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			Epigraph

			There is a word sweeter than Mother, 
Home, or Heaven. That word is Liberty.

			–­–­Matilda Joslyn Gage

			The story of “The Wonderful Wizard of Oz” was written solely 
to pleasure children of today. It aspires to being a modernized fairy tale, in which the wonderment and joy are retained 
and the heart-­aches and nightmares are left out.

			–­–­L. Frank Baum

			I tried my damndest to believe in the rainbow 
that I tried to get over and I couldn’t. 

			–­–­Judy Garland
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			Chapter 
1

			Hollywood

			October 1938

			It was a city within a city, a textile mill to weave the gossamer of fantasy on looping looms of celluloid. From the flashing needles of the tailors in the costume shop to the zoo where the animals were trained, from the matzo ball soup in the commissary to the blinding-­white offices in the brand-­new Thalberg executive building, an army of people—­composers and musicians, technicians and tinsmiths, directors and actors—­spun thread into gold. Once upon a time, dreams were made by hand, but now they were mass-­produced. These forty-­four acres were their assembly line.

			Outside its walls, the brown hills, tidy neighborhoods, and rusting oil derricks of Culver City gave no hint of magic; but within the gates of M-­G-­M—­Metro, as it was known—­you stepped inside an enchanted kingdom. A private trolley line that cut through the center of the studio’s back lots could whisk you across the world, or back in time—­from old New York’s Brownstone Row to the Wild West’s Billy the Kid Street to Renaissance Italy’s Verona Square—­with no stops in the outside world. In 1938, more than three thousand people labored inside these walls. Just as the Emerald City was the center of the Land of Oz, so the M-­G-­M Studios were the beating heart of that mythic place called Hollywood.

			Maud Baum had been waiting on foot outside the massive front gates of Metro-­Goldwyn-­Mayer for almost an hour, just another face among the throngs of visitors hoping for a chance to get inside. Every now and again, a gleaming automobile pulled up to the gate. Each time, the studio’s guard snapped to attention and offered a crisp salute. Whenever this happened, the fans waiting around the entrance, hoping to catch a peek of the stars, would leap forward, thrusting bits of papers through the car’s windows. As Maud observed this spectacle, she couldn’t help but feel a pang for Frank: his doomed Oz Manufacturing Film Company, a single giant barnlike structure, had been just a short distance away from the current location of this thriving metropolis of Metro. In 1914, when Frank had opened his company, Hollywood had been a sleepy backwater of orange trees and bungalows, and filmmaking a crazy venture seen as a passing fad. If only he could have lived to see what a movie studio would become over the course of the next two decades: another White City, a giant theater stage. This fantastical place was the concrete manifestation of what Frank had been able to imagine long before it had come to pass.

			At last it was Maud’s turn. As the guard scribbled her a pass, her stomach fluttered. Inside her purse, she had the small cutout torn from Variety. She didn’t need to look at it; she had long since memorized its few words: “oz” sold to louis b. mayer at m-­g-­m. As the last living link to the inspiration behind the story, she was determined to offer her services as a consultant. But getting access to the studio had not been easy. For months, they had rebuffed her calls, only reluctantly setting up a meeting with the studio head, Louis B. Mayer, because the receptionist was no doubt fed up with answering her daily queries. Today she would make her case.

			If Maud’s suffragist mother, Matilda, had taught her anything, it was that if you wanted something, you needed to ask for it—­or demand it, if necessary. True, Maud would far rather be reading a book at Ozcot, her Hollywood home, but she had made a promise to her late husband that she aimed to keep.

			The guard pushed her day pass through the glass-­fronted window and gave her a nod.

			“Where is the Thalberg Building?” she asked.

			He jerked his head to the left—­a gesture that could have pointed anywhere. “White Lung? Just head that way. You can’t miss it.”

			White Lung? What a peculiar name for a building. Maud was about to ask him why, but as she’d aged she’d learned to keep her thoughts to herself so as not to come off as a doddering old fool.

			Inside the studio’s gates, the paths and private roads were crowded with people and vehicles. A knot of actors hurried by, costumed in elaborate ball gowns, paste jewels, and powdered wigs, followed by painters in splattered coveralls, a man humming a tune to himself, and another fellow, likely a writer, with a furrowed brow and a pencil tucked behind his ear. Maud leapt out of the way as three girls whizzed past on bicycles. Having spent much time in the theater, she was reminded of the bustle of backstage, but this—­this was such an immense scale—­all the world’s a stage! Frank had loved to quote Shakespeare. Here, it seemed to be literally true.

			The Art Moderne Thalberg Building was dazzlingly white, its fresh exterior paint as clean as snow. A few scaffoldings still crept up one side—­the building was clearly brand-­new. When she stepped inside the polished lobby, she felt a chill prickle her skin and heard an odd wheezing sound like an old man breathing. She pulled her cardigan tighter around her shoulders as the receptionist gave her a sympathetic look.

			“It’s the air conditioner,” she said. “Like a heater for cool.”

			Maud suppressed a smile. Such a Frank-­like idea. A heater for cool. He was always saying backward things like that.

			“May I help you?”

			“I am here to see Mr. Louis B. Mayer.” Maud made sure that her voice conveyed no hint of hesitation. She who hesitates is lost. That was another of Matilda’s expressions. Seventy-­seven years old and Maud sometimes still felt as if her mother were perched just behind the wings, whispering stage instructions.

			The receptionist was a young woman with a well-­coiffed platinum bob. “Actress?” she asked.

			“Most definitely not.”

			The girl raised a stylishly penciled eyebrow and gave Maud the once-­over, from her gray curls down to her sturdy brown pumps.

			“Are you . . . ?” She leaned in. “His mother?”

			To her credit, Maud did not show her irritation. “Mrs. L. Frank Baum. I have an appointment.”

			The young woman narrowed her eyes, the rubber tip of her pencil ticking down the list. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Baum. You aren’t on Mr. Mayer’s schedule.”

			“Check again,” Maud insisted. “One o’clock. I made this appointment weeks ago.” She wouldn’t let them turn her away now. She’d been waiting too long for this day to arrive.

			“You’ll have to speak to Mrs. Koverman . . .” She dropped her voice. “Mount Ida. No one gets to Mr. Mayer without going through her first.”

			Maud smiled. “I’m quite adept at going through people.”

			“Take the elevator to the third floor. Mrs. Koverman’s desk will be right in front of you.”

			As Maud waited for the elevator, her blurry reflection looked back at her from the shining brass of the twin doors. She hoped that her expression reflected a resoluteness of spirit, rather than the trepidation she was now feeling as this important meeting was at last upon her.

			“Third floor,” she said to the uniformed elevator man, stepping inside.

			When the doors slid open, she faced a secretary’s desk with a plaque that read mrs. ida koverman. A stout matron with bobbed brown hair inspected Maud.

			“Maud Baum,” Maud said. “I have an appointment with Mr. Louis B. Mayer.”

			“On what business?”

			“My late husband . . .” Maud was horrified to hear her voice squeak.

			Mrs. Koverman looked at her with no trace of sympathy.

			“My late husband, Mr. L. Frank Baum, was the author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz.”

			Mrs. Koverman’s expression did not soften.

			Maud had long since noted that there were two kinds of people in the world: fans of Oz—­those who remembered their childhoods—­and those who pretended that they had never even heard of Oz, who believed that adults should put away childish things. From the look on her face, Mrs. Koverman fell into the latter category.

			“Have a seat.” She cut off any further conversation with a vigorous clacking of her typewriter keys.

