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Prologue






    Uncovering the Mysteries of the Inventors’ Guild

A New York Sun Exclusive

[image: ]

by Sherwin St. Smithens, high society and technology columnist

NEW YORK—Towering marble columns, golden-wreathed windows, chubby naked angel babies tootling on trumpets overhead: Where could we be, loyal readers, but the world-famous Inventors’ Guild Hall right here on Manhattan’s Madison Square? This is a building so grand, I couldn’t fault an unwitting tourist for thinking it a palace or cathedral. And it might as well be! Because this, ladies and gentlemen, is where our national treasures, the magnificent men of the Inventors’ Guild, put their stylishly coiffed heads together to work mechanical miracles daily—men like George Eastman, who crafts photographic cameras small enough to be held in human hands, and Alexander Graham Bell, whose incredible “telephone” allows us to carry on conversations with folks all the way on the other side of Manhattan Island. These are giants among men who harness the raw powers of combustion, steam, and electricity to serve up tidbits of the future as easily as if they were tiny cheese cubes on a cocktail platter. Remember when, only a short time ago, women had to sew shirts by hand and the only way a man could open a can of soup was by stabbing it with a screwdriver? This reporter certainly doesn’t. Because I’m too busy living in our modern Age of Wonders! And we have the men of the Guild to thank for it.

It’s no wonder that every journalist in the country has been clamoring for a sneak peek behind the scenes at the Guild Hall. But it certainly is quite a feat for this reporter to have nabbed just such an exclusive tour. How did I manage it? I’ll never tell. But you, lucky readers, get to join me in my walk among the intellectual elite! Shall we?

My host, Guild clerk Oswald Lemmington, meets me on the steps outside the hall and ushers me in. Our first stop: the clockwork carnival that is the hall’s Grand Entry Chamber. It is truly a sight to behold. But it’s open to the public, so I’m not going to waste precious space talking about it here. Get down to the hall and see it for yourself! No, the second floor is where the real action is. So what are we waiting for, Lemmington! Take us up that gilded staircase!

When I step from that upper landing into the winding, gorgeously wallpapered upper-level corridors, I feel as though I’ve wandered into the digestive tract of a snake, a big beautiful snake that eats geniuses—because they are everywhere! Brash, bold men of science pop in and out of offices trading witty banter about fuses and batteries. The atmosphere is electric!

And speaking of electricity, why, there’s Mr. Thomas Edison himself, co-chair of the Guild and the man who gave us the light bulb! Thank you, Mr. Edison! Now I can see in the dark without a candle flame lighting my ascot on fire!

And who do we see chatting with Edison? Why, it’s none other than our swankiest president, Chester A. Arthur, clad in a fur-collared coat that would make Alice Vanderbilt blush. Now, if you are wondering what the president of the United States is doing at the Inventors’ Guild, well, you haven’t been reading my column! President Arthur has positioned himself as the Innovation President. A powerful friend to the Guild, this style icon is determined to unite the powers of government and technology to make America the most advanced nation on Earth. There is far more to Chester A. Arthur than just the country’s most envied sideburns. Perhaps that is why his nickname around the Guild is President Dream-Maker! (And perhaps that is why Thomas Edison has hinted at a run for office of his own.)

So here I am, dear readers, already feeling like I’ve struck gold with sightings of both Thomas Edison and President Arthur, when who should pop in from across the hall but Edison’s co-chair, Alexander Graham Bell. Turns out this trio of titans needs to discuss the marching order for the Brooklyn Bridge dedication parade. All three will be on hand as, in a few days, New York celebrates the opening of the world’s longest bridge with a spectacular fireworks show.

While the three pose for some photographs, I try to get them to spill some tantalizing secrets about the upcoming Event of the Century: the 1883 World’s Fair & Cultural Exhibition. When the Fair opens its gates on May 30 in Central Park, the miracle makers of the Inventors’ Guild will be the stars of the show. It was the Guild, of course, that was instrumental in bringing this global celebration to New York City (thereby fulfilling the lifelong dream of the late, great Guild founder, Johann Rector). So, while the Fair will be home to pavilions and showcases from forty different nations, “Inventors’ Alley” is sure to be the hotspot of the entire affair. Where else can you see fifty of the globe’s finest minds demonstrating their latest creations? And don’t forget the big lighting ceremony at 6:00 p.m. on opening night, when Thomas Edison will officially flip the switch on his new citywide power grid and turn this World’s Fair into a day-and-night event. World’s Fair? More like World’s Amazing!

Sadly, Edison, Bell, and Arthur are all mum about the Fair—don’t want to spoil the surprise and all that. And, believe me, I understand. No need to school this reporter on the need for a little drama! Enough about next week anyway—let’s talk about now! After all, we have so many more geniuses to meet.

