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			For women who help other women

		

	
		
			
			
				Courage in women is often mistaken for insanity.

				—Psychiatrist of suffragist Alice Paul

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Welcome to New York
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				I’m off for New York. Look out for me.

				—Nellie Bly

			

			NEWSPAPER ROW

			NEW YORK CITY, 1887

			Nellie did not take New York by storm. Not at first, not as she had planned. She had arrived in spring, when the city was bursting into bloom and the air full of promise, with a hundred dollars in her purse along with her clips from her days at the Pittsburgh Dispatch and ambition to burn. Of course she would get a job as a reporter for one of the big city papers (even though it was hardly done for a woman). Of course she would become a sensation (even though it was widely agreed that a woman should do no such thing).

			Nellie was good at two things: asking questions and believing in herself.

			But even Nellie was starting to lose her spark and swagger as spring, with its blossoms and joyous air, turned into a hot, stinking New York City summer and no one on Newspaper Row had the time of day for a girl reporter. Not the Herald, not the Sun, not the Mail and Express, not the Times and not the World. She really had her heart set on the World, but at this point, she would take anything.

			For months now, she had been walking up and down Newspaper Row, going from one newspaper office to the next, inquiring about available positions, only to be turned away, sometimes to uproarious laughter from some red-faced older gentleman, or with a smirk from some young man with less experience than she. A girl! In the newsroom!

			And that was if she could even get past the intimidating men hired to guard the gates and protect the reporters and editors inside from dangerous creatures like outraged readers, or people who believed themselves slandered in the pages—or young, female aspiring journalists. Was she dangerous? She didn’t feel dangerous.

			Nellie had started out young, fresh-faced, smartly dressed, wildly optimistic and cheerful. Too cheerful, perhaps. But as the days wore on, the heat and the rejections were starting to crawl under her skin. No one wanted to hear of her qualifications or her ideas for stories about immigrants and women and interviews with notable women of the day. No one wanted to see her clips from the Dispatch, like her series about factory girls or her reports from Mexico. All those precious clips were now softly frayed at the edges from so much time in her purse.

			The heat was taking the curl out of her hair.

			It was now September and she had one—one—soul-crushing assignment from good old Erasmus, back in Pittsburgh. A pity assignment, a way to throw her some money so she could carry on struggling in the big city. But it was, if she did say so herself, a smartly conceived way to get herself in front of all those big, important and powerful newspapermen who refused to give her the time of day. Nellie’s idea was to interview all the top newspaper editors in the city about women’s role in journalism. She had dreamed it up as a ruse to get past the guards at the front door of all the offices and into the newsrooms—a way to demonstrate a female reporter at work, right before their eyes. Her hunch was correct: Editors were more than willing to talk to her if it meant she had to smile and take notes while they shared their (absurd) opinions on lady journalists.

			
				Women can’t get the story

			

			To Dr. Hepworth at the Herald, Nellie posed the question: “Do you object to women entering newspaper life?”

			Dr. Hepworth, who had served in the war as a preacher, gave her a kindly smile, the sort one gave to small children before attempting to explain a complicated concept. She smiled blandly back at him and prepared herself for his answer.

			“I personally may not object,” he said, stroking his mustache as he spoke thoughtfully, “but the fact is a girl just isn’t going to get the news.”

			“Please do explain.”

			“Well, I cannot send her to a crime scene; the police will only give her as little information as possible to get rid of her. The criminal courts will be no different. Crime scenes and courts are no place for ladies; therefore a female reporter would be worse than useless.”

			“And that is a fact?”

			“Yes.”

			“What about crime scenes involving women? Or women who are taken to the criminal courts? You’re not suggesting that if we went down to the courts right now, we’d find only men.”

			“Well, the sort of women that you’d find there aren’t ladies.” Hepworth’s cheeks colored slightly. A gentleman didn’t discuss these sorts of women with someone like Nellie, who seemed respectable enough. Or was she? She caught his gaze lingering, as he tried to decide. Nellie knew she looked quite respectable, thank you very much, but her mere presence in his office suggested otherwise. He was most likely struggling with the conundrum. Nellie pressed on with her questions. “Could those women become journalists?”

			“Of course not.” He chuckled. “They are disreputable and uneducated.”

			Nellie frowned slightly. “So, a woman must be respectable to be a reporter, yet she cannot be a reporter because she is too respectable to go to the places a reporter must go.” Hepworth blinked at her. Nellie met his gaze. “I just want to make sure that I understand you. To confirm that you see no opportunity for a woman in journalism.”