			Maud sat, feet crossed at the ankle, handbag and a well-­worn copy of Oz balanced on her lap, hoping to convey that she wasn’t planning on going anywhere.

			Every now and again, Mrs. Koverman would stand up and rap upon the door with the brass plaque on it reading louis b. mayer, then enter with a piece of typed paper or a phone message. Each time she emerged, Maud looked at her steadily while Mrs. Koverman avoided her gaze. Once in a while, Maud glanced at her wristwatch. Soon one-­thirty had come and gone.

			The two women might have remained in their silent test of wills had not a large commotion ensued from the elevator bay—­a loud thwack and a cry of “Bugger all!” filled the room. Maud was astonished to see a giant young man—­well over six feet tall—­rubbing his head, then bending over to gather up a scattered pile of papers from the floor. Most surprising, a brand-­new edition of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz had skidded across the floor, landing almost at Maud’s feet.

			She picked it up and approached the man. “I believe you’ve lost this?”

			“Right,” he said with a British accent. “Just give me a minute. I’m a bit dazed.”

			Maud watched with alarm as the lanky man swayed like a tall pine on a windy day. But after a moment, he straightened his tie, took the book from Maud, and held out his other hand in greeting. “Noel Langley. Scenarist.”

			He noted the faded clothbound volume Maud held in her other hand. “Doing a little homework, I see.”

			“Homework?”

			“Let me guess. Are you playing Auntie Em?”

			“Auntie Em?” Maud was startled. She peered at the man, confused. “But how could you . . . ?”

			“Clara Blandick,” Langley continued, not seeming to notice Maud’s reaction. “I presume . . .”

			“Oh, the actress?” Maud said, gathering her wits. “You mean the actress?”

			“Yes, the actress,” Langley said, louder this time. Maud blinked in irritation. 

			“Not at all. I’m not an actress,” Maud said firmly. “I’m Maud Baum—­Mrs. L. Frank . . . ?”

			Langley returned a blank look.

			“My late husband, Frank—­L. Frank Baum? Author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz?” Maud held up her book and pointed to the author’s name.

			Still looking puzzled, he scrutinized Maud as if seeing her for the first time. She twisted the emerald she wore on her fourth finger and smoothed the folds of her simple floral dress, aware how out of place she must appear to this elegant young man.

			“But the book was written before I was born . . .” Langley said slowly, as if trying to solve a difficult math problem in his head. “Surely his wife must be . . .” As he spoke, his head cocked progressively more to one side, until with his long limbs and small tilted head, he looked like a curious grasshopper.

			“I’m seventy-­seven years old,” Maud said. “Not dead yet, if that’s what you were thinking.”

			“Certainly not, of course not,” Langley stammered, his face now beet red. “It’s just that I imagined the book was published years ago? I guess, I assumed—­oh, never mind what I assumed . . .”

			“Not to worry,” Maud said soothingly. “The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was published in 1900. The turn of the century.” 

			“Ah, yes . . .” Langley said. His blush had faded, but the tips of his auricles remained pink.

			“Must seem like ancient history to a young man like you.” Maud’s heart sank at the thought.

			Langley nodded in agreement.

			“Which brings up a good point,” Maud said. “It’s a lucky chance I’ve run into you. You see—­”

			Before Maud had a chance to finish, the elevator doors slid open again and a brown-­haired man seemed to blow out as if pushed by a strong wind.

			“Langley!” he cried out.

			“Hello,” the tall fellow answered. “Look what we have here . . . if you can believe it. It’s Mrs. L. Frank Baum. Mrs. Baum, this is Mervyn LeRoy. He’s the producer.”

			LeRoy skidded to a stop in front of the pair and looked Maud up and down.

			“Well, I’ll be,” he said, appearing mystified at her presence.

			LeRoy’s gaze fell upon the faded green book Maud clasped in her bony, spotted hands.

			“Well, now, look at this.” LeRoy reached out. “This looks like the exact same edition I had when I was a kid . . . sat on the shelf right by my bed. Loved that book so much.”

			Maud sensed an opening. “Would you like to take a look?”

			She held out the worn volume, the color leached from its cover and its edges frayed. Before cracking it open, LeRoy inhaled its papery scent, then reverently brushed the palm of his hand across the stamped green cloth. Flipping it open, he perused the color illustrations one by one, a half-­smile on his lips.

			“I grew up reading this book. Loved it! It’s hard to explain. I almost felt as if the characters were part of my own family.”

			“I am glad to hear you feel that way. So you’ll understand why it’s so important to stick to the author’s vision.”

			LeRoy tore his eyes away from the volume in his hands and returned his gaze to Maud, whose corporeal presence he still seemed to find puzzling. “The author’s vision? Tell the truth, I never gave a moment’s thought to the person who wrote it. Oz always seemed so timeless—­eternal, really. Funny to think it started out as the idea of an unknown person with a pen in his hand.”

			“I assure you, my husband was a very celebrated man in his day. The newspapers used to be full of stories about him. Headlines. Mr. L. Frank Baum, celebrated author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz  . . .” She looked at LeRoy expectantly, but he maintained the same bland expression. Even though this one wasn’t as wet behind the ears as Langley, he had most likely still been in knee britches when Frank Baum’s name was on every lip.

			“Perhaps a young man like you wouldn’t remember . . .” Maud was unable to hide the discouragement in her voice.

			“No, ma’am. This is all news to me. But I promise you, it doesn’t matter one bit. I may not recall anything about the author, but I’ll definitely never forget that story!”

			It pained Maud terribly to think that Frank could be forgotten, and yet, she wasn’t entirely surprised. Now, almost twenty years after her husband’s death, many people didn’t recognize his name, but was there anyone, big or small, who didn’t know Dorothy and the Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Lion? Frank’s creations had grown more celebrated than their creator, bursting out of the confines of the pages to which Frank had entrusted them. Of all people, Maud knew best that none of it—­the Wizard, the Witches, the Land of Oz itself—­would have existed were it not for the real flesh-­and-­blood man who had walked this earth, who had lived and laughed, and sometimes suffered . . . 

			“Mrs. Baum?” LeRoy was holding the book out to her. Maud realized she had been lost in her thoughts.

			“Well, it’s been a pleasure.” He turned to go.

			“Mr. LeRoy?” Maud held out her hand.

			“Yes?”

			“Do you think that you could . . . Well, it’s just that . . . You see . . . I’m the last link to the author of this book, and yet I can’t even get permission—­”

			“Mister LeRoy,” Ida Koverman interrupted.

			He pivoted to Mrs. Koverman as if surprised by her presence. “Well there, Ida,” he said jovially. “Do you know who we have here?” He held up the book. “This is Mrs. L. Frank Baum! Can you believe it?”

			Mrs. Koverman’s eyebrows remained fixed in a straight line, matching exactly the cast of her mouth. “Mr. Mayer will see you and Langley now.”

			At the mention of Mayer’s name, the two men were suddenly all business. Langley muttered, “Good day,” LeRoy tipped his hat, and Maud realized that their brief conversation was over. The two men hurried inside the confines of Louis B. Mayer’s office without a backward glance, leaving Maud no choice but to return to her seat. Half an hour later, when Mayer’s door pushed open and the two men emerged, Maud stood up expectantly, hoping to engage them once again, but this time, deep in conversation, the men barely nodded to her as they passed, and she soon found herself alone with Mrs. Koverman, who was typing with a rapid-­fire clickety-­clack, clickety-­clack, zing.