We move down the hall and there’s James Ritty, who is revolutionizing retail shopping with his “cash registers.” And there’s Levi Strauss, who is revolutionizing the art of pants-wearing with his “blue jeans.” And now we come to Serbian heartthrob Nikola Tesla, who greets us with a fork that is literally shooting lightning from its tines. What is it for? This reporter couldn’t begin to guess. But we have no doubt it will soon change the world. For this is the age in which we live—when any one person’s blip of ingenuity can fuel the spark that changes history.

And look who’s in the next office—it’s Byron Edgerton, showing off his solid gold necktie and ruby-buckled (continued on p. 6)
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The Age of Invention

New York City, 1883

IT WASN’T EASY, being the child of a genius inventor. There was the rooting through trash bins to find scrap metal, the misplaced wrenches winding up under your pillow, the constant cleaning of spilled pickle juice. But the job certainly had its perks too, such as front row seats to the moment your mother changed the world. For newly twelve-year-old Molly Pepper, that last bit was going to happen in exactly eight days. And everything she’d sacrificed would finally pay off.

One week from tomorrow, the World’s Fair would open its gates and Cassandra Pepper would present her Icarus Chariot—the very first personal flying machine—to the public. A hundred thousand people would crane their necks to see Molly and Cassandra soar among the clouds overhead. The crowd would be so awestruck they’d need medical assistance just to get their jaws shut again (and Cassandra could no doubt invent a Mechanical Mandible Clamper to do just that).

Molly wished she could’ve been there for the Icarus Chariot’s maiden flight, but, for the sake of secrecy, her mother had insisted upon a late-night test, and after a long day of sanding boards and fetching tools, Molly had dozed off before the big moment. She only learned of her mother’s historic achievement when Cassandra woke her up, yelling, “Molls! Molls! Guess what? Mr. Tortellini has a chicken living in his apartment upstairs! Oh, and the Icarus Chariot works. That’s how I saw into Mr. Tortellini’s apartment.”

There was no way Molly was going to miss it tomorrow, though, when her mother demonstrated her flying machine before the World’s Fair Planning & Preparatory Committee. Until then, her main focus was putting finishing touches on the Icarus Chariot. The vehicle might have been ready to take to the air, but it was not ready to take to the Fair. To put it bluntly, it looked like trash. Which was mostly what it was made from.

The Peppers didn’t have piles of cash to spend on building supplies, so all of Cassandra’s creations were constructed from secondhand parts. Cassandra never fretted about how her inventions looked: “If it works, it works,” she’d say. And while Molly agreed in theory, she was also savvy enough to know that a sleek, freshly painted flying machine would earn more admirers than a mildewed, splintery one with anchovy labels still stuck to its rudder. It was to that end that the Peppers began clearing space in Cassandra’s workshop. Which also happened to be a pickle store.

For the most part, Pepper’s Pickles looked like any of the other specialty food establishments along the bustling thoroughfare that was Thompson Street. Upon entering, customers would see barrels of fermenting cucumbers and a wooden counter stacked with murky jars of dill spears. They would smell a tang in the air from the canisters of salt and flasks of vinegar crammed onto shelves. But few took note of the tall folding screen that protected the rear half of the store from prying eyes.

If a customer were to peek behind that screen, however—which none did without feeling the sting of a shot from Molly’s Thimble Cannon—they would see a long worktable littered with springs, screws, bolts, gears, and tools of every type. And they’d see two thin beds, a stovetop, and a clothesline drooping with damp bloomers. Because the Peppers also lived in their pickle shop.

Most of Cassandra’s inventions—like the Self-Propelled Mop, the Quick-Crank Corn De-Cobber, and the Astounding Automated Secretary, to name a few—were small enough to stow under and among the furniture. The Icarus Chariot, however, was her greatest work in more ways than one. It didn’t fit behind the screen. Normally, they stored it in pieces, but in order to assemble it for painting, varnishing, and (if Molly had her way) a little glittering, they would need use of the full store space.

Cassandra bolted the door and began moving heavy jars of garlic dills from the counter to the floor. “As long as the pickles are safely behind the counter,” she assured her daughter, “I think we can avoid another incident.”

“Good thinking,” Molly said. “And I’ll handle the windows.” Floor-to-ceiling shop windows might be good for luring in hungry customers, but they didn’t do much for privacy. Molly stuffed five sticks of licorice gum in her mouth and began chewing as she grabbed the pile of New York Suns that sat on a barrel of brine. She’d been collecting newspapers for weeks, trading defective pickles to the newsboy down on Bleecker Street in exchange for day-old copies. She’d already read every article, but far be it from the Peppers to use something only once. Molly held the clump of gum between her crooked front teeth, pulled away a fingertip’s worth, and stuck the dark goop onto the glass. She then peeled the front page from the top copy of the Sun and smushed it—voilà!—onto the gum. One twelve-by-twenty-inch section of window was successfully covered. Twenty or so more and they’d have all the privacy they needed.