			“No,” Hepworth said with a huff. And after some thought he added, “Though the ladies’ pages would be an option.”

			God save Nellie from the ladies’ pages. If a woman was lucky enough to get a job working for a paper—which spared her from working in a factory, or as a domestic or a wife (shudder)—she would have to spend her days writing about household hints and recipes, garden shows and charity luncheons. It was mind-numbingly tedious and she wanted to avoid it at all costs. It was one reason why she had left Pittsburgh.

			Hence her arrival in New York City.

			Hence her attempts to get hired to cover the news. Actual, breaking news.

			Nellie wrote down women can’t get the news, then she thanked Dr. Hepworth for his time and service in the war and went on her way.

			
				Women are not as accurate as men

			

			From there, Nellie went next door to the Sun, where she met with the esteemed Charles Dana. When she arrived, he slipped on a pair of gold-rimmed glasses and gazed at her curiously, as if he had never quite seen a woman involved with journalism before. She was seated in a comfortable chair in his office, which was quite homey with all its books and papers. There was a lovely view of city hall and the leafy park surrounding it. She was ready with her notebook open and her pencil poised.

			Nellie was ready for the worst but hoping for the best.

			“Women are not regarded with editorial favor in New York,” Dana told her with the confidence of a man of a certain age who had thousands of daily readers of his paper, paying to consume his opinions along with their morning coffee. Still, it rankled. Especially when he said things like: “Women are simply not as accurate as men.”

			Nellie wrote this down, verbatim.

			“A journalist must be accurate,” he told her, as if she was unaware of that fact.

			Here Nellie groaned mentally for the fate of the interview.

			
				Women are too emotional

			

			“Women are too emotional,” Robert Morris at the Telegram informed her with great authority. “We can’t have a girl reporter swooning at a murder scene or fainting at a fire.”

			Nellie had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from scoffing. She’d seen danger and violence aplenty at home (her mother had not remarried well). She’d seen deadly fires so close that the heat of the flames had singed her skirts. At fourteen, she’d testified at a trial, solemnly taking the stand and telling the whole truth and nothing but the truth. Her story on factory girls wasn’t for the faint of heart—those machines could and did mangle a hand or scalp—and Nellie recorded all their stories, sparing no detail.

			All of which was to say that Mr. Morris, like most men, had a precious idea of a woman’s constitution that did not seem to be based in the facts of women’s lives.

			“Women are fundamentally unequipped for the rigors of reporting,” he told her in no uncertain terms. She wrote this down calmly and unemotionally, even though she wanted to throw a dictionary at his head. “All the sensations and scandals in the press are inappropriate for ladies’ eyes. We could never task a female reporter with that class of news.”

			Nellie pasted a polite smile on her face. One always had to be polite when challenging a man in a position of authority; they didn’t take kindly to it. In fact, one could say it even made them emotional.

			“Women read the newspapers, just as men do. What is the difference between reading and writing that class of news?”

			He gave a hearty chuckle. “That’s why we have the ladies’ pages, my dear. So the ladies have something suitable to read.”

			“And do you really think that’s the only section of the newspaper that they read?”

			The flicker of shock in his eyes told her he hadn’t ever thought about it.

			
				Women don’t need the money

			

			At his desk in the corner of the bustling newsroom, Foster Coates at the Mail and Express shared the opinion that there was probably nothing wrong with a woman writing for a newspaper. He continued to say, in so many words, that men were the ones who, in addition to being more constitutionally suited to the rigors of the job by being emotionally dead both inside and out, were thus the better to report the facts.

			“Furthermore,” he said, with a dramatic pause. “Men have families to support. They have wives, children and other helpless dependents.”

			“What about women without a father, husband or brother to support them?” Nellie inquired coolly. Asking for a friend. Asking for me. Asking for her mother, back home in Pittsburgh, waiting for Nellie to establish herself in New York so she could support them here. Asking for all the women like her mother, with dead or drunk or deadbeat husbands. Asking for the smart spinsters who had known better than to marry but who still needed to eat.

			“Well, a woman ought to find one! Any man should do.” Mr. Foster chuckled. Nellie couldn’t bring herself to laugh along with him, even politely, because she knew that not any man would do. Some men were definitely worse than no man at all.

			
				A woman’s experience isn’t enough

			

			At the Times, Nellie pretended to be an applicant. Pretended. She had to laugh at that, since in truth she would gladly accept almost any job at this point, if it would only get her in a newsroom. Or in proximity to a newsroom. She had no doubt that once she was in, she could conquer everything.

