

    
        
          Queen Shulamith's Ball

        

        
        
          Mary Catelli

        

        
          Published by Wizard's Wood Press, 2019.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      QUEEN SHULAMITH'S BALL

    

    
      First edition. October 16, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 Mary Catelli.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1942564638

    

    
    
      Written by Mary Catelli.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Queen Shulamith's Ball

Also By Mary Catelli

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Queen Shulamith's Ball


[image: ]


A ball, a ball, Queen Shulamith would hold a ball. . . .

Throughout the city, down every street, sibilant rumors ran.  Even the birds, drab or jewel-bright, twittered of the rumors in their nests, tucked in the crevices of gray stone carvings.  On a street corner, a drunkard, in tatters of green and scarlet, waved his bottle in air and—with marginal coherence—declaimed on how the ball would change the lives of many within the city before he slumped against the lamppost, and then to the pavement, to snore.  And every passerby, eyeing the gray stone of the houses on her street, was sure to pick out hers.

When, in the gray early morning, Queen Shulamith appeared on her front steps, between the pillars, her violet gown swept the stone.  She wore no jewelry, but her black hair, braided, wound about her head like a crown.  The crowd shifted as people glanced and murmured.  A sour old peddler, unable to hawk his apples when no one looked at him, muttered that it wasn't as if the city didn't have a ball, or two or three, every week.  The queen paid none of them the least heed as she spoke with servants.

Two little girls walked in their white pinafores and blue dresses—black-haired Carol and little fair-haired Nina—to Queen Hesione's refined school, founded after her husband drank the money from selling their crowns.  They passed the peddler without buying an apple and whispered of Queen Shulamith.  She was only a queen, after all, like Queen Hesione, or the aunt of one girl and the second cousin of the other.  She had to be an exile, too, or she would be making treaties and negotiating alliances.  For all her grand house, if she lost her money, Queen Shulamith might open a school, too. . . .

Holding hands, they ran up the stairs.

"Are you?" piped Nina, quieting the square.  "Are you really holding a ball?"

Queen Shulamith smiled down at the girls.  "Yes."  Her voice carried over the square in a sudden stillness.  "Young people must meet, after all.  Young or old, we must amuse themselves, and tongues and hearts of flint must find some way to gather as well, or they will risk their health, wading through poor weather to gossip, and then they would die in their sins."

Baffled, but remembering their etiquette classes, the girls thanked her.  They forgot everything else as they scrambled down the steps, but they assured everyone they met that Queen Shulamith would give a ball, until they climbed the stairs to the school and did not quite tell all the other girls before Queen Hesione hushed them and sent them to their classes.  One little girl, in the corridors, said, scornfully, that they would have been wiser to ask about the queen's magical mirrors, everyone knew Queen Shulamith had magical mirrors in her house like nothing else in the city, and balls were every day.  The other girls resolved to listen at the windows.

Even with the windows open, little drifted in, as people talked of this and that, about the river ribbons and the scandal about Lady Rose-Lily, and only now and again about Queen Shulamith—and Queen Hesione or another teacher called them back to dreariness of history or mathematics or embroidery, while every other tongue in the square carried the tale further, and the news passed on from mouth to mouth, engulfing the city like a tide.  Girls just old enough to attend exulted in their age, and lorded over their younger sisters, who pouted that a few years—or months, or weeks—cut them off from such a marvel, when Queen Shulamith never held balls.  Maidens old enough to be sure murmured about the promise, and peril, of her famed magical mirrors, and whether it was wise to attend a ball where unknown magic could affect them all.  Shopkeepers, whether selling lace or cloth or feathers, or any frippery at all, calculated their prices and how much more they could sell for such a novelty; the fancy, attending the ball, would not let themselves wear only such finery as would do for a more common ball, given by a more ordinary queen.  Hostesses made haughty, cutting remarks about how she had obviously chosen the time to undercut their own balls.

Out on a street corner, a dark-haired young woman in a flame-colored gown danced with a bear.  A scattering of coins fell.  After each dance, she gathered coins and turned to dance again, except when she and the bear moved to a new corner.  In her pirouettes, Gemma half-heard the whispers about where she came from, and those of other things.  Queen Shulamith's ball caught her ear, as much as she dared listen.  One girl, pouting, told her mother she would never get to attend so fine a ball, and Gemma pirouetted outward, into her path.

"I might be at the ball, to dance and amuse the guests—"  Her voice rang over the cobblestones.  "—but you can watch me dancing here before then."  

The mother hustled the girl onward.  Gemma, a half-smile on her lips, turned back to dancing with the bear.  A delivery boy shook his head and went on.  At the Golden Bird bakery, he joined with a cooking girl to ape those fancy dancers in pirouettes that sent flour flying.  Laughter and applause engulfed them, until the baker shouted them back to work.  The delivery boy took the next batch and fled out the door, down a street full of stalls.

An old man, smoking his pipe before his stall of pots, watched the boy run.  He would not speak first of the ball himself, but whenever a customer, or a passerby, spoke of it, he took out the pipe to pronounce that this ball would produce many a change in the city, mark his words and watch them happen.

