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For Kristin Chenoweth and for Ariana Grande.

Of course.

Not forgetting all the scintillant Galindas around the world, past, current, and to come.




Every so often we long to steal

To the land of what-might-have-been . . .

—Stephen Schwartz, ‘I’m Not That Girl,’ from Wicked

To and fro we leap

And chase the frothy bubbles,

While the world is full of troubles

And anxious in its sleep.

—W. B. Yeats, ‘The Stolen Child’
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You can double-tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




PART ONE

Make-Believe
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A girl in her attic aerie, doing herself up in slats of dusty summer light. “Licorice, these ribbons aren’t a toy, I’m trying to get them to hang straight. You stay where you are. And don’t even think of scratching your sister. No one wants to see your claws. Mama has to get ready for her class. Listen to Mama when she’s talking to you.”

Queen Licorice yawned, her teeth like tiny fish ribs. Boredom a sign of status. Salmonella, snug next to her, flailed her salmon-colored tail. Crimped by a run-in with a ferret, her tail raised a permanent question mark. This identified the orange tabby as a dolt, perhaps unfairly. She hadn’t yet shown signs of a feverish intelligence. Still, she was young. You never know.

“Stop peering at me. You’re making Mama nervous.” Galinda glanced in the mirror. The listless ribbons, stubbornly off-center. She pivoted a shoulder, waiting for that fleeting blush of satisfaction.

She wasn’t going to get it downstairs. Mumsy was out, off and away with the fairies. Papa was pacing the ground floor, impatient to get his luncheon launched. Grandmama supervised the rolling out of the crust. The new kitchen girl was approaching it all wrong. “You have no feel for it,” the old woman told Dyra. “Your mother failed to train you properly. You have to roll on the diagonal. Put your shoulders into it if you want to break up the lard. Lead with your dominant hand.”

The girl looked unglued at the reference.

“The one you write with,” said Grandmama.

“I don’t write. I’m from the orphan stables,” replied Dyra. In the corner of her mouth she was worrying a hank of hair. Her hair smelled of the smokehouse. “I en’t had training from nobody.”

Grandmama rapped a wooden spoon upon the hob to underscore her annoyance. “Proof that ignorance begins at home.”

Galinda’s father swooped into the kitchen, sampling tidbits. “I always thought it was corruption that begins at home,” he said, pinching his mother’s bum. Grandmama turned to slap him, but affectionately. Her hand made a floury cloud upon his cheek.

“I’ll box your ears yet, Highmuster Arduenna, see if I don’t.”

Her son brought out his old joke. “I learned about life at my mother’s knee and other low joints.”

“I object. However shrewd you are, that’s all me, not some other floozy.”

“Will the meal be ready,” asked Highmuster, tapping Dyra, but softly, upon the side of her head, “with this hard-shelled walnut doing the scut work?”

“I got thoughts enough,” huffed Dyra, bearing down on the rolling pin but looking as if she’d like to scatter her boss’s brains with the business end of it.

She was still learning the place. It was her first week and she’d never seen the like. The kitchen had been jury-rigged into the crankshaft chamber of the old mill. Everything happened around the central column, whose massive gears had stopped for good. Tea towels and an apron hung from the teeth of the lateral cog, while platters of cooked meats and breads were laid out along the upper millstone. The defunct tin hopper hung from the beamed ceiling; in the last five years no grain had been fed into it from the upper floor. The floors kept to antiseptic standard, though the rough stone walls were beaded with steam damp. Failing to catch much of a breeze, a row of windows hung open against the ceiling.

Grandmama checked on the honey-egg cake. Cooling down nicely in its bain-marie of well water, it smelled like fresh laundry.

They could hear Galinda tripping lightly down the back steps, all but kicking the kittens ahead of her. That entitled Queen Licorice, that aggrieved Salmonella. Galinda’s only apparent retinue. She was a fluster of pretty impatience, that child. She arrived at any doorway prepared to deliver a full sentence, an opening line, as if conversation was always stalled until she sailed into the room to initiate it. Though her grandmother was speaking, Galinda overrode her in a fluting voice. “Today’s my dance day. Who is taking me?”

Her father loped out of the pantry to check the table settings. What had been the oat crib now passed for a dining salon.