While Molly continued her chewing, spitting, and sticking, her mother hummed “Polly Wolly Doodle” and dragged the preconstructed segments of her flying machine from the rear of the store. The more of the window Molly covered, the dimmer it got, so she struck a match and lit one of their oil lamps.

By the flickering lamplight, Molly scanned the headlines she’d pasted up. Almost all of them were about inventors. But not just any inventors—the members of the illustrious Inventors’ Guild.

IS HYATT’S “PLASTIC” REALLY BETTER THAN STEEL?

EASTMAN TO AMERICA: ANYONE CAN BE A PHOTOGRAPHER

WILL SERBIAN UPSTART TESLA OUTDO EDISON WITH HIS HANDHELD GENERATORS?

Molly huffed. Even if she couldn’t deny her fascination with these modern-day Merlins who were using their magic to shape the future, she still held a grudge against the Guild. She had lost count of the number of times Cassandra had taken one of her brilliant creations to the grand Guild Hall, only to be turned away because of the Guild’s longstanding rule against admitting women.

Molly had hoped for a change after the Guild’s founder, coal magnate Johann Rector, passed away. A big deal had been made of the Guild’s leadership being taken over by two of its most famous members: Thomas Alva Edison and Alexander Graham Bell. Bell, the mild-mannered Scotsman, had transformed the field of communication with his telephone. And Edison, always the dapper showman, had given the world the electric light bulb. And the phonograph. And the kinetoscope motion picture viewer. And about a thousand other things. From his lab across the river in Menlo Park, New Jersey, Edison pumped out inventions on a weekly basis. (Nearly as many as Cassandra.) Together, Edison and Bell had promised to “lead the Guild in bold new directions!”

But that was two years ago, and the Guild’s roster didn’t look much different than it had before.

Adding to Molly’s anger was that the Inventors’ Guild had come incredibly close to stealing Cassandra Pepper’s chance to enter the World’s Fair. Six months earlier, on the very first day the Planning & Preparatory Committee was to accept applications for exhibition spaces in the Fair’s Inventors’ Alley, the Peppers woke at 5:00 a.m. to ensure they’d be at the head of the queue. They were told, however, that the Guild had already scooped up every single slot for its members. The Guild, it seemed, had been instrumental in bringing the World’s Fair to New York, so they got first pick at, well, everything. The best Cassandra could do was put her name on the waiting list and hope that some Guildsman would drop out. But what inventor worth his monkey wrench would give up a shot at the World’s Fair?

And then, just yesterday, the postman delivered a gift from on high—a letter from the P&P Committee informing Cassandra that one of the Guildsmen had fallen into a vat of shellac! Unfortunate for him, yes, but great for the Peppers; Cassandra was formally invited to present her work for consideration. It wasn’t a done deal yet, but Molly knew that once the planners saw her mother’s flying machine—not to mention all her other astonishing inventions—that exhibition slot was as good as hers.

“I love what you’ve done with the place, Molls,” Cassandra said, looking at the windows. “I’d consider keeping it like this, but I can’t imagine those gum wads look very appetizing from outside.”

“No matter,” said Molly. “We won’t need the pickle business come next week when we’re living off flying-machine money!”

“Can’t argue with that. Now, let’s get these clothes off and get to work.” An added bonus of covering the windows was that the Peppers could safely shed their long, stiff, black dresses. Fastened with a line of buttons that ran from chin to ankle, the dresses barely allowed for bending at the waist, let alone crouching to tighten a bolt on the underside of an experimental aircraft. The feminine wardrobe, Cassandra often said, was not designed for engineering.

Molly watched as her mother, in her one-piece, full-body bloomers, began clamping canvas-covered wings to the old rowboat that made up the body of her flying machine. She didn’t mind having to help her mother show off her inventions at the World’s Fair—so long as it didn’t mean she had to miss out on seeing all the other amazing exhibits there.

“So, I know we’ll be busy at our booth,” Molly said, “but can we still ride the Ferris Wheel?”

“Absolutely!” Cassandra said cheerfully. “What’s a Ferris Wheel?”

“It’s a big wheel,” Molly said. “Built by some guy named Ferris.”

“And people can ride on it?”

“So they say,” Molly replied.

“In that case, we wouldn’t dare miss it.” Cassandra began strapping wooden chairs to a mast in the center of the boat.

“Ooh, and can we try some candy corn? It’s a new sugary treat they’re gonna have at the Fair.”