Even on High Street, where all the narrow but high houses rose ten and twelve floors, in a parlor on a seventh floor, when they gathered in the morning (just before noon), the gossiping women mentioned the ball before Alixandre said that a knight's wife had given birth to a fox.  "Or so it was said."

"Really," said Blanca, lifting her tea cup, "the lower orders are getting entirely above themselves."

"I blame Queen Lenore," said Ida.  "She gave them all the idea—giving birth to a bear prince!"  She waved her hand over the tea set, with its painted pink rosebuds and its inlay of gold.  "And then everyone from the duchesses down to the wives of knights took it up."

"Let us just hope that it doesn't get down into the commoners."  Alixandre went to pour herself another cup of tea.  "Who knows what they would do?  Cats from a merchant's wife?"

"Worse," said Blanca, "it might get out to the peasants, and we will hear of rabbit children."

Alixandre's mouth twisted.  "I suppose we will have to wait and see about that—one never can tell—why, I even heard that there is to be another invasion of the city!"

"Really?" said Ida.

"Really," said Alixandre.  "One would think they never learned."

"Some people do," said Blanca.  "They come to the city nonetheless, for all the rumors."  She pointed out the window.  For the first time since they gathered, the other women looked out.  It took some effort, with the parlor's height, and the morning leaving the street engulfed in shadow, but still they could see the carriage down on the ribbon of a street.

Ida eyed the sky and sipped some tea.  "Early to arrive.  One wonders when they left, and where they spent the night."

Beneath her eye, the carriage trundled along the street, through towering houses, with their white-washed, half-timbered stories—and down and down, past the heights of High Street, and then along River Street, with its heavy stone walls and piers.  Where the blocks of stone stood taller than most men.  Where the stone descended in a stairway down to the waters with their rushes.  On the walls, a handful of maidens, as green and brown as the rushes, perched and made ribbons.

The youngest looked brightly up at the carriage.  "Another one!  We will—this ball of Queen Shulamith's will do us so much good.  So many ribbons and trinkets for it—"

The other women laughed like rippling water.  One said, "A ribbon not made never sells, however grand a ball is held."

The youngest looked obediently back to her ribbon, so that Marjorie, looking out the carriage window, saw only bowed heads and neat brown hair.  She folded her hands in her lap.  The carriage trundled on through a drab and crowded city.  It did not look as if it could possibly be a suitable place to bring out a young woman, let alone the only possible one.

The road rose again, though not as much as High Street had risen.  Her aunt lived on the river's other bank.  Marjorie looked at the masses of buildings where the bank rose, and hoped that the description did not merely indicate which half of the city the house stood in.

She let her breath out.  Perhaps the city was more pleasant than it looked, with its narrow streets and endless gray houses.  She knew her mother, and her aunt, would never let her leave here again without settling her.  If she died an old maid, she would die here.  For a minute, her eyes stared out the window without seeing anything.  Six months ago, it had all been arranged that she would come with her cousin, and her cousin's husband and their two little boys.  Merely because the cousin and husband had died, her mother had thought, was no reason for her not to come out now.  She shivered.  She had not seen her cousin Artemise in seven years; she had never even met her sons.  Perhaps she never would meet the boys, now.

The carriage lurched to a stop and made her blink.  Her elderly companion snorted and pulled her black shawl closer.

"Ridiculous, the way people do not—just because the city is rife with exiles, they do not know how to treat gentry—  even an exiled king should not be treated like a beggar—a mere entertainer, blocking our way!"

Marjorie leaned half out the window.  In a square ahead of them, music played—magically, she could see no musicians—and a brown bear danced, hand in paw, with a dark-haired woman in a flame-red gown that flared like a poppy.  The woman herself, and the bear, did not stand in the way, but a crowd clumped around—fishwives, peddlers, servants with packages.  After all, this was the morning.  Even if the gentry, or nobility, or royalty, had risen, they would not be about, to watch.  Marjorie let out her breath.  Well, except fools like herself, who might be about, for all their higher birth.  She did not sit back.

The bear pirouetted, and Marjorie eyed it.  She had seen dancing bears before, and poor pitiful things they had been.  This bear, with its shaggy brown coat, could dance.

The bear's claws, gleaming like ivory, passed very close to the woman, and Marjorie shivered.  The woman curtsied the bear bowed, the music ended, and the crowd, with a shower of coins before the dancers, shuddered, and broke up, laughing and chattering.  A girl's voice wondered if the bear would come to Queen Shulamith's ball, and Marjorie, sitting back, wondered how long it would take for her to learn that tale.

"Finally!"  The companion eyed Marjorie, who looked back at her hands.

The carriage turned a corner.  An empty street spread before them.

"At least here they have proper back streets," grumbled the duenna.  "Where the riffraff can come to the back door."

The carriage rumbled up before a house looking like many another on this street, and in other streets:  square, solid, built of gray stone, four
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