“It’s the next stage of tryouts,” said Galinda. “I just have to make the cut. The three bestest will become Team Tennery at the quarterfinals. I can’t miss today’s lesson. If we win the quarters, then it’s semifinals at Frottica. You know this, I tell you every week.”

Grandmama sniffed. “Oh, look, the Princess of the Pirouettes. Don’t aim too high, you’ll just fall farther. Mind the pudding, you’re about to twirl into it.”

“Quarterfinals, semifinals, finals, finals, finals, the finals, the finals, I need to make the finals,” sang Galinda. “It’s not until Shiz that the Princess Tiara is awarded. That’s what she’s called, not Pirouette anything. I do have a chance at it, some say.” She struck a pose with her hands behind her back and her left foot turned out. She bent her left knee a little more. There. That lifted her right hip and resettled her shoulders.

For no clear reason Licorice hissed and swiped at Salmonella. Salmonella backed up, looking appalled, even shocked. Though this sort of behavior happened six times an hour, Salmonella couldn’t get used to it. Slow learner.

“We’ve got a feast to slap up, so you’ll have to organize transport for yourself,” said Grandmama. “Ask Old Ibbison. But don’t pester your father, you gluey little glowworm; he’s keyed up.”

“Papa,” called Galinda, who didn’t listen closely. Or maybe she did. It was hard to tell with her. “Papa?” She tippy-toed past the broad farm table, looking weirdly fussy today with fancy Dixxi House china and glimmering flatware, and she followed the big man into what passed for the receiving hall.

Her father was plucking ornamental baubles out of the arrangements of cedar boughs. Grandmama had gone overboard. “It’s dance day, Papa.” Galinda punctuated her announcement with a caper on one pointed toe and a little kick-knee-kick from the other foot. Affecting nonchalance, she patted the skirt Grandmama had run up for her. It was intense, a deep blue-green finished with black piping.

Highmuster tumbled the bibelots into a drawer. “Too much frou-frou. We’re confident enough not to need to be showy. Don’t try too hard or you give yourself away. Sweetie-pea, what do you think?”

Galinda cocked her head to one side. “I’d add some ribbons around the top of the tubs. Bows on both sides.”

“That’s a bit girly.”

“Well, you asked me, and I am a girl.”

“But we don’t look desperate. That’s a house rule.”

“Papa, we’re not desperate.” Galinda put her knuckles against her top teeth. “The bows would look fancier. Can’t we be fancy? Are we rich or are we poor?”

Her father grinned sideways at her. “You tell me.”

“I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking.”

“We’re complicated.”

Galinda shrugged. Complicated was too much trouble. “I need to go to my dance class, Papa. It’s day two of the tryouts!”

“I can’t help you today, littlest. The superior honking cheeses arrive in an hour. No wives, thank Lurline. Bother one of your brothers. Or Ibbison.”

He rubbed the top of her head, but in an absent-minded manner. Galinda had seen that vacancy in her father’s behavior often. But she didn’t think about it much. Little interfered with the sealed globe of her own private Essence of Galinda. Which was like a bespoke perfume—it announced her and it completed her at the same time. If her father’s hand rested on her head, she could think about his hand, but when it withdrew, she’d waft on, forgetful, even oblivious. She was eight.
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Her first memory, near as she could work out, was of shame.

The old house, before everything happened. Mumsy having people in. A moment of charity for bereaved gentlewomen. Cupcakes with blue sprinkles. Some spilled cider. Some rich old ladies smelling of pomander and old-lady paper-breath. “Here is our little Galinda,” said Mumsy. “Galinda, this is Widow Lenth. And this is Widow Porthia. Say hello.”

Galinda did. “Little Galinda,” said Widow Lenth, with a sigh.

“So charming,” said Widow Porthia, dabbing her eyes with lace froth. “How do you do, little Galinda?”

Galinda did a little dance for them, that’s how she did. She didn’t speak much because she had a baby lisp.

Then, arriving late, in came another old bag. “This is Widow Chenia,” said Mumsy. “Be polite, now.”

Having appreciated the applause, Galinda said, “Hello. My name is Widow Galinda.”

They all laughed. It was the best moment of their afternoon, better than her dancing. Galinda fled and refused to come downstairs to say goodbye.

At bedtime, her mother said, “You’re still crying? You were absolutely endearing. They loved you.”

“Then why did they laugh?”

“You called yourself a widow. That’s a person whose husband has died. My friends this afternoon have no husbands.”

