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The Longest Day GERMAN BORDER, 1938



Smoke sprawls past the train.

Passengers lift knitting needles or open books,

but don’t count stitches or turn pages.

At last the locomotive screeches to a stop

at a station. Peddlers pass broth

and sausages through windows.

Uniformed men with guns pull people

off the train, crying, pleading.

Lise tries to keep her hands steady

as an officer studies traveling papers

printed with lies meant to help her escape.

A Jewish scientist isn’t safe in Germany,

but she was forbidden to leave.

Lise silently counts seconds, aches to taste hope.








Lessons in Astonishment VIENNA, AUSTRIA, 1882



Rain taps the windows.

The three sisters make believe the parlor

is a dangerous, beautiful forest.

The oldest girl pulls a shawl over her head

like a red riding hood. The second-to-oldest

fills a real basket with imaginary gingerbread.

The third doesn’t want to be a grandmother,

a hunter, or a wolf. There should be more choices.

A clock chimes. Their father shuts his book.

The two older girls don’t want to get wet,

but Lise races their father down the stairs to the street.

He opens an umbrella. She steps out of its shelter.

Horses pull carriages through puddles.

Her father cheerfully greets a policeman: Guten Tag!

As the rain stops, Lise skids down a grassy slope

by the river, reaches for wild violets.

Her father, whom she calls Vati, takes her hand,

says, Nein. Those aren’t ours.

She looks up as red, yellow, green, blue,

and purple stripes soar and bend over the river.

She asks, How is a rainbow made?

Mist left in the air after rain

splits sunshine into its colors, like a prism, Vati says.

The rounded backs of raindrops bend the beams.

As Lise raises her arms, he laughs

and says, No one can touch a rainbow.

She keeps her hands high

with the hope of being the first.








Embroidery


Soon after Lise’s baby brother learns to stand,

a new baby comes who needs to be carried.

Lise escapes to her grandmother’s quiet bedroom,

which smells of candles and perfume

from a bottle with a small red cap.

She holds a round frame that pinches cloth

with barely visible spaces in the weave.

Omi, her grandmother, tells her to count the stitches

she crosses to blend shades of red for a rose.

As she threads a needle, Omi talks

about how, long ago, her family came here

to Vienna, where she grew up among

other Jewish refugees, married, raised children,

and every day thanks the Lord for blessings.

When Lise asks about where she came from,

Omi squints as if smoke stings her eyes.

Liebe, darling, it’s best to leave troubles behind.

She tucks away thread, needle, and scissors

shaped like a bird with the blades as a beak.

We’ll finish later, but not tomorrow.

The sky will fall if you sew on the Sabbath.

Omi lights two candles.

She covers her eyes and says a blessing

before the darkening sky brings in a new holy day.

Lise pricks a needle through the cloth,

pulls the thread down and up. She waits,

looks out the window, and keeps stitching.

An experiment. The sky stays

where it belongs. Or does it?

Darkness and light don’t keep perfectly still.








The Tall Door


Lise and Gusti cut out paper crowns.

They pretend to be princesses or royal cats

while their older sister starts school.

The next year Gusti leaves home with Gisela.

In the evenings, Gusti teaches Lise the alphabet.

The twenty-six letters can be made into more words

than you know how to count, at least yet.

When it’s Lise’s turn to start first grade,

each sister holds one of her hands as she skips.

They stop in front of a beautiful wide door.

Lise understands she’s meant to enter alone.

Her collar and sleeves seem terribly tight.

You taught me the alphabet, she says.

Can’t you tell me what else you learn?

We can’t teach you everything! Gusti exclaims,

then whispers, Remember you have brave sisters.

Everything is what Lise wants to know.

She pushes open the door.








Vocabulary


Desks must be lined up perfectly straight,

the teacher says. Chairs pulled in just so far.

Lise learns the proper way to grip

a pencil, hold a ruler steady. She lines up letters,

then links words into more meaning.

She sits among girls with nearly paper-pale faces,

dark hair pulled back into braids.

All wear skirts and carefully hidden petticoats.

Lise learns that the word “daydream”

means thoughts belonging to her alone.

The teacher says: Don’t.

She learns the word “shy” is close to “goodness”

but feels like a stone in her chest.

Words that slide easily at home

stick on her tongue in school.








Wrong Answers


After their mother checks for lights-out, Gusti whispers,

Would you rather see the future or be famous?

I want to see what will happen, Lise says.

Would you rather be invisible or able to fly?

Fly.

Would you rather be pretty or smart?