“That’s always been the problem with candy: not enough vegetables involved. Put us down for two buckets’ worth.” Cassandra hammered a foot pedal into its slot.

“Oh,” Molly continued. “And we’re definitely going to see the lighting ceremony on opening night, right?”

Cassandra paused. “You mean Mr. Edison turning on his electric grid? Frankly, Molls, I don’t think we’d be able to avoid it. His men have been installing those light poles all over the city for weeks. We’d see it from here.”

“I know,” Molly said, hardly able to keep the excitement from her voice. “But wouldn’t it be a thrill to be there and see him throw the switch?”

“Whatever you want, dear,” Cassandra muttered. She went back to hammering, noticeably louder than before.

“Easy, Mother,” Molly warned. She didn’t want a repeat of the Crumpled Clock Episode two weeks earlier. “Just remember, soon it’s not gonna matter whether the Guild lets you in. Once the world sees your inventions, you’ll be just as big and famous as those guys. Oh! And I have just the thing to remind us.” She squeezed past piles of tools and shuffled through an envelope of papers by her bed until she found a photograph she’d clipped from the newspaper weeks ago.

The picture had originally shown Alexander Graham Bell and Thomas Edison shaking hands with other Guildsmen lined up behind them. But Molly had drawn a picture of her mother over Edison, Cassandra’s long black dress and high-piled bun neatly covering up Edison’s checkered suit and derby. Molly had sketched her mother into that scene because Cassandra Pepper deserved to be in these news articles as much as any Guildsman.

She’d also drawn an eye patch and pirate hat on Bell, because why not?

Molly used her last bit of gum to stick this creatively altered photo in the window, where it was illuminated by the afternoon sun. “Eight days, Mother.” Molly grabbed two cans of paint. “Eight days and you will upstage all of them.”

And then, Molly added to herself, we can stop living pickle-to-pickle and start changing the world.
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Dreams Take Flight

MOLLY HADN’T ALWAYS been her mother’s assistant. There was a time when her father, Nathaniel Pepper, had been Cassandra’s right hand, her biggest supporter—and all while on his way to becoming the Pickle King of New York City. People from all over the neighborhood would stop by Pepper’s Pickles not just for a jar of Hungarian Half-Sours, but also for a laugh or an “Oho!” or a “You don’t say!” because Nathaniel Pepper was a man who knew how to tell a good story.

But that was before the tuberculosis. Before the sallow cheeks, the coughing jags, the customers who refused to make eye contact even as they apologized for taking their business elsewhere. It was before the rain-soaked funeral, at which Molly angrily counted the mourners and decided there weren’t nearly enough.

Afterward, Molly did what she could to ease the burden on her mother. She told herself not to be sad as Cassandra sold her beloved clamps and wrenches at the pawnshop, and not to be scared as her only remaining parent stood night after night in their apartment doorway arguing with black-suited bank men. She taught herself to cook beans and eggs, and to fall asleep without hearing the next chapter of her bedtime book. She swept and straightened, and made a corny pun whenever she saw the telltale glint of a teardrop in her mother’s eye. But eventually, the Peppers had to admit they could no longer afford rent on both an apartment and a store. That was when Molly quit school and took over business at the pickle shop. She did it because dusting and joke-telling weren’t bringing back the joyful mother she’d always loved. And because her usual As and Bs had already begun turning into distracted Cs and Ds. But mostly, she did it because she vividly remembered the night, many years earlier, when Nathaniel Pepper had promised his beloved Cassandra she would never have to give up on her dream—and Molly refused to let her father become a liar.

Tired, sweaty, and just a tad dizzy from the paint fumes, Molly dipped a thin brush into the royal blue and raised it to the bow of the boat. She paused. “Before I do this,” she said gently, “are we a hundred percent sure about the name?”

“Icarus Chariot?” Cassandra asked, accidentally drawing a purple stream down her nose as she scratched an itch. “What’s wrong with it? In Greek mythology, Icarus was the first human to fly.”

“He was also the first human to crash,” Molly said. “Is that the connection we want people to make with your flying machine?”

Cassandra shook her head. “Our flying machine will redeem the name of Icarus. Icarus was a dreamer. He thought big, Molls. He didn’t take no for an answer.”

“And it killed him.”

“Not this time! This time, Icarus will soar. ‘Icarus’ it will be.” She stepped away to view her creation from a distance. “Although now I’m not sure about the ‘chariot’ part.”