Well, neither did Galinda, so she didn’t really follow. But sometime shortly after that Robbery came on a social call and stayed on. Apparently, everybody needs a husband, or a somebody.
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Robbery,” she called up the stairs, “I have to get going. Mind the kittens.” She needn’t have bothered. The kittens, scared of the ferrets, rarely followed Galinda out the door. Robbery did not reply.

Galinda was on her own. So what that her father was distracted by his stupid lunch. Her brothers could usually be found hanging around the barn stalls.

Before the family had picked up the old millhouse property at distressed prices, due to the millstream running dry, the stables had housed four or five horses. Also carts for carrying grain to market. Though the ruined miller had taken his horses with him, he’d left the crummy carts, and her father now used them in his own commercial enterprise. A few new horses, when not away on overnight expeditions, shuffled and huffed in stalls reeking with ammonia.

Today the old place was largely empty—only a few carts and carriages in their bays. Some of the horses were cropping the meadow across Cold Shoulder Road. Several more loitered inside the barn. A few pigs on the lower level grunted in approval of life. The grunts from Galinda’s brothers—the bigger pigs upstairs—were more sardonic. They weren’t yet old enough to be sprouting chin hairs like the other pigs. The eldest was called Ham, which was fun. Hammidge. The other two were Pordock and Baxton, naturally known as Pork and Bacon.

When she hallo-ed their names into the summer gloom, they kept snorting and laughing and didn’t reply. She segued her voice from clarinet to piccolo.

“Papa told me to get one of you to bring me to my dance class! Ham! Pork! Even you, Bacon! All of you or any of you, I don’t care who it is. I can’t miss my class or I’ll lose my chance to get picked for the team.”

Pork called, “Demoted from a butterfly to a stinkbug.”

“I’ll send Robbery up there to pinch you if you don’t look smart,” replied their sister. “I have to get going or I’ll be late. This is very important to me.”

Ham was the one who caved. He swung down from the loft with his shirt open and sleeves rolled up, exposing his nearly beefy forearms as a farmhand might. “Ibbison can’t do it?”

“Old Ibbison is nowhere, and Papa is fretting over his luncheon guests. They’ll be showing up pretty soon. I don’t know why Mama has to go on a sightseeing tour this week, with so much going on.”

“You’ve answered your own question,” said Ham. “She doesn’t want to be associated with Papa’s campaigns. He’s strategic, but so is she. It’s better for them both if she’s out of the picture. Don’t try to figure it out. Come on, if we’re going let’s go. You on board, lads?”

Pork said, “We’ll keep watch here and report what we find, Corporal Ham.” Bacon just grinned and pounded a paradiddle on a beam.

“At ease, Private Pork. And Drummer Bacon.”

Ham collected the least resistant nag from over the way and harnessed her to the smaller cart. Galinda insisted on climbing up top with him. He said, “All ready? Is Robbery coming?”

“No. She’s so nervous today. She feels like she’s going to throw up. I told her to stay and watch the kittens. It’s just me.”

The wagon lurched along the back drive that pitched at a sketchy angle to join the road toward Tennery. Their village was one of a dozen outposts ringing the provincial seat known as Frottica, a place Galinda was determined to see this year, at last. Because not only would she qualify for the Tennery Team, but they would also go the distance. Home, quarterfinals, semis, and then? . . . But she kept quiet about it as they rumbled along. At least they were on their way. There was a trick between being pushy and being needy. She was still practicing how to get what she wanted.

But she’d managed it. She’d slipped out from whichever of her father’s latest campaigns was being set in motion. On her own way despite company coming.

She took note of herself. She felt like a yellow candy flame in the middle of an edible rose made of icing. She wanted to stand up and be seen, but Cold Shoulder Road was hardscrabble hill. No one nearby to notice. Ham didn’t count; he was chewing on meadow grass and humming a tune without a meter. Oh well. She sat with her hands in her lap, a porcelain study of an ambitious child.

Galinda didn’t know the names of fabrics, but this confection made her happy. Grandmama had outdone herself. A simple country thing. Cut from a coverlet rescued long ago from the old house. Vaguely floral but with little conviction as to actual species. In black, teal, and cream.