The sisters have a rule that they must choose

just one answer, but Lise understands

this question is a trap. Gusti wants to know

if she’d rather be like their smart oldest sister

or pretty like her. Lise says, Nobody

when she really means herself.








The Edges of Wonder


Lise memorizes poems and practices

multiplication tables. She wonders

how many times you can multiply something,

then multiply that again and again.

Division, too, can go on forever.

What happens if you try to split the invisible?

The teacher slaps a yardstick on Lise’s desk.

Pay attention!

Lise pulls back her hands, sits up straighter.

Being almost invisible doesn’t keep someone safe.








Without Boundaries


Lise likes school more when science is taught.

She flattens flowers inside books,

then pastes them on paper, labeling the parts.

She learns a little about storms

and how electricity moves through metals.

She learns that the word “theory” means an idea

that comes from looking closely and asking questions.

Lise’s teacher twists a strip of paper,

attaches the ends into a loop. She introduces

a Möbius strip, a path of paper with just one side.

What seemed impossible is not.

Joy ripples through Lise, but her body stays still.

She feels part of the world

held within a memory in the making.








Two Candles


Lise is twelve, and both older sisters have stopped school,

when their grandmother becomes too ill to leave

her bed. She looks small under the covers.

As Omi sleeps, Lise studies the two candles

she used to light on Friday nights.

Omi told her that one flame honors the present moment,

the other memory. Lise asks her mother,

Do prayers work if you’re not religious?

We’ve always been and always will be Jewish,

but your father and I look ahead more than back.

Let others stand to worship in synagogues

on Saturdays or kneel in churches on Sundays.

We do our best simply to care for all people.

But do prayers work if you’re not sure they’re heard?

Mutti looks her in the eye—a day Lise will remember.

She says, Prayers are as much hope and love as words.








The Street


Mutti covers the parlor mirror with black cloth.

Guests sit on cushions or stools,

blowing their noses in handkerchiefs,

saying nice things about Omi. The table

is covered with half-emptied cups and plates.

The edges of sliced challah bread turn hard.

Mutti asks Lise to mind her little brothers and sisters.

When the eighth and youngest child gets restless,

Lise counts on her fingers to show Walter

there are just two more days of company.

He whispers, I don’t want Omi to be dead.

But can I ever play again?

Lise takes him outside to the street

where children chase a rubber ball.

They scramble and shout until

three tall boys swagger toward them.

One spits and says, No Jews allowed here!

He kicks the ball in front of horses

pulling a carriage. The ball pops.

The driver jumps down from his seat

and chases the bullies.

Walter tightens his face to keep from crying.

He looks up at their window

and asks, Does everybody die?

Someday. The truth keeps Lise’s feet steady

as boys shout. A horse whinnies and stamps.

Walter, this is everyone’s street,

Lise says. You can play here.








Saved


Lise winds toy trains, spins tops,

organizes games of cards and hide-and-seek.

She helps her youngest brother set up tiny towns

with old boxes, spools bare of thread, pencils,

and the red cap from the empty perfume bottle.

They line up their father’s leather-bound books

as a bridge. Walter asks, Why are these books so big?

Vati says laws are short

but have long stories behind them.

Lise passes along their grandmother’s

old tales about rivers, rain, and floods.

Walter opens the roof of a toy ark.

He plucks out two wooden ducks,

donkeys, elephants, lambs, and lions

shrunk to the same size. There are two people:

Noah and his wife, who must have a name.

Lise taps her fingers like rain. She says,

The whole world flooded, but Noah called

animals to the ark where they’d be safe.

Walter wiggles the animals, gives them a voice.

They’re crying. They miss their old home.

They find a new one, Lise says.

Finally the storm stopped. A rainbow came.

But all the good people were saved, Walter says.

No. Lise tells him the truth.

She hopes someone on that ark asked,

Why just us? Why not everyone?








Broken Promise


Lise’s teacher holds up a chart showing

the stacked squares of the periodic table.

Inside each square stands one symbol for elements

that she says make up all the parts of the world.

Every person is made of elements. Every tree.

Some elements are ordinary and often around.

Others are rare. Some haven’t yet been found.

Elements seem like the alphabet of the world!

They’re as essential as letters—half-forgotten

by readers used to skimming through sentences,

but necessary to make each word.

Lise’s mind brims with questions,

but before she can pose them,

the teacher puts down the chart with symbols

arranged as if in a tiered jewelry box.

She doesn’t say, You’ll learn more next year,

as boys might be told in the school across the street.

They will keep on with classes, while

those for girls end when they turn fourteen.

