you are shocked, hide your emotions. If you are offended, leave.”

			The men exchange looks between themselves. A few of them have glanced at Clunet; none have met my eye.

			“My hope, however, is that each of you will stay. That you will help me create one of the most memorable evenings in Paris, one that will make you famous throughout this city.”

			The men look intrigued; one or two has risked meeting my glance.

			“We have less than three hours to come to know each other, to anticipate each other’s needs. We will practice the entire dance together. We will rehearse until we know we are perfect. I will enter from beneath the stairs.” I indicate the exact spot. “You will start to play moments before I come out, gently transporting our audience away from the present, away from their everyday lives. Then—at the instant I appear—the music must crescendo.”

			We run through the dance and my hips sway to their music, the movement and the percussion carrying us all to another world. I am certain some of these musicians have seen dancers partially disrobe; they have knowing looks in their eyes. But when I slip off the last of my layered skirts and kneel before Shiva, my back arched, everything I was born with displayed, I know their shock is genuine. I glance over in time to see Edouard Clunet with his eyes as wide as those of the men in my orchestra.

			His expression tells me I’m in exactly the right position.

			*    *    *

			I hear the sounds of people moving into the library, members of French society talking and laughing and taking their places.

			“This is quite a spectacular room.”

			“I hear the entertainer is Japanese.”

			Chairs scrape across the floor. Then the lamps dim and all conversation stops as Guimet begins his introduction.

			“Our guest was born in the south of India at Jaffnapatam. She is the daughter of a great Brahmin family. Tonight we will witness one of the sacred dances of India.”

			The audience murmurs as the orchestra begins, filling the room with music few people in Paris have ever heard.

			“She will honor us with the dance of the devadasis, a sacred art belonging to the Hindu god Shiva. In doing so, she will bless this library. I present to you the dancer, Mata Hari.”

			I enter the room and the music crescendos.

			Two hundred pairs of eyes turn toward me.

			“My dance is a sacred poem,” I begin, as the orchestra plays a slow rhythm. I am offering them the precise speech Mahadevi fabricated in Java, a Dutch colony worlds away from this exclusive gathering. I have memorized it faithfully, to the letter. I spread my arms. “Each movement is a word and every word is underlined by music.” I pause; la gratin listens, spellbound. “The temple in which I dance can be vague or faithfully reproduced as it is here tonight. For I am the temple. All true temple dancers are religious in nature and all explain, in gestures and poses, the rules of the sacred texts.”

			I begin to move my hips. “One translates the divine attributes of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva—creation, fecundity, destruction. This is the dance I dance tonight. The dance of destruction as it leads to creation.”

			The room is mesmerized as I translate the speech into English, Dutch, German, then Javanese. By the end, no one understands what I’m saying, but I see that they are enraptured with the foreignness of my words, hypnotized by my movements.

			The music changes, becomes a slow sensuous beat. I close my eyes and free the knots that hold the veils of my skirt in place, letting them drift, like petals, to the ground.

			The hypnotic sounds of the flutes rise and yet I hear the audience gasp as one.

			I kneel before Shiva; all that clothes me now are the silver arcs on my breasts and the silver band across my thighs. The wives in the audience are wide-eyed. I imagine the husbands are wishing for looser trousers.

			The music becomes deeper, more urgent. I crouch, exposing myself to the men in the front row. Quick as a flash I lift my arms and offer myself to the audience in seductive, orgasmic waves. The men sit forward. The women lean back.

			I fall on my knees before the statue of Shiva and arch my back in ecstasy.

			As the music climaxes, Guimet is the first to leap to his feet, applauding.

			*    *    *

			“Excuse me,” Edouard interrupts my conversation, cupping my elbow and guiding me toward a secluded spot. The entire library is abuzz. I overhear the words “brilliant” and “incomparable.” The line of people waiting to talk with Guimet will easily take several hours to get through. I look over my shoulder at the handsome young officer I’ve been pulled away from and wink at him, promising my return. Is anything more attractive than a man in uniform?

			“Did you say a woman taught you to dance like that?” Edouard asks the moment we are alone. “Mona Devi?”

			“Mahadevi,” I say, irritated that he’s mangled her name. “She danced at the elegant parties I attended in Java. She wore silver bangles and sheer yellow veils. She owned rubies and sapphires as big as my thumb.” I leave out other details: that I was the hostess of those parties, not a guest. And that my husband forbade me to learn the magic of her dances. That she promised me “with every new sun comes new chances, a new day to reinvent yourself.” That she was the first to call me Mata Hari, “Eye of the Dawn.”

			“Who is that man I was talking to?”

			“In the uniform? No one.”

			“He has to be someone.”

			“An Italian officer, judging from his costume.”

			“Ah. A poor mortal like yourself.”