The attached skirt rippled in bevels that made Galinda think of fondant. Imperial fondant. She sensed these things—she couldn’t articulate them. Her vocabulary was barely north of barnyard, given the family’s circumstances. But she ran her hands along the pleats, adoring the effect. The girls would love it. They would hate it. They would seethe. She was so beautiful. Though Robbery might killjoy it and say that Galinda was actually ugly, that she could only act beautiful.

Still, Robbery had stayed home, so Galinda had to think that for herself.
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It was the kind of day in early summer in which things can happen—sudden lightning, another earthquake, a runaway pony, a cliff where there never used to be one—which means, also, the opposite. A day in which everyone takes a cup of woodruff tea at dusk and retires to sweet dreams of tomorrow.

Now there was only now. Pokeweed and hollyhocks by the roadside. The sun raked through unserious clouds, too filmy to cool the atmosphere. They’d burn off.

She hoped she wouldn’t start to sweat. She needed to look like the inevitable Princess Tiara, and to dance well enough not to get axed. That old crow, Miss Eglantine, could end a girl’s chances with one dilated nostril. Four sobbing wannabes had already been axed. The eight who remained were vying for the three coveted places representing Tennery. Two more contestants would be eliminated by the end of class. If she made the grade today, Galinda would have only one more hurdle to jump before being chosen for Team Tennery. From there, hop, hop, skip, jeté, maybe eventually to the coveted tiara.

It won’t be Galinda Upland left by the side of the road. She didn’t verbalize it, but she knew: No one could pass her over. They wouldn’t dare. Galinda, Arduenna of the Uplands. She was a spritz of carbonated sizzle in pinkly translucent skin. No matter what Robbery thought, with that skeptical arched eyebrow and judgy expression.

Though, true: Galinda had wobbled on a landing last week. If little Fatty Podunkia hadn’t fallen on her behind and wrenched her ankle—what a stroke of luck!—Galinda might be exiled, pouring lemonade for her father’s business cronies right now. Making its sourness more bitter with her own tears.

If she thought about it too much, she’d get a headache. “Do you actually know what is going on at this luncheon?” she asked Ham, not because she wanted to know, really, but to distract herself. “Papa seems a little . . .”

Ham finished her sentence. “Keyed up? Well, he’s got his campaigns. Everything is swagger and threat, and nothing is transparent.”

“Why do you talk to me like I’m ten years old?”

“How old are you?”

“Eight years old and something something days, I think. I’m not sure.”

Ham tried again. “He does his thing and you do yours. Don’t worry about it. We’re lucky to be off the hill. Gives him the freedom to be noisy if he wants, without scaring you.”

“Won’t he scare Grandmama?”

“You know that she’s scarier than he is.”

“Ham,” said Galinda, “why do they say we live at a low address when we’re the highest family in the village?”

Ham laughed. “Who says you’re thick?”

“Nobody, I hope.” Galinda pressed her palms against her midriff. “I wouldn’t fit in this garment if I were thick. It’s pretty tight as it is.”

They passed a few upland meadows in the first haying of the season. The ground-level stubble looked like parallel strings of ornamental chain laid end to end, golden and dormant.

“The Uplands,” said Ham, clicking the reins, “had money back in the day, and some land. Mama’s side of things. Before we kids came along, I mean. You remember the old house.”

“Hardly,” said Galinda, “but Robbery talks about it all the time. She won’t shut up about it.”

“The earthquake was five years ago—do you really remember? You were only three. The earth was trembling in a fit, and the back half of the house fell down. A few days later in an aftershock, Mount Runcible ate something bad for breakfast and belched a big orange mess into the air. Stone and flame. And ash hurled into the air. And there goes the rest of the property.”

“Ham, I remember about it but I don’t remember it happening.”

“No, we weren’t at home during the earthquake. Luckily. The filth landed on the fields we rented out to local farmers. Nobody else around us got much more than a dusting, but our place was destroyed. House and land alike.” He shook his head as if he’d just heard the news that morning.

“Too bad for us.” Galinda was nonchalant. This was ancient family legend. Five years was more than half her lifetime ago.

“The same tremors that wiped away the family portfolio rerouted any number of streams in the district. Including the beck by the old millhouse on Cold Shoulder Road. Mill rendered obsolete in a single day. Meaning we could afford to pick up the property for a song. It seemed a kind of a joke, to some.” Ham sighed. “A comedown in luck is amusing when it occurs to someone else.”