Lise looks out the window at a world dividing in two.

What’s called “pride” in boys

is called “bragging” in girls.

What’s called “humble” in boys

can make a girl disappear.








Fourteen


Boys run past Lise and other hungry girls,

shout and swerve into friends on the street.

Lise doesn’t want to walk in a straight line

heading home to pin, button, buckle,

tend to her five little brothers and sisters.

Sometimes she wishes she were a boy,

though it’s not her own self she wants to lose.

How many people can she be and leave behind?

Years ago she stopped pretending

she was a princess, a cat, or all-knowing,

her hands hovering over small wooden villages,

inviting Noah’s animals onto strawberry farms.

Now she walks without a paper crown, warns

her little brothers and sisters, Be quiet, be careful.

Heading to the park, Lise tells them

to look before crossing the street

and to seek the police if they ever get lost.

She lets them pluck violets growing in the grass,

watches out for bees and boys who wave sticks.








The Knife


Lise bends over a book while Gusti combs

lotion through her hair to loosen its crinkles.

Gusti’s hair falls downward rather than coils.

Her blouses stay tucked into her skirts.

She pushes in pins, trying to stab Lise’s hair

into obedience. She pokes her back. Sit up straight.

I’m reading. Lise bends deeper over

a French grammar book.

She’s taking classes to train to be a tutor.

You should come with Gisela and me to parties,

Gusti says. You need to meet boys.

Ouch! Lise twists away from Gusti’s pins.

I never know what to say to them.

Just say anything. But not about math.

Lise attends some dances. She also volunteers

in a hospital with her older sisters, making up beds

or bringing patients pitchers of water.

She doesn’t like chatting with them.

Instead she finds work in a kitchen, cutting

vegetables for soup to feed the hungry.

She wants to be good, and more.

Still, all the chunks of potatoes and turnips

look like a pale path without an end.








The Birthday Present


The periodic table takes up two pages

in the book Vati gives Lise when she turns sixteen.

Hydrogen and helium grace

the top of the grid, as if floating.

In the middle, metals like copper, silver, and gold shine.

To the right are softer metals often used

to make things, like tin, aluminum, and lead.

Around them a cloud of symbols

stand for elements as important and unseen

as the places where stories begin.

Science becomes a need, like hunger.

One world whispers questions.

Another tells her to turn her back.








The Café


Newspapers from around Europe are draped

from a wooden rack in a café.

For the price of two cups of mocha,

Gusti studies arts and fashion articles

while Lise reads Le Figaro to polish the French

she tutors to daydreaming girls.

Like Lise, many are seventeen.

Most seem to be waiting for another life

they call marriage. Lise is waiting, too, though

for something she can’t name. Each year without schooling

marks how far she is from where she wants to be.

When Lise folds the newspaper, her sister talks

about the opera they’ll attend tonight

and her dream of playing piano on a stage.

Gusti turns her head, frowns at men

at a nearby table laughing over glasses of beer.

She whispers, They’re discussing who’s prettier,

using a nasty name for Jewish girls.

Ignore them. Lise tucks her head.

Of course. That’s what we’ve been taught.

Gusti stands, smiles, and walks through cigar smoke

past the table where the speaker sits.

She swings an arm so his coffee cup spills in his lap.

He howls. His companions snicker.

Pardon me, Gusti says, turning to take back

her seat with grace, as if before a piano.








One


Lise pries a story she needs from news reports

about a scientist ten years older than her.

In Poland, where colleges are also closed to women,

Manya Sklodowska worked as a governess to help

pay tuition for her older sister at the University of Paris.

In turn, that sister supported the younger one

while she earned a degree in physics.

Now French enough to call herself Marie,

she worked with, then married, Pierre Curie.

They discovered two elements.

Marie named radioactivity, a force

that can burn a way through paper, cloth, or skin.

Knowing one woman did such work

is like switching on a lamp. The darkness is gone.








What Can Change


Lise opens the book Vati gave her

and shows Walter her favorite two pages.

The symbols for elements stand in rows

straight as bookshelves full of possibilities.

Each element has a story of what it is

and what it might become, she says.

Marie and Pierre Curie discovered two new ones.

You can’t see polonium or radium,

but their rays can burn. Lise dips her pen to write

the symbol for radium in an empty block.

You’re not supposed to write in books!

Walter’s eyes widen.

When people find out more, we need new words.

Lise runs a fingertip below the rows of boxes.

The periodic table can change shape and size.

Why do we need more elements? Walter asks.

We can’t yet know the use of such discoveries.

But we have to keep looking.