Cassandra Pepper’s flying vehicle looked like a boat, except its “sails” stretched out horizontally to either side. Four non-matching chairs were arranged in a circle, facing outward from the mast they encircled. The front-most seat featured foot pedals, which, when cranked, powered a small combustion engine that, in turn, operated a propeller atop the mast. Once in the air, the pilot could steer the vehicle with two tall levers that raised and lowered the wings. During their demonstration tomorrow, Cassandra would be in the pilot’s chair, but Molly would get to ride in the rear seat, waving down to the gawking members of the Planning & Preparatory Committee, who would be shouting things like, “How is this brilliant woman not a member of the Guild?” and “How is she not running the Guild?” and “I bet that girl in the back deserves a lot of the credit!”

Molly finished painting ICARUS CHARIOT on the side of the vehicle and plopped her brush back into the can. Tomorrow, she’d get to experience true human flight. But for now, they had the exciting evening activity of watching paint dry. “Might as well take off the parts that aren’t wet,” Molly said. They planned to borrow the cucumber deliveryman’s wagon in the morning to haul the disassembled chariot uptown to show the committee how easily it could be put together. Molly unlocked the right wing from its casing.

“Actually, Molls,” Cassandra said with a devilish gleam in her eye. “I think you should try it out first.”

Molly stared, perplexed.

“I feel bad you weren’t there to see me make liftoff last week,” Cassandra continued. “So I want you to be our pilot for the committee tomorrow.”

Molly didn’t know what to say. Her mother never let her do any of the important stuff. “Wow, um, thank you. But . . . I don’t think I know how.”

“You’ve heard me talk it out a gazillion times. It’s easy,” Cassandra scoffed. “Give it a try now. Don’t look at me like that—not through the roof or anything! Just a few inches, so you know you can get it off the ground.”

On the one hand, this sounded to Molly like a wholly inadvisable idea, but on the other hand—flying machine! She flashed a licorice-blackened smile at her mother and leapt into the pilot’s seat. Not having inherited her mother’s height, she had to stretch a bit to reach the pedals, but she was ready. And then came a knock at the door.

Cassandra scurried to toss a tarp over the Icarus Chariot, while Molly, grumbling, hopped down and opened the door a crack. “We’re closed,” she said to the stumpy man outside.

“But it’s only 6:20,” the man said, checking his pocket watch. “And the sign says—”

Molly grabbed her paintbrush, reached her arm outside, and slapped a swath of blue across the posted business hours.

“Says nothing,” she said.

The man frowned. “But I want some pickles.”

Molly turned to Cassandra. “Pickle me!”

Cassandra plucked three fat dills from a jar and tossed them across the room to Molly. She caught two of them.

“Here.” Molly shoved the wet pickles into the man’s hand. “Five cents.”

“Is there . . . something I can put them in?”

“Try your mouth. That’s what most people do.” Molly plucked a nickel from the man’s coin purse and slammed the door. She then opened it again and added, “Thank you, don’t forget Pepper’s for all your pickle needs!”

“Hurry, Molls,” urged her mother. “I want to see you do this!”

Molly climbed onto the chariot just in time for another knock. “Aargh!”

“Stay, dear,” said Cassandra. She cracked the door.

“Hello,” said a man’s voice. “I thought you were closed, but then I saw that man get—”

Cassandra picked up the pickle her daughter had missed, slapped it into the man’s hand, and opened her palm for payment. “You, pickle. Me, nickel.”

“Um . . . but,” the man stammered. “This isn’t what I want—”

“Keep it, it was on the floor anyway.” Cassandra slammed the door and turned back to Molly. “Okay, pedal fast! Because apparently all of Manhattan has chosen this very moment to have a pickle craving.”

Molly pumped her legs until she heard the pop and rumble of the engine kicking over.

“Faster, Molls, faster!”

Molly pedaled harder. Puffs of smoke sputtered behind her as the rotor began spinning rapidly. Soon, a breeze was stirred up within the store. The vehicle began to feel unsteady beneath her—was she rising? She pushed harder and the breeze became a genuine wind. The pages of newsprint on the windows began to flutter, and several tore free, leaving open spots through which the street was visible. Molly panicked. She was using her mother’s top secret invention in clear view of everyone. In her underwear.

“Shut it down, Molls!” Cassandra grasped frantically at flying papers. “Pedal backward!”

But Molly’s feet slipped from the pedals and the motor continued to churn. Trying to regain her footing, she grabbed the tall levers to her sides—and both wings flapped upward. The right wing—which Molly had unlatched—flew off completely. Twelve feet of wooden pole and stretched canvas crashed behind the counter, spilling a whole line of pickle jars. Molly finally managed to pedal backward and the whirring engine wound down.

All was silent, save the plip-plip of dripping brine. “Well,” Cassandra eventually said, “I would call that a semi-successful test run.”

“Semi-successful?” Molly sputtered. Her mother’s optimism only frustrated her further. To Molly, this was a full-fledged disaster. And it was her full-fledged fault. She was never meant to be an inventor’s assistant. She didn’t feel at ease with machines the way her mother did; carpentry and engineering didn’t come naturally to her. Her mother deserved better.