They were passing the new millpond, downslope from the original. The wheel slid panels of silvery green water off its paddles. Though hypnotized by the endless muscularity of water, Galinda was annoyed that these people had a going concern while the Uplands squatted in something so ramshackle and defunct. One of the girls she competed against lived here. Galinda didn’t like her, so she couldn’t remember her name, but she could always ask Robbery when she got back home. Robbery remembered everything but sometimes didn’t feel like saying it.

“I have a better arch than most of the students.” She slipped off her cloth shoe and demonstrated to her big brother. “The girl from the mill we just passed has cloddy feet like a plow horse.”

“Is she eliminated already then?”

“No. She has better shoes.” She craned on her perch. “We’re going to be early. Good. I can sit in the best chair so Miss Eglantine picks me first. First pick always gets the best marks. Miss Eglantine gets bored by the third girl, and all the later scores are lower.”

“You’re awful clever for a pretty little knothead.”
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They were coming into the village. “What does that word even say?” Galinda asked her big brother, pointing at the letters carved in granite over the front door of their destination.

“It says ‘GRANGE.’”

“I don’t know what a grange is. Except a dance studio every week.”

“It’s sort of a farmers’ society. They don’t sell much grain around here anymore, so I guess now it’s like a town parlor. To hold speeches. Host performers and reformers. Committee meetings when they have to decide on a new reeve or constable. Social teas. Don’t you like the building?”

Galinda had never thought about it. It was pleasingly square and a little taller than its companions on the green. A burgundy brick with corners of rusticated granite block. Village offices were tacked on, an afterthought. “It’s plain inside, but I do like the writing. Why do the letters look curlicued and fussy?”

“To show it’s an important place.” But this was as far into æsthetics as Ham was willing to dare at the moment. “Anyway, get out, you old lump. I’ll park round back and hang around somewhere. I won’t come in to watch you fall on your own hiney like that girl you just told me about.”

“Corporal Ham, you’d probably laugh.”

“I certainly would laugh.”

Galinda jumped down. The heavy front door was unlocked, as there wasn’t anything to steal in here except a tarnished coffee urn with a dented handle. Galinda had to throw her weight against the door to slip through.

The room was bare, shadowed, unadorned. The light slipped sideways through gaps in threadbare drapes the color of coal dust. Though when Miss Eglantine arrived to draw them, the edges would go moss and acid yellow. Pretty if shabby.

So now, Galinda would twitch aside one drape and sit in a half slice of light. The blue in her skirt would sing against the muffled green of the horrible old hangings. Sing in a good way, she hoped. She was becoming uncertain about turquoise.

She knew that after Ham settled the wagon he’d probably wander into the roadside tavern for a pint. The publican wouldn’t serve some boys, but Ham boasted that as the oldest son of Highmuster Arduenna he got a pass. Ham was stalwart at fifteen, and he could do surly, but he also had a bigger and more surly father. Few denied Ham his asks. He could take care of himself.

Here came Miss Eglantine in her everyday tissue of filmy printed cotton. Light grey ferns against darker grey blobs. The wrap was gathered with a frayed cord that looked, thought Galinda, as if it had once held back a theater curtain. Miss Eglantine was artistic, so she could get away with this kind of nonsense.

Galinda arched her shoulders and elevated her chin a scosh. Don’t be such a goose, said Robbery in Galinda’s head until Galinda remembered her friend been told to stay home and be quiet.

Miss Eglantine propped open one of the front doors with a podium on wheels, letting in the late-morning light. Her face was sad and a little sunken. How could people allow themselves to get so old? Mumsy was sort of old, too, but regal by comparison. Madame Eglantine Plumm, unaware of being observed, seemed just now to be, well, a little fed up. A lady crow in a dressing gown wandering about as if escaped from the unguarded doors of the Home for Distressed Gentleminds.

The girl cleared her throat. She didn’t want to be thought spying.

Miss Eglantine turned. Decades onstage snapped her into instant form. Her chin lifted and so did her brows. “Why, Miss Galinda, you startled me. Sitting there on the ready. What brings you in so promptly?”

“Good morning, Miss Eglantine. My father is putting on some sort of a luncheon for his business partners, so I came early.” She elevated her heel and shifted her weight to the ball of her foot, which thrust out her washboard torso into a more pleasing curve, she hoped. Elongated her spine. “Would you like help setting up the chairs?”