			After what seemed an eternity, Ida Koverman stood up and beckoned. The door swung open upon an office so vast that Maud could have ridden a bicycle across it. At one end stood a pearly grand piano; at the other was a massive white semicircular desk. Behind the desk sat a round-­faced, bald-­pated man with equally round spectacles. To Maud, he looked like a prairie dog just emerging from his hole. He seemed to take no note of her at all but was rummaging around on his desk, leafing through some papers that might have been a script. Behind her, Mrs. Koverman exited, leaving the door open. Maud stood still, waiting for some sign of acknowledgment; at last, certain that none was forthcoming, she approached.

			Louis B. Mayer looked up, as if startled to see her there. “Mrs. L. Frank Baum,” he burst out, jumping up from his seat. “Mrs. Oz herself.” He stood up and reached across the desk, pumping Maud’s hand warmly, then dropped it suddenly, taking a step back as if seeing her for the first time. “So tell me, Mrs. L. Frank Baum. What can I do for you today?”

			“I’m here to offer my services,” Maud said. “I called the moment I saw the announcement in Variety.” Maud did not mention that the studio had been rebuffing her overtures for months. “I want to be a resource to you. I can tell you all about Oz, and about the man who created him. Nobody knows more about the story than I do—­”

			Mayer cut her off, calling through the open door.

			“Ida?”

			Mrs. Koverman popped her head in.

			“Mr. Mayer?”

			“Bring that box of letters in here, will you?”

			A moment later, the secretary deposited a large box on the desk.

			“Be a doll and read us a couple.”

			She sifted through the box for a minute and pulled out an envelope, from which she extracted a letter.

			“Go on,” Mayer said.

			Mrs. Koverman began to read in a high-­pitched singsong: “ ‘Dear Mr. Mayer, please make sure that you don’t change anything in the book. Sincerely, Mrs. E. J. Egdemane, Sioux Falls, South Dakota.’ ”

			Maud sat up straighter in her chair. “Ah yes, the mail. We used to receive it by the wheelbarrowful. The fans are so passionate. Did you know that my husband used to incorporate suggestions from children into the storyline whenever he could?”

			Mayer sat impassively, hands folded on the desk in front of him. Maud couldn’t decipher his expression.

			Mrs. Koverman rummaged around and plucked out another, as if picking numbers for a game of Bingo. “This one’s from, let’s see . . . Edmonton, Washington. ‘Dear Mr. Mayer, Nobody can play the scarecrow like Mr. Fred Stone from the Broadway show. Please see to it that he is cast in the movie.’ ”

			Mayer grinned. “No matter that old Fred Stone has hardly been able to walk since he got wrecked in that airplane stunt, never mind dance.”

			“Stone is quite recuperated,” Maud said tartly, but Mayer was still nodding for Mrs. Koverman to continue with her recitation.

			“ ‘Dear Mr. Mayer, My name is Gertrude P. Yelvington. I’ve been reading the Oz books since I was a young girl. Judy Garland does not look like Dorothy. P.S.: Please see to it that the characters look like the illustrations done by W. W. Denslow . . . I like those the best.’ ”

			She dropped it, fluttering, back into the box.

			“You see what I’m up against,” Mayer said. “Everyone has an opinion. I’ve been told that more than ninety million people have read one or more of the Oz books. Of course I don’t need to tell you that, Mrs. Baum. Oz is one of the best-­known stories in the world. That’s both our blessing and our curse. So, you have opinions about how the movie should be? Well, take a ticket and stand in line.”

			Maud tried to keep her composure. She had not known what to expect from Mayer, but she had not contemplated such an abrupt and thorough disregard.

			“But, Mr. Mayer—­”

			“Is that all, Mrs. Baum? I’m a very busy man.”

			Maud looked at him steadily, her mother’s daughter, even now. “No, Mr. Mayer, I’m not finished. Please hear me out. You need to understand that you have an obligation. To many people, Oz is a real place. . . . And not just a real place—­a better place. One that is distant from the cares of this world. There are children right now who are in difficult circumstances, who can escape to the Land of Oz and feel as if—­”

			“Of course, of course.” Mayer waved his hand dismissively. “The story is in the best hands. You have nothing to worry about, Mrs. Baum. Thank you so much for visiting today—­if something comes up we’ll call. . . . Ida, take Mrs. Baum’s phone number, would you?” He had already disengaged.

			So much was riding on this encounter, Maud found herself grasping to explain. She wanted to say that she was the only person who could help them stay true to the spirit of the story, because she was the only one who knew the story’s secrets. Yet it was difficult to articulate such an imprecise thought, especially to such an abrupt and dismissive little man. So, instead of making a reasoned argument, Maud defaulted to the truth.

			“I’m here to look after Dorothy.”

			Mayer regarded her skeptically.

			“Dorothy?”

			Maud nodded. “That’s right.”

			Mayer chuckled. “Judy Garland has a mother, Ethel Gumm, I’m sure you’ll find she’s quite involved in taking care of her daughter. I’d suggest you not get in her way. She’s a real fireball, that one.”

			“Well, it’s not the actress I’m concerned with . . .” Maud said. “It’s Dorothy.”

			“The character?”

			“Without Dorothy, the story is nothing.”

			“Mr. Mayer–­–­” Ida Koverman interrupted, glancing at her watch. “You wanted to see Harburg and Arlen? They’re working in Sound Stage One. If you leave right now, you can catch them.”

			Mayer jumped up and spun from behind the desk. “Why don’t you come with me, Mrs. Baum?” he said. “I’ll introduce you to our star. One look at our Dorothy and I’m sure your mind will be set at ease. I’m telling you, she’s divine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 
2

			Hollywood

			October 1938

			Maud could barely keep up with the small man as he bounded onto the elevator. When the twin doors slid open, she raced after him as he crossed the polished lobby floor. They emerged into a crowded alleyway where the air was, thankfully, a bit warmer than inside. After waiting for so many weeks, rehearsing her speech in her mind, she had clearly not gotten through to him. How could she explain that she wanted to be a governess to Frank’s unruly ménage of fictional creations and to fulfill her long-­ago promise that she would look after Dorothy?

			But she didn’t have long to dwell. Mayer was ducking in and out of the throng, striding past four costumed centurions carrying shields and swords, darting around a group of jaunty sailors, and whizzing past two ballerinas walking flat-­footed in their ballet slippers and pink leotards, their pointe shoes slung over their shoulders. Soon Mayer led Maud to a large building with stage one emblazoned on the door.

			“The girl is going to sing,” he said. “Big star, big star. Biggest voice you’ll ever hear. She’ll knock your socks off.”

			On a stage at the far end were two men. One held a pad of paper in his hands and had a pencil stuck behind his ear; the other sat at a piano tapping out chords.

			Mayer showed Maud to a seat near the back—­there were rows of empty chairs, each faced by an empty music stand. He then hurried up the three steps onto the stage. He looked over the shoulder of the piano player, fidgeted with some papers on top of the instrument. He did not take a seat. His sudden appearance in the building seemed to fluster the musicians. The piano player fell silent and his head sank down on his neck, a half-­submerged vessel between the oceans of his shoulders.

			At first Maud thought they were alone in the room—­piano player, pencil-­behind-­the-­ear man, Louis B. Mayer, and herself—­but then her eye was drawn to one corner of the stage, where a bored-­looking teenage girl straddled a stool, one arm tightly folded across her chest, as if she were embarrassed by the suggestion of breasts that showed through her blouse. Could this really be Dorothy?

			“Shall we take it from the top then? A one, two, three . . .”