“Well, you know how to work the pedals,” Cassandra said, mopping up pickle juice with handfuls of newspaper.

“Mother, I didn’t properly re-clamp the wing, and now look! We’ll lose hours cleaning up this mess, I’ve got to re-cover the windows, the paint’s already scuffed, the wing looks broken, and we’ve only got till tomorrow! How could this get any—” There was a knock at the door. “Flaming flapjacks!” Molly leapt from the lopsided aircraft and threw open the door. “We’re closed!”

The postman, quivering slightly, passed a handful of mail to the red-faced girl. Molly slammed the door, then reopened it. “Thank you, don’t forget pickles for all your Pepper needs!”

She flipped through the envelopes. A bill from the cucumber farm, a bill from the salt deliveryman, a bill from the glassblower for the jars Molly had just broken. And one letter in a glossy envelope sealed with a globe-shaped wax stamp.

“It’s from the World’s Fair Committee!” Molly shouted. She tore open the envelope and ran to join her mother in a vinegary puddle behind the counter.

Dear Mrs. Nathaniel Pepper,

This letter is to inform you there is no need to visit our offices tomorrow for a demonstration of your “work.” The Inventors’ Guild has reclaimed the exhibition space for which you intended to be considered.

Cordially yours,

Ulysses S. Grant

Chairman, World’s Fair Planning & Preparatory Committee

“Oh my,” Cassandra said. “That’s . . . the president’s autograph!”

Molly shot her mother an incredulous glare.

“Okay, former president,” Cassandra said.

“Mother,” Molly said sharply. “Have you read the letter?”

“Not yet. I always read the signature first so I know what kind of voice to use in my head.” Cassandra scanned the body of the note. “Why? Is it— What! Unbelievable! Unfair! Un . . . Un . . . Un-everything!”

“They can’t do this to you!” Molly returned. She marched around the messy store, her cheeks hot and her fists clenched. “They promised you a chance, and now they’re not even going to look at your inventions? They can’t get away with that!”

She expected her mother to join in, but Cassandra only took a seat on the edge of the Icarus Chariot and put her head in her hands. Oh, no, Molly thought. Her mother was going back to the Dark, Sad Place.

“Mother, we won’t stand for this,” she said.

“That’s why I’m sitting.” Cassandra looked up at her daughter and sighed. “I had so much celebrating planned for us. I was going to take you for ice-cream floats. And chocolates. And maybe some of that corn candy you were mentioning.”

“Candy corn.”

“Sure, that too. And books, Molls. I was going to take you to Zimiles Booksellers and let you pick out as many books as we could afford with all that money we were going to make.” She looked up. “I was going to buy us tickets to that show with that Italian actor you’re always mentioning.”

“Sergio Vittorini?” Molly asked with a flicker of hope, as if it might still actually happen. “The Man of a Thousand and Twelve Faces?”

“That’s the one,” Cassandra said. “A thousand and twelve faces. It’s very impressive. Though oddly specific. Oh, and you and I were going to go to the Brooklyn Bridge parade!”

For her entire life, Molly had watched the massive bridge come into being, marveling as—bit by bit, over months and years—immense granite towers rose up from the swells of the East River and steel-cable webs were stretched from the shores of Manhattan to the neighboring city of Brooklyn. In two days, the bridge was finally going to be opened to the public with a gala ceremony that included fireworks and a parade led by President Chester A. Arthur (whose fabulous winglike sideburns were among Molly’s favorite things ever).

Cassandra’s head dropped again. “Oh, Molls. I thought I’d be able to do all those things, because I thought I was finally going to get my chance. All I’ve ever needed was a chance.”

“The fireworks are free,” Molly said as a silver lining. “We can still see those.” She sat down next to her mother on the side of the Icarus. The whole vehicle tipped over. “I guess I’ll get the mop,” she said, and pulled herself from a pool of blue paint on the floor.
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Great Moments in Bad Ideas

MOLLY WATCHED HER mother mournfully toss the detachable parts of her flying machine into a pile and then struggle back into her long, stifling dress (because, as Cassandra said, “What’s the sense of staying in your undergarments when there’s no work to do?”). But they’d bounced back from defeats before. Cassandra’s entire career was one long list of rejections: the manager at Haughwout’s Fashionable Emporium who insisted—without a demonstration—that no one would buy her Bread Loaf Slice-ifier; the registrar at Columbia College who laughed away the mere thought of her attending an engineering class; the dozens of clerks at Inventors’ Guild Hall who pointed her to the door the moment she said she wasn’t there for a tour. Yet she never stopped creating.

“Why do you do it, Mother? Your inventions?”