Eight chairs were needed today. By this time next week there’d be only five. “You’re not trying to get in my good books by being useful?”

“I’m not useful, everyone says so. I’m ornamental.”

She helped Miss Eglantine push the piano-mechanique closer toward the stage. It made the sound of tinkling tin leaves as it advanced over uneven floorboards. Then from the back room they dragged the heavy wooden rack of mirrors. These served as a teaching tool so girls could study their stances and despair of their plight. One day Miss Eglantine Plumm would finagle a barre from somewhere, a real dancers’ barre, but for now they used sawhorses and old hay rakes.

Miss Eglantine and Galinda were finished and had ten minutes left before the arrival of the other girls. “I’ve brought a few oranges to pass around at our recess,” said Miss Eglantine. “You can help me peel and segment them.”

The sweet old dear located an aqua bowl in the pantry where, for recitals, mothers usually set their homemade temptos and jugs of cider. “Oh, look,” said Galinda, resting the bowl against her hip. “It matches my skirt.”

“That color does you no favors. Thoughtless. It washes you out. You want something in the family of smoky rose. Or salmon. Hold that orange peel to your cheek and regard yourself in the looking glass. You’ll see what I mean.”

Galinda did as she was told, but the shame of being thought thoughtless by the haggard old specter in her stupid grey sacking had made the girl’s cheeks flush with an angry shade of pink. Which wasn’t too bad in itself, and the hell with orange. “I do see exactly what you mean,” admitted the girl. “But I thought you’d like this dress.”

“Never think about what I would like. Perhaps I have no taste at all. Consider your own opinion and learn to trust it. Ah, here come the others.” And there they were, tumbling into the front door. Galinda could name Binny, Meriah, and Samitia, but didn’t recall the rest, particularly. It was Binny who lived at the new mill. The coppery hair pinned up on her head looked like a cow patty. “Hi, Binny,” said Galinda, in a voice nearly too low to be heard.

“Oh, look, it’s Galinda,” said Binny, as if startled. “I thought you were eliminated last week! I mis’membered. What fun to see you here.”

“Fun,” said Galinda, gritting her teeth.

Meriah and Samitia threw down threadbare shoe bags no doubt cribbed from the wardrobes of great aunts. Chattering over one another, the girls began to obsess over their hair, helping each other in turns. Sitting apart with what she hoped was self-possession, Galinda opened her own reticule. Mumsy had had it custom-made, and hang the cost. Standards, standards. The side panels were painted with scenes of the Pertha Hills, the Scattershot Falls. The great obelisk. Mount Runcible in moonlight (without any plume of volcanic vomit). The famous hunting lodge of Pastorius, former king of all Oz. The top of the portable chest featured a single monogram in a cartouche of rosettes. G U, for Galinda Upland. Sometimes her brothers called her “Guh,” but she refused to answer when they did. Robbery never called her that. She never would.

The other girls pretended they weren’t impressed, but Galinda knew better. She also knew better than to draw attention to it. It spoke for itself, this cunning little tote. At whatever the cost her family had sacrificed.

Miss Eglantine clapped her hands three times. “Line up, girls. The quarterfinals, held right here, are in six weeks. We won’t talk about the semifinals in Frottica. Don’t tempt fate. Now, we have much to do to be ready.”

The girls took their places on the dais. Miss Eglantine said hello to them formally, as if they’d just met up again at a garden party. A little affectation of hers that made them all feel grander.

“Miss Isilara. How nice to see you today. And in such a becoming shade of morning glory.”

“Hello Miss Eglantine very nice to see you too Miss Eglantine thank you Miss Eglantine.” Isilara gave a kind of curtsey that made her look as if she had tumbled forward down the last steps of a steep flight. Points off for that, noted Galinda.

“Miss Meriah, in your amaryllis red, how do you do.”

“I do very well, Miss Eglantine, better than some,” said Meriah, whose competitive impulse was both a strength and a demerit, thought Galinda.

“Not better than I do,” said Miss Eglantine, lurching toward jollity.

“I didn’t mean that, Miss Eglantine.”

“You flush with vigor. That’s attractive in a girl, it proves she recognizes the error of her ways. But you’ll righten up. The vertical embellishments on your sleeves—is that macramé?”

“It’s meant to be vines.”

“They look as if they’re growing out of your armpits. If they are detachable, see to it. And now Miss Binny. Good day to you, Miss Binny.”