			The piano player warmed up with a few bars, and the girl squinted at a pad of paper she held in her hand, then put it down on her lap. The man with the pencil behind his ear looked up and caught Maud’s eye—­as if he had not noticed the old woman’s presence until now—­then turned back to his notepad as the piano player continued.

			For a small girl, she had a big mouth, and when she opened it, the sound she made was twice as big as she was.

			The notes started low and then took flight, showcasing the girl’s voice as it ascended. Maud could feel it vibrating deep within her chest, an emotion as much as a sound. She was so struck by the tone that at first she didn’t think about the words, but as she tuned into the lyrics, her face flushed. The song was about a rainbow? Where on earth had those lyrics come from? There were no rainbows in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Nobody knew about the rainbow—­besides herself and Frank. She felt a momentary flicker—­that there was something familiar in this girl, in this tune—­but the piano hit a false note, the girl frowned, and the sensation faded.

			The piano player stopped, trying out several chord progressions. Maud looked around the room, half-­expecting to see Frank. Wouldn’t that be just like him? Popping his head out from behind a doorway, eyes a-­twinkle. Maud loosened her collar, slipped off her sweater. Of course, Frank was not going to appear here, at Metro, in 1938. He’d been gone for almost twenty years; Maud knew that perfectly well. She was not crazy. Her mind was sharp as ever. She shifted in her seat, corrected her posture, folded her hands in her lap.

			After several false starts, the piano player went on, sounding out complex, resonant chords that shifted through elegant progressions. The girl’s big voice effortlessly filled the room. When she stopped singing, the silence that followed seemed like the plain sister of a beautiful girl.

			Peering at Mayer from under her dark fringe of lashes, the girl was clearly hoping for a note of affirmation.

			“Oh, my little hunchback can certainly sing! Come over and give Daddy a hug,” he said.

			She slowly uncoiled from her stool, unveiling a glimpse of the woman she would soon become; then, younger again, she rushed toward him, flinging her arms around the short man, so that she knocked his glasses askew. Maud watched the spectacle uncomfortably. The girl looked to be at least fifteen and was surely too old to be quite so affectionate to a grown man. Who wasn’t her father.

			“And the song?” the piano player interjected.

			Mayer dropped his embrace of the young actress and turned to the fellow at the piano as Judy, suddenly subdued, slunk back to her perch on the stool.

			“Perfect. Excellent. Very good. Everything she sings is perfect.”

			“I think the song isn’t quite right,” Maud said.

			Mayer turned and stared at her, as if he had forgotten she was there.

			“Perhaps just a little bit faster next time,” Mayer said.

			“Not faster,” Maud said, annoyed that her voice had emerged like a mouse’s soft squeak. She cleared her throat. She had never had trouble speaking her mind—­but the devil of old age was that sometimes she sounded frail when she didn’t feel it in the least.

			“The song,” Maud said. “Where exactly did you say it came from?”

			“Where exactly, didja say?” The piano man stood from the bench and crossed the stage, shading his eyes and peering into the darkness. “I can tell you where. I was in the car, idling at the corner of Sunset and Laurel, right in front of Schwab’s . . .”

			Maud was instantly intrigued. “Go on.”

			“That’s where it came from . . . popped right into my mind. I scribbled a few bars on a receipt—­right there on the dashboard of my car—­and as soon as the light changed, I rushed back to the studio.”

			“Sunset and Laurel?” Maud said. “That’s the last trolley stop.”

			“With all due respect, there’s no trolley there,” the man with the pencil behind his ear said. “The Garden of Allah Hotel is on that corner. Never seen a trolley near there.”

			“I’m quite aware there is no trolley there now. I’m speaking of the year 1910. My husband and I got off the trolley there on our first visit to Hollywood.” An image of Frank rose up in front of Maud: his dust-­covered white spats, crumpled gray suit, and the impressive fountain of his brown moustache as he stepped off the trolley car, onto a dirt road surrounded by orange groves, and crowed, “So this is Hollywood!”

			The girl turned and stared, blinking into the dark. “Who are you?”

			“Oh, we have a visitor from the Land of Oz itself—­this is Mrs. Maud Baum. Her husband wrote the book,” Mayer said. “Mrs. Baum, meet Judy Garland. She is going to be a huge star!”

			“My late husband wrote the book,” Maud corrected, the vivid momentary vision of Frank already fading.

			“And, of course, being the widow of a man who wrote a book does not give you the slightest expertise in music,” the piano man muttered, just loud enough for Maud to hear.

			But the girl seemed interested. “Why? Why do you say the song is not right?” Judy stood up from her stool and walked to the edge of the stage, peering into the shadowy hall.

			“Well . . .” Maud breathed in slowly to calm herself, collecting her thoughts. “It’s lovely, it’s just . . . something about the manner. There’s not enough wanting in it.”

			“Not enough wanting?” the piano man said. “That’s preposterous.” He played a few bars, heavy on the pedal, for emphasis.

			But the girl was listening. Maud could tell.

			“Have you ever seen something that you wanted more than anything, but you knew you couldn’t have it? Have you ever pressed your nose right up to a plate-­glass window and seen the very thing you’re longing for—­so close you could reach out and touch it, and yet you know you will never have it?”

			The girl’s eyes narrowed. A faint blush crept along her cheekbones, and one corner of her mouth tugged down. She twirled a lock of hair around her finger.

			“Sing it like that.”

			Maud studied the girl’s expression. Would this girl, this would-­be Dorothy, understand? Could she understand?

			“She can sing it however you want!” a woman’s voice called out from the shadows behind the stage. “Just say it, and she’ll do it. Do what the lady says, Baby. Sing it with more wanting.”

			The girl’s forehead puckered, and her mouth pinched into a pout. She whirled around and hissed, loud enough for Maud to hear, “Be quiet, Mother! I’m trying to listen to the lady.”

			“Just trying to help,” her mother stage-­whispered back.

			Maud could now make out a middle-­aged woman wearing a pink blouse and white pedal pushers, standing in the shadows at the side of the stage.

			“Pardon me, ma’am,” the fellow with the pencil behind his ear said to Maud. “What was it you were saying? I’m Yip Harburg, lyricist. I wanted to hear what else you had to say.” The pencil man had a shock of dark hair, and the warm flash in his brown eyes was visible behind his spectacles.

			“Well, about the words . . .” Maud said softly. “When she sings ‘I’ll go over the rainbow,’ isn’t that a bit too certain?”

			“Too certain?” Harburg said. “I’m not sure I follow.”

			“Shouldn’t a song about a rainbow have a little more doubt in it?” Maud said, starting tentatively but getting a little louder as she spoke. “Just because you can see a rainbow doesn’t mean you know how to get to the other side. Think about it. That pot of gold—­you can’t ever see it, right? You have to take it on faith.”

			The pencil man nodded, then slipped the orange stub from behind his ear and scratched a few words on his pad of paper. “You know, I hadn’t thought of it quite like that, but you could be on to something.”

			Maud turned back to the girl, to see if she understood, but the girl’s mother now stood next to her on the stage, fussing with her hair and whispering to her in an agitated hush.

			Louis B. Mayer clapped his hands twice. “Splendid! Splendid! We must be going. Keep working on it. Just continue to do as you do. . . . Don’t you worry, Mrs. Baum. Chances are this song won’t even make it to the final cut. No reason to think about it now.”

			Mayer put his arm through Maud’s, directing her toward the door. As he hustled her out into the bustling alley, Maud craned her neck, trying to catch a last glimpse of the girl as the heavy sound stage door swung shut behind them.