			Edouard looks genuinely astonished. “Are you quoting Petrarch’s Lives?”

			“My father read it to me. When I was a child, he’d quiz me on the names of the ancient Romans. Greeks as well. The gods they worshipped, the temples they built.” Sometimes, instead of reading, he would tell stories from his childhood. How, when he was a boy, he was asked to pose as King William’s horse guard in a portrait painted for the Royal Gallery.

			Guimet laughs loudly at something one of his guests has said. Edouard’s hand drops from my elbow. “He was impressed with you tonight.” He pauses. “And I’m sure last night as well.”

			I don’t deny it. We are both adults. He said he wants no secrets between us.

			“I’m going to find you a better place to live. To maintain his belief in you, you’ll need an apartment that he can visit.”

			I am a child in an instant. “Can I have a bathroom, and running water, and a balcony that looks out over the city?”

			“All of that and more. But first, I believe I have secured another engagement for you. Have you heard of the Rothschilds?”

			Have I heard of them? Of course I have. They’re as rich as kings.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Everything I Hoped For

			Close your eyes and I’ll transport you to a temple called Borobudur,” I whisper in Guimet’s ear as we lounge in his bed and listen to the rain. I’ve convinced him that I conceived my sacred dances at this sanctuary and offered them to the faithful, but this isn’t true. I did visit the holy place once, on a morning as warm and fragrant as this March morning is damp and chill. Sofie, my only friend and the wife of one of my husband’s subordinates, arranged the outing. We made the trip without the men, accompanied by my servant, an Indian woman named Laksari.

			Guimet closes his eyes and I paint him a picture with words. Gone is the mahogany four-poster bed. Now, we are traveling in a rickety andong. I am pressed between Laksari and Sofie. We pass by roadside stalls where the scents of fresh fruit and cardamom waft heavily in the air. Bananas hang in bunches from the tops of bamboo huts and signs promise Freshly Picked and Ripe—I know this because Laksari is translating as we pass them by. There is absolutely nothing of Leeuwarden here. In Yogyakarta one can see reflections of The Netherlands in the way the officers’ wives dress, in the foods offered in the market—but this is a world of its own. We pass through a river valley with thatched-roofed houses on stilts. The houses climb up the tiered slopes and sweep down into rice paddies.

			“They allow ducks to eat the rice?” I ask, watching the emerald-throated birds bob and nibble.

			“The ducks do not eat the rice,” Laksari corrects me. “They eat the insects that hurt the rice.”

			We wind along palm-fringed roads and listen to women singing in the fields while men at the warungs—tiny shops—call out to us to buy fresh coconuts. The andong takes us through a small grove of heavenly smelling pine to where bamboo houses nestle against the hills. They are covered by twisted magenta garlands. Laksari tells me the funnel-shaped flowers are called ipomoea.

			When the andong driver announces, “Nearly there, my ladies,” we are transported back in time. Before our eyes an ancient temple rises from the jungle floor, partially obscured by abundant flora and twisting vines. Dutch soldiers work in complete silence, laboring to clear off the lush vegetation; it appears as if the verdure wishes to reclaim the terraces that rise, one above another, as the temple ascends to the sky. I breathe deeply and believe I am inhaling the wisdom of a thousand years.

			“I am sure you know Borobudur was built by the Shailendra dynasty. And that it took eighty years of labor to build,” I say to Guimet, tracing my finger over his chest.

			In my memory, Sofie, Laksari, and I walk to the base of the holy place and I touch the wall. It is made of basalt. On the first level, inside, are friezes illustrating the stages of life.

			We go inside and the temperature drops. It is cool and the air smells of soil, of the earth itself. Sofie points to images depicting Greed, Ignorance, Envy. According to Buddhists, she says, you reach enlightenment by overcoming desire. If you are a slave to earthly desires, you will never achieve Nirvana, the ultimate ­enlightenment . . . heaven, I suppose.

			Slowly, we make our way to the top of Borobudur, an ascent that elevates us, delivers us so close to the heavens that you can view volcanoes jutting through the forest canopy.

			At the topmost level of the pyramid we discover the meditating stone Buddhas. They are sitting in quiet bliss, feet crossed one over the other, palms outward, contemplating the world from inside stone bells. At first glance they look identical; closer inspection reveals subtle differences in the placement of their hands. In the very center rests the largest bell pointing toward Nirvana.

			“Ah. Nirvana,” says Guimet, startling me back into the present. He cups my breast and jiggles it in his hand.
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“Michelle Moran’s storytelling is as sumptuous and seductive as the subject
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herself. Like Mata Hari’s spellbound audiences, yow'll be cheering ‘bravo.
—ALLISON PATAKI, New York Times bestselling author of Sisi
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