“An even better day to you, Miss Eglantine,” came the reply. What a suck-up, thought Galinda. How can Binny stand herself?

Miss Eglantine Plumm was smiling goofily at Binny. “I admire your color sense today, my dear.”

“That? That banana pudding thing? She looks like some trashy daisy lost in a compost heap,” burst out Galinda. She couldn’t help herself. But honestly, Binny seemed downright common in those shrieking tones of meadowsweet citron. They washed her out, they really did. Anyone would say so. (But only Galinda had. And Robbery not even on the premises!)

“I wanted your raiment to suggest blossoms,” Miss Eglantine reminded them all, but not reprovingly. “Binny is the very model of a daffodil. You could learn from her, Miss Galinda. Unless I’m sorely mistaken, you’ve never seen a turquoise blossom.”

“Well, and I never saw a grey one either,” snapped Galinda, ducking her chin at Miss Eglantine’s moody draperies. Now she’d done it. Might as well go out with fireworks.

“Ah, so you’ve never seen an herbaceous border in an autumn mist, with winter coming in,” replied Miss Eglantine a bit sadly, patting at her colorless, dance-mistress bouffant in all its straggly submissiveness. Galinda thought she’d gone too far and her chances of election to the next round were toast, but all she’d done was derail Miss Eglantine from her inspection. The dance mistress had become adrift in the grey garden of her ancient state—she might even be fifty by now!—or thirty? Galinda didn’t remember which one came first, but she meant the older one.

More or less foggily, Miss Eglantine sat down at the piano-mechanique and delivered a four-bar adjustment of reality. Orienting from a minor mode in the bass to a tenor finish in a major key, she turned the grange from grotty agrarian meetinghouse into a temple of art. The girls were poised to begin by the time the last ecstatic tinkle had faded in the shadows of high ceilings.

Miss Eglantine raised her right hand gently, as if she had a hummingbird perched upon it. She ticked out the beat with a click of her tongue. The girls began to sweat before they’d mounted to their first mock relevé.
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Galinda had guessed right; Ham had nipped into the pub across the green. The Pig and Spittle. The crude carved sign, brightly painted, showed an upright pig wearing the garb of a lord mayor. If there was a secret meaning here, it was beyond him. Class warfare? Animal rights? He pushed the door under the swinging pig and went into the lovely, yeasty gloom.

He needn’t have swaggered. At this hour the place wasn’t lively. The publican was doing accounts in his office. The barkeep was a frosty woman named Angusta. She had only a few years on him. “Must be dance day and you got stuck hauling the little stick figure down the hill. Lucky luck for you,” drawled Angusta. “You’re ahead of the noon rush. Trying to scope out a table nearest the window you’re about to be thrown through?”

“Draw me a pint of your orange bitter,” said Ham in as husky a voice as he could summon at fifteen. “Tell me what folly you’re pushing this morning.” He’d worked on that line in the cart. When he came into this room he practiced grown-up growl, however stagy it sounded in his own ears.

“I push neither folly nor fancy but fine feathered fact. I’m not the slouch I look like. When I pull the draft, see, I face right, staring blankly out that window. That’s because my left ear is keener. I like to know what’s going on. Your father’s got some kind of mission afoot up on the hill today, I take it?”

“A few folks in for a meal,” said Ham. “It’s the Friendly Friendship Club. What’s it to you or anyone else?” But talking like this, he felt a kid in community theater playing a town elder three times his age. He was amazed she wasn’t laughing at him. He’d drop the role of man-about-commerce.

“What’s it to me is a drop in my lunch trade, thank you very much. Kaar and all his cronies were harnessing up their traps and heading out. You must have passed them.”

“They likely chose the front approach. It takes longer, but the grade is easier on the teams. The work carts go around back. You’re the village traffic monitor now?”

“Shut up.” She propped herself on her elbows and settled her bosom, one lovely weight at a time, on the polished walnut bar, and sighed, as if she’d just put her feet up on a hassock. “Your old daddums Highmuster has lost some of the goodwill of his neighbors. You probably know this.”

“I never noticed goodwill was in ample supply around the village green here.”

“He’s been playing a risky game, undercutting the competition. No one knows how he can afford it. Your mother came from money once but hell, now you live in a derelict mill on the rough edge of town. So how is he
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