			“L.B. . . . !” someone was shouting.

			“A moment, please!” Mayer said, then hurried away from Maud without even saying goodbye, leaving her alone in the crowded alley.

			“But, Mr. Mayer!” Maud called out to his receding back.

			“Come around whenever you like!” he called out to her. “Just don’t get in the way.”

			Maud headed home, feeling unsettled. She’d known from the moment she’d seen Judy that she was too old to play Dorothy, who was but a girl in pigtails, forever young. But that soaring voice . . . somehow this girl, a stranger to Maud, had conveyed exactly what it felt like to be just spreading her wings, waiting to fly. Even now, in her eighth decade, Maud had not forgotten those complicated emotions: the desire to escape, to get away, to grow up—­the fate of every girl.

			Every girl except Dorothy.

			Something had pierced Maud deep down. Was it the girl? Or was it the song, whose odd melody had burrowed into her ear and now seemed to play in the background? She drove home unable to forget the tune’s haunting effect, like a Broadway overture teasing at what was to come.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
3

			Fayetteville, New York

			1871

			Maud was ten years old when she first discovered that possession was nine-­tenths of the law. She was hitching up her infernal skirts, hightailing it away from Philip Marvel, who had just lost his precious amber cat’s-­eye marble to the neighborhood’s fiercest girl. Maud clutched the marble in her sweaty palm, her rawhide marble pouch banging against her wrist as she ran. Now, as always, she longed for the pockets that all the boys had. She had long been a faster runner than anyone on the street, and this in spite of her greatest handicap—­her petticoat and skirt. Philip and the rest of her schoolmates were jeering at her. She could hear their footsteps pounding behind her, and the sound of their familiar taunts. She was still half a block away from home, lungs burning, but she kept running. She had won the amber cat’s-­eye fair and square; she knew Philip and his gang were hoping to take it back through their advantage of numbers and brute force. She had no intention of giving it up.

			The Gage house in Fayetteville sat on a street corner next door to the dwelling of Mr. Robert Crouse. The fastest way to the safety of her own back porch was across the corner of his garden—­but she didn’t like to take this route. Perched in the center of the neighbor’s kitchen garden was a scarecrow clad in a long black frock coat, a floppy black preacher’s hat shading its terrifying face of straw. Maud was not generally a fearful sort, but the scarecrow bore a strong resemblance to his daunting owner, Mr. Crouse, so much so that when she was younger, she used to confuse the two. At night, before Maud fell asleep, she often imagined that the scarecrow had escaped from his perch, climbed up the rain gutter, and was peering through her bedroom window. 

			Maud ran on. The boys’ footsteps were getting closer. Rounding the corner, she reached the bushes that ran along the side of Crouse’s garden, where she caught sight of the frightful face of the scarecrow staring down at her. The boys had almost reached the corner, so she darted through a hole in a hedge of lilac bushes. Hidden among the leaves, Maud panted silently as they ran straight past. From her vantage point, she saw them slow to a walk and stop, looking around but unable to see her in her hiding place.

			“Where’s Maud?” Philip called out. “Gone to vote with her mother?” The boys tittered. Encouraged by the reaction, Philip raised his voice, looking around, hoping to catch sight of Maud. “At ten a little pet, at twenty a sweet coquette, at forty not married yet, at fifty a suffragette!” The boys exploded in laughter.

			Maud’s face flamed, and her fist closed tight around her marble. Unable to rein herself in, she called out from her retreat in the bushes, repeating every word she’d heard her mother say at home: “Women will vote! And we’ll never vote for a dumbskull like Philip Marvel or his boring, long-­winded, small-­minded Methodist anti-­suffrage father!”

			At the sound of her voice, the boys whirled around. Knowing they would discover her hiding place momentarily, Maud had no choice. She had to cross Mr. Crouse’s garden and climb over his side fence. If Crouse saw the girl in his yard, he’d give her a good scolding. Holding tight to her marble, she counted to three, then burst from the bushes, into Crouse’s yard.

			A few paces into the yard, she heard a strangled cry. She jumped back, heart pounding in her throat. At first she saw nothing, but when she crouched down to see from a different vantage point, she came face-­to-­face with a beak and two bright blue eyes.

			It was a baby crow, hopping awkwardly across the grass, injured and probably too young to fly—­ready prey for the many cats who roamed the neighborhood. Maud squatted lower to get a better look, then quickly glanced back toward Mr. Crouse’s house. The door was shut, and the windows were blanks framed by curtains.

			Very slowly, Maud reached out her hand. The crow peered at her with his blue eyes, as if he were considering whether or not he wanted to be Maud’s friend.

			Maud watched without moving until she started to feel pins and needles in her legs, but still the little black bird just stood there, cocking his head, yet not trying to escape, either.

			“Maud,” her mother’s voice called out the back door. “Maud, it’s close to supper.”

			Maud glanced up at Mr. Crouse’s house; there was no sign of movement, so she set her marble down on the grass, then gently coaxed the injured bird onto her skirt, flipping up the cloth so that the bird was caught in its folds. Just then, she heard the creak of a door, followed by Mr. Crouse’s voice calling out, “Young lady, stay out of my garden!”

			Maud skedaddled fast as she could across his yard, making a beeline for the stockade fence, which separated the Gage and the Crouse properties. She had reached its wooden slats and grabbed hold, ready to climb, when she realized that something was wrong. Her hand was empty—­she had set her marble down to retrieve the bird and, in her haste, had left it there. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she could feel the tiny bird restlessly scratching the inside of her skirt.

			“Maud?” Her mother’s voice was just over the fence. So close to safety! She spun on her heel and ran back across the yard to the spot near the lilac bushes where she had left her marble.

			Maud pounced on it, then—­skirt in one hand, marble in the other—­bolted back across the yard. When she got back to the fence, she faced another dilemma. With one hand clutching her skirt and the other holding the marble, how was she to scale its boards?

			Mr. Crouse was crossing the yard toward her at a rapid clip. Now was not the time to hesitate. She popped the marble into her mouth and, one-­handed, climbed the fence.

			Just as she straddled it, Mr. Crouse reached her. He tried to catch Maud’s sleeve, but it was too late: she was already sliding down the Gage side of the fence—­only as she slid to safety she felt her petti­coat catch, followed by a loud tearing sound. By the time she arrived, red-­faced and winded, at the back door, she was wearing only her pantaloons—­her skirt was still folded up, the crow scrambling inside. Maud spit the marble back into her hand. Triumph!

			She looked up to see her mother peering sternly at her, but Maud couldn’t miss the merriment in Mother’s eyes.

			“What have you got in your skirt, and where, mind you, is your petticoat?”

			Maud turned to gesture at the fence, but no sooner did she point it out than mother and daughter saw the crinoline and lace disappearing as if being yanked from the other side.

			Gently, she unfolded her skirt, and there was the baby crow, looking startled but none the worse for wear.

			“Stealing crows from the Crouses’ scarecrow?” her mother asked, with obvious amusement.

			“I think he fell out of his nest. We need to feed him and find him a place to sleep.”

			Without a word about Maud’s dirty skirt, unbraided hair, or lost petticoat, Matilda set to work with utter seriousness. She found an empty flour crate and helped Maud fashion a bed from straw. After bringing up some dried corn from the cellar, she gently placed some kernels next to the bird.

			Matilda then pulled out one of the old medical volumes from her grandfather and mixed up a syrup of cane sugar and water. “If it’s good enough for human babies, it is most likely to be good enough for crow babies, too.”