			“And what might you do?” The editor, a balding man by the name of Charles Ransom Miller, inquired. Her heart skipped a beat. This was . . . promising?

			“Anything,” Nellie replied. “Literally anything. There’s nothing I can’t do, given the chance.”

			Nothing she wouldn’t do. Probably. She didn’t want to seem too eager, but also, she was very eager. Her funds were dwindling. Her pride wanted encouragement. Her brain wanted something to take on.

			Mr. Miller regarded her thoughtfully for a moment. A long moment in which she felt hope. But then a man—one younger than her, with a pimpled complexion and wearing a wrinkled suit—approached, also to apply. And just like that Nellie was shuffled out of the way, out the door and back onto the street.

			
				We already have one woman—isn’t that enough?

			

			When Nellie got to the building that housed the offices of the World, she paused reverentially outside while busy men and workingwomen swarmed around her. The World was a paper for the rest of them—not the wealthy, or snobby or elites, but the immigrants, the poor, the masses, the workingmen and -women. It was a paper for sensation, crusade and scandal. It was her first choice of a paper to write for, if she had a choice.

			At the World, Nellie walked slowly through the lobby in awe. After confirming with the guard on duty that she did indeed have an interview, she rode the elevator to the top floor and managed to catch a moment with the editor, Colonel John Cockerill, who seemed annoyed to be interrupted from a profanity-laden tirade at a young male assistant (“Damn it to hell, Hearst, if I’ve told you once . . . !”). Nellie dared to intrude.

			“Women in journalism?” He repeated her question with a bark. He pushed his hair out of his eyes. Like he had to think about it because he had honestly never considered it before. Hope, it fell in her chest. “A man is of far greater service,” he said. And then: “Anyway, we have a woman on staff already. So, it’s not a personal objection.”

			Nellie bit back a sharp hiss of Who is she? Who was this lucky woman who had the constitution to withstand crime and sensation, who could write down facts and report them, who could get intelligence from the police and the criminal courts? Who was she?

			She was probably just writing for the ladies’ pages, Nellie thought meanly. She was probably just writing about who wore what to which party while people starved in the streets. She probably wrote about high fashion and swishy silk dresses, salacious gossip and elegant charity luncheons. There was nothing to be jealous of.

			She was still jealous.

			And now she was increasingly desperate. And, damn it, Robert Morris at the Telegram, she was feeling emotional.

			And then her purse was stolen on the train back uptown.

			Her purse with her clips, her notebook full of quotes and every last penny to her name.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Girl Puzzle
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			MRS. PARKHILL’S BOARDINGHOUSE

			NEW YORK CITY

			The next morning, Nellie awoke on her narrow bed and looked out the window. Or tried to. As befitting most rooms that she could afford in the city, her view was of a neighboring building’s brick wall. But if she turned her head just so, and contorted her body in a certain way that rumpled the blanket and pinched her neck, she could catch a glimpse of sky, all bright and clear blue. It promised to be a beautiful day.

			Except for the fact that she had no money, no friends, no job, and no real prospects.

			Nellie couldn’t even get back to Pittsburgh, if she were that desperate. Which she was not. Yet. Even though Nellie was on the verge of becoming a cautionary tale to other aspiring young women.

			Her grip tightened around the pair of scissors she had borrowed from Penny, the housekeeper here. The blades were hard and sharp in her palm. Should she do it?

			It wasn’t in Nellie’s nature to lie abed and feel sorry for herself. Not when she had her mother, Mary Jane, in her head with one of her sayings: Energy rightly applied will accomplish anything. Which was not exactly working out for Nellie at the moment. But soon . . . Something good had to happen soon.

			She couldn’t languish, anyway, with this restless energy pulsing through her. The city was happening out there—not here, in room 2R (rear) at Mrs. Elizabeth Parkhill’s Boardinghouse—and Nellie wanted more than anything to be a part of it. She had burned her bridges to be here.

			But something had to be done.

			Something had to change. She had been wearing the same dress, the same hat, the same boots, and knocking on the same editors’ doors with the same result. She knew just the thing. Hence, the scissors, sharp and pointed in her hand.

			Nellie sat up, then stood up, then positioned herself in front of the small mirror that hung on the otherwise spartan walls of her room. She lifted the scissors to her face, past her mouth, past her slightly upturned nose, past her gray-blue eyes, past her nicely arched eyebrows. Was she really going to do this?

			Desperate times called for desperate measures.

			She reached for her comb next and pulled a length of her brown hair out of her bun and forward, over her face. She lifted the scissors. Ready. Nellie paused.