Cassandra, slumped at her worktable, shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do,” Molly said sternly.

“Then why are you asking me?”

“I want to hear you say it.”

Cassandra huffed. “Because we’re living in the Age of Invention,” she said flatly, reciting the line like a bored child forced to memorize a poem for school. “A time of progress and innovation, where any one person’s blip of ingenuity may be the spark that changes the world.” She sat up, passion returning to her voice. “Yet half the population is too busy dusting windowsills and boiling roasts and wiping baby bottoms to devote more than a few seconds to anything creative. I have been blessed with a family that has given me time, and I will use it to pass on that gift to others, to create time-sparing devices that provide the nation’s housekeepers and child-minders and such with the ability to exercise their own inventiveness. That is how I will change the world.”

Cassandra stood up, hand on her heart, and Molly applauded.

“Excellent speech, Mother. Very inspiring! Although I’m pretty sure people don’t boil roasts—that’s why they’re called roasts. Not boils.”

“And that is why you’re the cook in the family,” Cassandra replied.

Molly might not be the world’s best inventor’s assistant, but world’s best daughter? That was something she could aim for. “Peppers never quit. Father always said it, you always used to say it, let’s not forget it.” She began squeezing back into her button-down frock. “So, what’s our next step? Do you think we have any hope of changing the Planning Committee’s mind?”

“Not if it means going up against the Guild,” Cassandra said. “They’re the real mayors of this town. What the Guild wants, the Guild gets.”

“But why does the Guild even want that exhibition spot?”

“Who knows? I can’t imagine that man in the shellac has recovered well enough in one day. Maybe they’re giving Edison two spots.”

Molly looked at the few newspaper pages still dangling from gooey strands in the window. “Everything the Guild does is big news,” she said, an idea striking her. “Let’s see what the Sun can tell us.” She wrapped a pickle in wax paper and ran outside.

“You’d better hurry,” Cassandra called to her. “I’m pretty sure it’s beginning to set.”

“Not the sun I was talking about,” Molly shouted back. “But I’m gonna hurry anyway!”

Molly was hit by the thickness of the air the moment she stepped outside. The stench of horse manure wasn’t as strong as usual—a sign that the city had been working to clean its streets before the World’s Fair. But what the air lacked in animal stink, it made up for in human body odor. Many tourists had arrived in advance of the Fair to attend the Brooklyn Bridge ceremony. Molly rushed through the crowds and rounded the corner onto Bleecker Street, where a stocky kid in a newsboy cap was stepping down from an apple crate and shoving a small stack of papers under his arm.

“Skiff!” Molly called. “Wait!”

“Well, if it isn’t Mittsy,” the boy said, flashing something that was halfway between a sneer and a grin. “Don’t usually see you this time o’ day. Always figgered you was off hangin’ in your cave once the sun went down.”

“Yeah, bats are nocturnal, so even as insults go, that makes no sense,” Molly replied coolly. “You got any evening editions left?”

“Few,” Skiff said, scratching his nose and leaving an ink smudge across its tip. “Come back tomorrow morning and we can trade ’em like usual.”

“Just give me one now,” Molly said.

“No can do, Mitts. I’ll get busted if I give you anything other than old papers.”

“I didn’t come empty-handed. Here’s a pickle. Full-sized. Not even a runt.”

She waggled the pickle before his eyes until he took it and handed her a paper in return. “Fine, Mittsy. But just this once.”

“Pleasure doing business with you, Skiff.”

Skiff squinted at her. “You know I call ya Mittsy on account o’ you got big ears like baseball mitts, right?”

“Yup,” Molly said, heading homeward. “And someday, when you least expect it, I’m gonna pound you for it.”

Back inside Pepper’s Pickles, Molly found her mother sitting at her worktable with a pile of loose pickles. She crunched loudly into one as Molly entered.

“Mother, are those the pickles that spilled on the floor?”

“I was hungry.”

“Well, slide them aside.” She took a seat beside Cassandra, began flipping pages, and quickly came upon the information they were seeking.






INVENTORS’ GUILD WELCOMES NEWEST MEMBER
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by Sherwin St. Smithens, high society and technology columnist

NEW YORK—The Inventors’ Guild, pride of New York and the nation, has added another budding young genius to its ranks. Though only 17 years of age and not yet graduated from Buckminster’s Preparatory Academy uptown, Thaddeus Edgerton looked quite at home among the Guild’s luminaries as he addressed reporters from his new office in the grand Guild Hall on Madison Square. “My father [Guild member Byron Edgerton, inventor of Tiny Hats for Fancy Cats™] didn’t want me to join until school was finished,” said the junior Edgerton. “But then I would have missed the chance to fulfill my most recent dream of presenting at the World’s Fair.”