			Mr. Crow was quite settled and comfortable when a sharp rap sounded on the front door.

			Matilda, smooth as always, glided across the room and opened the door.

			There stood Mr. Crouse. In his hand, he held Maud’s lace petticoat.

			“Mrs. Gage,” he said, tipping his hat. “I’d like to speak with Mr. Gage.”

			“Mr. Gage is not at home right now,” Matilda replied. “But I’m standing before you, so please speak your piece.”

			Just then, the baby crow decided to open his beak and let out a loud squawk. Maud giggled.

			Mr. Crouse peered over her mother’s shoulder as Maud struggled to put a serious expression on her face.

			“Your youngest,” Mr. Crouse said, “was not behaving in a manner that is suited to a young lady.”

			Maud’s mother raised her chin and snatched the petticoat out of his hand.

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Crouse,” she said. He tipped his hat again and had not even turned all the way around when she shut the front door firmly.

			Matilda was not a woman to be trifled with, and she did not appear amused. She said nothing about Maud’s petticoat—­just tossed it in a heap on the table.

			“The simplest way to avoid needing to speak to Mr. Crouse about your petticoat,” she announced, “would be for you to stop wearing them.” She marched upstairs and shortly came downstairs with two pairs of T.C.’s old short pants.

			“From now on, why don’t you simply wear these?”

			It did seem like a splendid idea. Maud envied the boys their short pants and despised the skirts that slowed her down, but she got teased enough already and she couldn’t imagine what would happen if she went out wearing her brother’s hand-­me-­downs.

			“Oh, Mother! Are you sure that’s wise?” Maud’s sister, Julia, had just entered the room, a basket of mending balanced on her hip. “Everyone will call her a terrible tomboy. Doesn’t Maud get tormented enough?” Even though she was a decade older than Maud, she was not much taller. Her long, fawn-­colored hair was twirled in an enormous coil atop her head, with a few curls pulled out to frame her face. Now her eyebrows slanted down like a line of geese heading south. “You’ve ripped your petticoat, Maudie? Again? I just mended it last week.”

			Sorry! Maud mouthed, putting a finger across her lips to indicate that she did not want Julia to tell Mother how much the boys already teased her.

			Matilda waved her hand dismissively. “Mr. Crouse believes that I’m not raising your sister to be ladylike,” she told Julia. “For the record, let it be known that this is true. Too much control can stunt a girl, sap her of courage, and render her weak.” Maud cast a furtive glace at Julia, and sure enough, she saw her sister’s mouth pucker in frustration. This was one of Mother’s pet theories, that girls needed to be free in order to learn to be strong, but to Maud, it always sounded like a backhanded insult to her sister, who had left school years ago.

			The front door pushed open and Papa entered. Maud flung her arms around his legs so hard that he pretended his petite daughter had almost knocked him over. Scattered across the dining room table were straw, corn husks, twine, brown paper, and all the rest of the makings of the crow hospital.

			“Oh!” Matilda said, sniffing a slight burnt odor in the air. “I’ve forgotten entirely about our supper! Julia, quickly!” Obediently, Julia set down the mending basket and ran into the kitchen, the torn petticoat at last forgotten.

			Papa’s eyes crinkled as he removed his coat and hat while listening to Maud’s story. He spent a long moment admiring the crow. Then Maud remembered the very best thing about the day: her cat’s-­eye, which she had put in a small box on the window ledge for safekeeping.

			Papa held it up to the light of the gas lamp, catching its amber sparkle.

			He got down on one knee and pressed it back into his daughter’s hands.

			“Boys will be looking to win it back,” he said. “Keep your skills sharp and I trust you won’t let them.”

			Matilda set about nursing that crow with the same determination she brought to every task. Maud’s crow grew rapidly, and soon she let him outside, where he perched on the fence, showing a fearlessness in the face of Mr. Crouse’s scarecrow that Maud quite envied. Every morning, she brought him corn, and though he had learned to fly, he still stayed nearby, seeming happy with the arrangement. Maud was certain that he recognized her. He made a loud caw-­caw sound whenever he saw her. 

			A few days after Mr. Crow’s emancipation, however, Mr. Crouse showed up on their doorstep again. Matilda went out onto the porch, closing the door behind herself. Maud didn’t hear much of the short conversation between Mother and the neighbor, but as soon as Matilda came back inside, she burst out laughing, until she was bending over and tears were rolling down her face.

			“What is it?” Maud asked.

			Finally, her mother caught her breath enough to tell Maud what had happened.

			“It seems that our neighbor believes that our crow is mocking him,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes.

			“Mocking him?” asked Julia. “What ever can he mean?”

			“Apparently,” Matilda said, “he believes that our crow has learned the English language, and instead of the normal cawing of a bird, our crow is taunting him by calling out his name: Bob Crouse! Bob Crouse!”

			Maud sat cross-­legged in the grass, wearing her new knee-­high pants, which were ever so much more comfortable than a skirt and petticoat, and carried on a long one-­sided conversation with her avian friend until he answered: Bob Crouse, Bob Crouse. And then Maud would reply to him, in her best crow voice: Bob Crouse, Bob Crouse.

			One Saturday morning, Mr. Crow was in the backyard squawking when the loud crack of a shotgun sounded outside, followed by silence.

			Thinking her pet crow might have been frightened away by the sound, Maud went out to the yard to investigate and saw Mr. Crouse staring out his second-­story window. He waved and smiled.

			Mr. Crow lay on the grass near the fence with a bullet hole straight through his heart.

			“Mother!”

			Maud ran across the backyard, through the kitchen, and into the parlor. Mother had her glasses on and was writing something. Maud knew not to interrupt when her mother was working, but Matilda must have heard her daughter’s sobs and seen her tearstained face and was at her side in an instant.

			Mother’s face drained white when she saw her daughter’s pet lying in a pool of blood in the grass.

			“This is murder!” she said. She scooped up the crow, blood and all, and grabbed Maud’s hand. They went straight down the walk and marched up onto the Crouse front porch, where Mother pounded on his brass knocker with a fury of which only she was capable.

			The door opened, and there stood the offender himself, still with a big grin on his face.

			Without a word, Mother unfolded her skirt to reveal their poor tortured crow. His still, glassy eye stared out at Maud, piercing her heart.

			“Looks like you’ve got dead vermin, there, Mrs. Gage.”

			“This was my daughter’s pet. You had no right to do what you’ve done.”

			“I’d say that was a good riddance,” he retorted.

			“What could you possibly have had against this poor crow?” she said. “He was no danger to your garden. He took corn straight from the palms of our hands.”

			“His noisy cawing kept me up all night,” Mr. Crouse said. “I couldn’t get a wink of sleep.”

			“Killing him was completely uncalled for.”

			“And what are you going to do about it?” He chuckled. “Are you going to write the Declaration of the Rights of Crows? ‘I hold these truths to be self-­evident,’ ” he tittered, looking down his long, bony nose. “ ‘That all men, women, vermin, critters, and creatures of the field are created equal . . .’ ”

			Mother’s voice was steady. “I believe that to be true, Mr. Crouse. Good day.” Mother’s chin raised up another few inches, and from the way she grasped her daughter’s hand, Maud knew that she better look proud too, even though inside her heart was breaking. Back at the Gage house, Maud burst into tears again, and Matilda reached over and pinched her arm, hard.

			Maud gasped. “What did you do that for?”

			“That’s what I do,” Matilda said. “You’re old enough to learn that crying gets you nowhere. If you pinch yourself, it will remind you that it’s better to be strong—­when you’re strong, then you can fight.”