Long ago alchemists thought an element

like lead could be changed into gold.

Then scientists said no, elements can’t change.

Now radioactivity shows that elements can transform,

giving glimpses into elements not yet named.

If what’s known about the natural world can change,

so can the places where girls should or shouldn’t go.

Hope is found and lost, slips in, then away.








Laws


After the supper dishes are cleared, everyone sings

while Gusti plays the piano. Then the youngest head to bed.

Others scatter to corners or chairs with books.

Lise checks one sister’s knitting, points out a missed stitch.

She says, It’s hard to spot a mistake until you’ve knitted

far enough to see a break in the pattern.

Her sister cries and runs to their mother.

Lise helps another sister who keeps forgetting

the answer to eight times seven.

She slams shut her book, says, I hate math.

You’re lucky you’re done with school.

We’re not lucky, Lise says.

I’d like to study more too, Gisela says.

At the hospital, I listen in to doctors.

I could do more useful work than changing sheets.

Vati puts down his newspaper. Men claim

that more than nine years of school

harms girls’ health. It’s nonsense.

I read that colleges opened for women

in England, France, America, and Switzerland.

I wish colleges would open here, Lise exclaims.

Maybe they will. Laws aren’t bricks.

They can bend, Vati says. I’ll help all

my daughters go to college if you get that chance.

It won’t be easy. It was lonely being one

of the first Jewish students in my law school.

But somebody has to go first to make things fair.








The Chance


At last justice—don’t call it luck—

takes the side of women in Austria.

Shortly before the new century starts,

colleges will admit those who pass the entrance exam

given to boys after four years of preparatory school.

Lise buys and borrows books,

reads while ironing her little sisters’ dresses.

She works her way through books on botany,

zoology, mineralogy, psychology, religion, Latin,

German literature and history, mathematics,

and the briskly changing field of physics.

Lise reads in the parlor while Gusti practices

Brahms pieces she’ll perform in fancy parlors.

The counting at the piano, the patterns of pauses,

build on the old to find a new way to wonder.

Science, too, is built on practice and attention

until something small widens or rises beyond facts.








Light Within Stones


Lise’s dress swings over her ankles as she passes

a butcher’s shop, fruit and vegetable peddlers.

She and her sisters no longer hold hands,

but Gisela and Gusti walk beside her, humming,

on their way to classes in medicine or music.

Lise strides past pillars and through the wide doors

of the University of Vienna. In the corridors,

men swerve or sigh to let her know she’s in their way,

though at five feet tall she’s smaller than most.

Portraits only of men hang on the walls,

as if to suggest that while women students

may now enter, they can’t leave a lasting mark.

Passing a few other young women, Lise recognizes

the armor of shyness, the glint of determination.

Lise is the only woman in a hall of one hundred men

who study physics in 1901. She takes notes

on the ways sound, heat, and light merge

like three instruments into one piece of music.

Her favorite professor dances between

three blackboards, exploring matter and energy.

Questions and answers are more circle than line.

Laboratories are in old buildings with buckling floors.

Walls with wormholes shake in high winds.

Lise measures radiation on patched-together equipment.

She analyzes samples of radium Marie and Pierre Curie

gave to the university in thanks for Austria’s gift

to them of pitchblende, dark ore they crushed

and filtered to find new elements.

Lise looks close, determines when to believe

her own eyes and when to follow the math

that lies beneath, like light within a stone.








Intermission


Lise and Gusti buy tickets for cheap balcony seats,

lean toward musicians who lend their breath

to trumpets, softly stamp fingers over flutes,

scissor elbows by violins, or skim hands

over a piano, blending, widening

until strangers around them feel like family.

During intermission Gusti sometimes says,

One day I’ll perform here. Tonight she talks

about a young man who’s studying to be a lawyer.

With Justinian I found the music I sought.

Lights flicker. Musicians settle back in their seats

to play Beethoven, a crash, cry, and long goodbye.








One Note


After the cherry orchards across the Danube River

bloom, Gusti marries. The ceremony is simple.

Justinian’s family is much like theirs: Jewish

but more devoted to music, art, and books than ritual.

The next year Gusti gives birth to a boy.

The patience she brought to the piano is given

to drying infant tears and changing tiny nightgowns.

Lise misses the echo of her sister’s footsteps

and ambition, but she walks to the university alone.

In lecture halls, she steps over the sprawled legs

of young men who always believed

they had a right to sit here. Lise takes exquisite notes.

She stays up late reading to make up for the years

she waited for a college to let her in. But even

as she forges forward, she never wants to leave
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