And just what is this sparkling new talent planning to dazzle us with at the Fair? “You know when you’re at a cocktail party or debutante ball?” said Edgerton. “One of the Astors’ affairs, say, or the Rockefellers’? And you get stuck talking to a sadly unattractive person? Well, I’m working on a pair of special spectacles with fake eyes on the front, so it looks as if you’re paying attention to the hideous beast, while secretly you can glance about for a more appealing conversation partner.”

This reporter, for one, smells a hit.




Molly slammed her palms onto the table. This was Problem Number Two with the Inventors’ Guild. While many of its members produced work that was actually beneficial to humanity, several were simply rich men who liked to tinker with machines and so bought themselves a place at the world’s most prestigious worktable. Perhaps this was to be expected, since the entire organization was founded by a super-wealthy coal-mining tycoon. But whatever happened to that “new direction” Edison and Bell had promised?

“I can’t believe I lost my spot to this hoity-toity rich boy,” Cassandra said.

“No,” Molly said, pacing around the room. “Your spot was stolen by this hoity-toity rich boy! His moneybags father just made him a Guildsman. It’s obvious he’s not even a real inventor!” She waved her arms wildly. “We need to get your spot back! We need to do . . . something! We should . . . should . . . I don’t know! We should . . . break into the Guild Hall and smash Hoity-Toity Boy’s stuff!”

Molly let herself flop against the wall and slide to the floor, where she took a few slow breaths and waited for her hot cheeks to cool down. It felt good to have let out all that built-up anger and frustration. Perhaps after a good night’s sleep, she and her mother would be able to put their heads together and figure out what they could actually do in order to—

“That’s genius, Molls!” Cassandra said.

Huh? Molly looked up.

“If young Master Edgerton’s awful Eyeglasses-for-Stinkards are destroyed, his exhibition spot will be useless to him,” Cassandra said gleefully. “Then I, the rightful owner of that spot, can take it back.”

“Um,” Molly began.

“It’s a perfect plan,” Cassandra continued. “Let’s hop to it!” Before Molly could respond, Cassandra picked up a crowbar and marched out into the night.
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Entering and Breaking

MOLLY WAS HAVING second thoughts about this “genius” idea of hers.

What they were doing was illegal, but she reminded herself they were doing it to right a terrible wrong. She tried to imagine herself as a Robin Hood type, a hero who wasn’t afraid to break a few rules in the name of fighting injustice.

She was pretty sure, though, that Robin Hood never found himself flopped over a second-story windowsill with his legs flailing in the night air like spaghetti noodles in a hurricane.

“If we’re to succeed, Molls,” her mother called from below, “you should probably be more inside the building.”

“I can’t make it over the sill,” Molly whispered between clenched teeth. “The buttons on my dress are stuck. Buttons are evil.”

To be honest, she had enjoyed their little adventure up until this point: skulking through a lamplit labyrinth of cobblestone streets, ducking into the shadowy alley between the majestic Inventors’ Guild Hall and the ominously dark Madison Square Theatre, stacking empty crates so Cassandra could boost Molly up to an open window. It was all rather like something out of an adventure novel.

Until she got stuck.

“Don’t move,” said Cassandra.

“Not a problem,” Molly replied.

With her crowbar, Cassandra reached up and shoved the soles of her daughter’s boots. Molly slid chin-first to the hardwood floor, each successive button snagging the windowsill along the way. Molly cursed every one of them: evil, evil, evil, evil, evil, evil, evil . . . The feminine wardrobe, she thought as she struggled to her feet, was not designed for burglary either.

But her clothing troubles were forgotten soon enough. Molly Pepper was now standing in the hallowed halls of the Inventors’ Guild. For as long as she could remember, she’d been mesmerized by the Guild Hall’s towering columns, its golden laurels, its front door sized for giants. When she was younger, she used to think that if New York had gods like ancient Greece, they would live at the Inventors’ Guild.

The hall was no less stunning from the inside, even with only the dim glow of moonbeams to illuminate its wonders: flowered wallpaper that recalled a fairy garden, stained-glass lamps that looked to have been constructed from shattered rainbows, doors with gilded nameplates that probably cost more than Pepper’s Pickles earned in a year. Molly felt almost as if she hadn’t broken into an office building, but a magical fortress ripped from one of her storybooks.

“Molls?”

Molly poked her head back out. “Hush! Someone will hear!”

“Who?” Cassandra said. She was still balanced on the stack of crates below the window. “It’s well past ten. The Guild ends business at seven. And the theater is dark on Tuesdays—no chance of your Sergio Vittorini popping out the stage door and catching us. Although . . . Ooh, we should come back sometime when we’re not committing a crime and get his autograph. But enough dilly-dallying, Molls! You’re in
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