			It was raining and blood-­red maple leaves were falling in clumps later that day when they buried Mr. Crow in their backyard. Dry-­eyed, Maud carried the crow’s casket, which Papa had carefully fashioned out of scraps of wood. Papa dug a narrow hole in the ground just under the apple tree. Maud lowered the small box into the hole and solemnly covered it with a flat rock. Papa spoke the eulogy, and Mother added a few words about how crows were loathed for eating people’s corn and dressing in black feathers but that even so, they deserved equal protection, for they possessed inalienable rights. Maud thrust her hand into the pocket of her short pants and pulled out her amber cat’s-­eye marble. At least she had managed to hold on to that prize. They sang “All Things Bright and Beautiful.” Once they had finished up with the amens, Maud called out a loud caw-­caw that sounded suspiciously like she was saying Bob Crouse, Bob Crouse. Pretty soon, they had all joined in, even Mother and Papa. That was how the funeral of Mr. Crow ended up with peals of laughter.

			After that day, Maud felt better about the demise of Mr. Crow, but she soon realized that the crow’s funeral had done nothing to set her mother’s ire to rest. Matilda took up a crusade, writing letters to the state legislature. She was up in Albany all the time anyway, doing her business as the president of the New York State Women’s Suffrage Association, and she could talk a legislator’s ear off whenever she wanted something enough.

			Not much later, Matilda retrieved a letter from the mail slot and fluttered it at Maud triumphantly. The New York State Legislature had passed a bill making it illegal to kill a wild animal that was being kept as a pet. 

			“You see, this is what the law can do. You’re going to study to be an attorney. With a diploma in law, you will be able to right this wrong and many others. You will grow up to be strong and brave, and you will protect the crows of the future,” she said. As Mother had assured her many times before, every man, woman, and child, Negro, believer, unbeliever, and even the critters of the field deserved an equal shot at happiness.

			Maud clasped her hand around the cool surface of the cat’s-­eye in her pocket, but she felt, deep inside, that her mother was wrong. All the laws in the world couldn’t bring her crow back, nor make her forget the forlorn look in his eye. And how was she so certain a girl could earn a degree in law? She’d never heard of any woman achieving such a thing—­not even her formidable mother, not even Auntie Susan, her mother’s dearest friend, the famous Susan B. Anthony! A diploma for a woman seemed even more impossible than a crow getting a fair shake in the world.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
4

			Ithaca, New York

			1880

			Nine years later, Maud Gage stood on the platform of the train depot in Fayetteville as the steam engine pulled in, black, belching, and majestic, drowning out her words, sweeping up her skirts in a gust, and blowing wisps of hair into her mouth. Maud’s hair was rolled and pinned up in the latest style, and she wore an elegant blue traveling dress. Now nineteen, she had long since folded away her hand-­me-­down boy’s clothes. Her father stood on one side of her, her mother on the other. In the din of the approaching train, Maud could see her mother’s mouth moving but was unable to hear her words. For the first time in Maud’s life, the giant iron horse, the rattling clacking sounds of the rails, the deep hoot of the whistle, even the blue sky itself seemed to work together in concert to diminish her mother. Maud was leaving home to attend Cornell University, and Mother was staying behind.

			Papa escorted his daughter onto the train and ushered her into a seat next to the window before settling into the one beside her.

			“Big day!” he said gruffly, reaching out to envelop Maud’s hand in his.

			Maud felt an unexpected tug of sadness. She had already sensed how much her father was going to miss her, but these last few days she’d hardly given him a thought, packing and repacking her trunk, counting the hours and minutes until her departure. She blinked resolutely, determined not to let her feelings show. Papa continued chatting in his mild manner—­making comments about the passing scenery, the fine weather, and naming merchants he did business with in the towns they passed through. But Maud was too excited to listen, answering her father’s conversational gambits with monosyllables until, at last, he nodded off to sleep. Left uninterrupted, her thoughts clattered in her head like their passenger car over the tracks. She stared out the window, noting the station platforms—­Homer and Cortland, Freeville and Etna—­marking off a path that took her farther from home. With each passing depot, more weight lifted off her shoulders. By the time the train arrived in Ithaca, she felt so light she could float upon the air. She stepped out onto the platform certain that she was going to love her new life.

			The buildings of Cornell University crested a high hill. At the college’s center rose the brick-­fronted form of Cornell’s new women’s dormitory, Sage College, its central tower jutting like an accusing finger into the sky. Maud could imagine Mother pointing at the colossal edifice and saying, “Women are equal, and here is the proof.” But not everyone was as convinced of this as Matilda Joslyn Gage. In spite of the beautiful new building dedicated to women’s education, the young coeds were not fully equal, not yet.

			Eager to start her new life, Maud had tried not to dwell on her mother and brother T.C.’s discussions about the storms of controversy that had ensued in the male student body over the admittance of young women–­–­the furious debates in the school’s newspaper and around the dining tables in the refectory, the young men, soon to be her classmates, who had spoken out vociferously against the new policy, the faculty members who had argued that women would bring down the standing of the fledging Cornell. Maud’s mother had fought hard for women to win the right to earn a diploma—­something that Matilda herself had been denied. Maud’s older sister, Julia, had borne the agony of her mother’s dashed expectations, enrolling at Syracuse only to return home, unable to keep up due to her sick headaches and nerves. Maud understood that she had been anointed—­she was not to let her mother down.

			Papa could not stay long—­the last train out of Ithaca gave him little time to linger—­and so once he had seen to it that her trunk was delivered safely into her new room, they said their goodbyes. Maud clung to Papa for a final moment, burying her face in his wool coat, breathing in the scent of him, his cigar smoke and his soap. After a moment, she let go, but he held her at arm’s length a bit longer. “Don’t let anybody steal your marbles,” he said, his voice cracking, then let go and turned away, although not fast enough for Maud to miss the tears glistening in his eyes.

			Through the window she saw him retreating back into the carriage and tipping his hat before disappearing from sight. Maud realized that she was alone, for the first time in her life.

			But she had not been alone for a quarter of an hour when she heard a gentle rap on the door of her new room. She opened it to find a smiling young woman whose aureole of red-­gold curls was lit up by the sun streaming in the window.

			“Oh, you’re here! How delightful!” the girl said, walking into the room without stopping to ask her leave. “You must be Miss Gage? How do you do? I’m your roommate, Josie Baum.”

			Miss Baum had a freckled complexion and eyes that looked like bright blue buttons in her face. Their room, which was situated along a long corridor on the third floor, faced the quadrangle, and the window afforded a pleasant vista of its green expanse. Her new roommate, a sophomore, knew all about life in Sage, and Maud took the opportunity to ask her many questions.

			“Let me take you on a tour,” Josie offered. “You need to be able to find your way around.”

			Sage College, christened just five years earlier, in 1875, had been constructed with no expense spared; it was a three-­story building with three large wings, and everything the coeds could have needed or wanted was provided for them. There were modern water closets on every floor, and bathrooms where hot water came straight from the taps. Josie toured Maud around its vast expanses, the corridors and stairways, the drawing rooms with the silk striped wallpaper, elegant wicker upholstered armchairs, and thick Oriental rugs. Each common room was equipped with its own grand piano. There was a gymnasium for healthful exercise, an indoor swimming pool, and an infirmary for when they were sick, a library, countless classrooms, and, of course, a large dining room that served three hot meals a day. All that was missing were girls. The cavernous building was mostly empty, its long hallways flanked by empty rooms. Mr. Sage had designed the college to be large enough to house more than two hundred young women, but fewer than thirty brave souls had enrolled as coeds. Maud’s own class consisted of only nineteen women among a class of more than two hundred gentlemen.

			Maud spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking her trunk, while Josie sat on her bed. Each dress Maud unfolded required a full inspection from her new friend, who was enthusiastic about all things dress-­related. This was a surprise to Maud. Mother, though particular in her own toilette, thought discussion of dresses and ribbons and lace frivolous. Besides, she seemed to assume that Maud was the same girl who had been happy wearing boy’s clothes, when, in fact, she’d developed quite a liking for pretty frocks.

			“Oh, you must wear this one to dinner tonight!” Josie said when Maud pulled a pale yellow dress from her trunk and smoothed out its wrinkles.

			“Do you like it?” Maud asked. “I just picked it up from the dressmaker. It’s brand-­new.”

			“It’s lovely,” she said. “And you simply must make a good first impression. The young men join us for dinner. First night, you know, everyone will be looking at the new hens.”

			“Hens?”

			“Oh, that’s what they call us,” Josie said, as if it didn’t bother her at all. “You’ll get used to the way we talk here, soon enough.”

			The two women descended the broad staircase of Sage College arm in arm. In the dining room, large tables laid with crystal and silver glowed in the soft light of the gas lamps. Clusters of young men were gathered on the sofas and at the small tables, and a group had gathered around the piano, where someone was playing “When ’Tis Moonlight.” Maud couldn’t help but focus on a tall young man with hair the color of late autumn straw standing near the piano. His solid tenor floated above the other voices; he turned to watch Josie and Maud enter.

			“That’s Teddy Swain,” Josie said. “He’s an upperclassman.”

			The song ended and the piano player launched into a rollicking version of “My Grandfather’s Clock,” sending everyone’s feet tapping. Maud saw the giant expanse of polished dance floor in front of her and swirled right out into the middle of it, twirling so that the yellow skirts billowed out around her. She spun until she started to feel so dizzy that she staggered to a stop. As the room swam back into view, she saw Josie standing before her. Maud tugged on her new friend’s hand.

			“Come on,” Maud said. “Come dance with me.” Josie’s face was pale, and her mouth looked carefully arranged to appear completely neutral—­just her eyes, normally merry, betrayed her sense of alarm. Only then did Maud notice that the music had stopped and that all eyes were upon her. She caught sight of Teddy Swain, still standing alongside the piano, a slight smile curling his lips. This was not the time to show embarrassment. That was a lesson the taunting neighborhood boys had taught her well. So, she laughed and did another twirl. She heard a smattering of applause, and saw that Teddy Swain and some of the other boys were clapping. Turning toward them, she curtsied low. Some of the girls looked away with pained expressions; others tittered behind their hands.

			“That one’s lively!” a young man commented.

			Josie came to Maud’s rescue, locking arms with her and marching her out of the common room and down the long polished hallway, until they stopped outside the library, where no one was about.

			“Miss Gage. What were you thinking? Would it not be prudent to start your introduction to society here a bit . . . well, more sedately?”

			Maud was stung that her brand-­new friend was criticizing her, but she could plainly see that Josie’s expression was kind.

			“We have a way of doing things here,” Josie continued. “We girls come in for so much attention—­you have no idea. You might avoid bringing attention to yourself.”

			“But I wasn’t trying to bring attention to myself,” Maud said, puzzled. “I heard the music, I saw the dance floor, and my heart was just full to bursting with the excitement of it all.” She looked curiously at Josie. “Aren’t you excited to be here? Oh, I mean, I know this is your second year, but we are away from home and on our own . . .”

			Josie laid her hand on Maud’s forearm. “You are away from home. Away from the guiding attention of those who love you. But, Miss Gage, if you wouldn’t twirl like that in your own parlor, in front of your own mother and father, pray why would you choose to do it here?”

			Maud stared at Josie, still confused. “Why would I not twirl in front of my own mother and father? Why, I’ve twirled around my own parlor more times than I can count. Is there a rule against twirling . . . ?” Maud peered at her friend. “Are you a cranky old Methodist?”

			Josie’s expression softened. She looked as if she was struggling not to burst out laughing.

			“I’m not a cranky old Methodist,” Josie whispered. “I’m not cranky. I’m not old. I’m not even a Methodist,” she said. “I love dancing. But there is a time and a place for everything . . . and dancing is fine when others are dancing and you have been asked . . .”

			“You need to be asked to dance?” Maud asked.

			“You know, you are a most unusual person.”

			Maud’s face crumpled. “I don’t try to be unusual. I don’t feel unusual. But no one has ever suggested to me that it might not be a good idea to dance when you have a dance floor in front of you and someone is playing the piano.”

			“Well, let me tell you something,” Josie whispered. “Here at Sage, you might want to watch the other girls and see what they are doing, and try not to call too much attention to yourself.”

			Maud frowned. “I’m going to try to learn. It is very important that I acquit myself well here.”

			Josie patted her new friend on the arm. “Here are a few rules I suggest that you follow. When the gentlemen are about, don’t bring up any subjects to talk about. Let them lead the conversation. If there is an awkward pause, in a pinch, you can comment on the weather.”

			“But why would I do that?” Maud asked.

			“You truly don’t know?” Josie said.

			Maud shook her head.

			“I can see that you have a lot to learn.”

			“Will you teach me?” Maud asked. “I don’t mean to seem unusual.”

			“Have you seen the aspidistra plants, one in each corner of the common rooms?”

			Maud nodded.

			“You see how they stand in the corners, and you don’t really notice them?”

			“Yes . . .”

			“That is how you want to act. If someone looks at you, they will admire your shiny green leaves and the erect way you hold yourself, but if someone is not looking at you, they might forget that you are there.”

			“You want me to emulate the behavior of a potted plant?” Maud said.

			“I think a potted plant would be a good place to start,” Josie said.

			“And should I hop about?” Maud asked, hitching up her skirts and bunny-­hopping down the corridor. “Because it will be most difficult to walk normally if both of my feet are planted in a pot.”

			At that, Josie hitched up her skirts and the two of them proceeded to hop down the empty hallway toward the dining room, their laughter ringing out.

			As they reached the far end, they almost hopped right into Teddy Swain. Somehow, in a miracle of quick transformation, Josie managed to drop her skirts and reassemble her face into an expression of quiet repose, but Maud forgot to let go of her skirts and exclaimed, “Oh!”

			The gentleman bowed gracefully, though Maud could see that he did so partly to hide the smile on his face.

			“May I make the honor of your friend’s acquaintance, Miss Baum?”

			Maud, coming to her senses, let go of her skirts, smoothing them under her palms, which suddenly felt sweaty, as she looked up into the hazel eyes of Teddy Swain.

			“Miss Maud Gage, may I introduce Mr. Theodore Swain.”

			“How do you do,” Maud replied, aggravated when she heard a small squeak in her voice. She must get hold of herself.

			Teddy Swain nodded. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Gage. Are you by any chance one of the Fayetteville Gages? My uncle’s family has spoken of a family of that name.”

			“Yes,” Maud said, smiling. “My father is Henry Gage. And who is your uncle?”

			“We are related to the Marvel family, on my mother’s side. Pastor Marvel is my mother’s brother.”

			Maud couldn’t believe it. Of all the luck that she should arrive in Ithaca to be reminded of her former tormentor. But she didn’t want to let on how she felt. She thought of the potted plants and tried as best she could to emulate their expression.
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