			There was no going back after this.

			Whenever the world had seemed stuck, Nellie’s mother would move the furniture around, sew a ruffle on a dress or redecorate an old bonnet. There was no way for Nellie to move the furniture in her rented room; the space was so small one had to wonder how the bed, dresser and chair fit in the first place. She didn’t have the patience to sew a ruffle on her dress or fix the hem. But Nellie could make a little difference that she hoped would make all the difference.

			Snip.

			A strand of her hair fell to the floor. Maybe if she looked a little different, her life would be a little different.

			Snip.

			There was no going back now.

			Snip. Snip. Snip.

			There was a knock at the door.

			Most likely her landlady, inquiring about the rent.

			Nellie set down her scissors, her bangs half-trimmed, and opened the door.

			It was Mrs. Parkhill, her landlady. Nellie smiled. Mrs. Parkhill smiled. They both knew what this was about.

			It wasn’t uncommon for women and families to rent out spare rooms in their homes to make ends meet. Some even ran fully established houses full of lodgers. These days, Elizabeth Parkhill had a veritable empire of lodging houses that she owned and ran throughout the city. An impressive feat for any woman, and all the more so for Elizabeth because of the plain fact that the world did no favors for Black women like her.

			A woman named Penny ran the house here—providing meals, taking care of laundry and the like—and was easy to evade when it came to paying rent. But Mrs. Parkhill, the owner, saw to the business of collecting rents and managing boarders. Over tea one afternoon, Nellie had peppered her with questions and learned that she’d come to New York after the war, took over one boardinghouse and then systematically expanded her business until she’d managed the impressive feat of owning real estate and running her own businesses. She was no fool.

			“Good morning, Miss Bly. I’m here to see about the rent.”

			“This month’s or last month’s?” Nellie quipped.

			If Mrs. Parkhill was amused, she did not show it. Though was that a hint of sparkle in her eyes? Surely she had to remember what it was like to be ambitious and newly arrived to the city. “Yes. Both.”

			Nellie opened her mouth to speak, but Mrs. Parkhill raised her hand and waved her off. “And yes, I am aware that your purse was stolen.”

			It had been such a foolish, amateur mistake. She’d been on a crowded elevated train, lost in thought, and some little street child slithered through the crowd and snuck off with her bag—containing the last of her money and all of her clips—before she even realized what had happened. By then the doors had closed and her cry of anguish had alarmed more than a few passengers. She’d almost had a fit of hysterics—even though she was made of stern stuff and prided herself on staying calm. But indulging in a public display of hysterics was to chance being sent to the insane asylum at Blackwell’s Island, and if there was anything she had learned so far in the city, it was to (1) hold on to your purse with your life and (2) don’t get sent to Blackwell’s Island.

			“I have a promising lead,” Nellie said confidently. Mary Jane had always instilled in her the practice of declaring things confidently, as if that alone could make them true. But Mrs. Parkhill was not falling for it.

			Mrs. Parkhill tilted her head. “Miss Bly, do you still not have a position?”

			“I just haven’t found the right one.”

			“Shopgirl or factory girl not good enough for you?” This was punctuated with a raised eyebrow.

			“I didn’t come to New York to be a shopgirl or factory girl.”

			Mrs. Parkhill heaved a sigh and lifted her eyes toward the heavens. “Lord save me from young women with big dreams coming to the city.”

			“Like yourself?” Nellie dared an impish grin. Her landlady gave a short huff. “At any rate, I’m on my way downtown this morning,” Nellie continued. She had just decided. But also, what choice did she have, really? Lie in bed in despair or get herself downtown and try, try again?

			Mrs. Parkhill gave Nellie one of those looks that would have made a lesser man or woman shrink or spill all her secrets and promise anything. But Nellie didn’t lie. She might have just decided, that very instant, to go back down to Newspaper Row, but now she was firm in her plans. Her future depended upon it.

			“Whatever you’re doing to your hair is not going to help your prospects.” In addition to a room and board, Mrs. Parkhill also provided free, unsolicited advice.

			“It’s called bangs. It’s the new style.”

			“You look like a woman in the throes of a nervous episode. How is that supposed to convince anyone to hire you?” Nellie didn’t have an answer to that. “Well, I suppose if you can’t find work you can always cut off the rest of your hair and sell it. You should fetch a pretty penny for it.”

			“Always an option,” Nellie replied. For a split second she considered it: She could crop her hair and sell it for just enough money to return to her mother in Pittsburgh, and then beg for her old job back after leaving that cocksure note on Erasmus’s desk (I’m off for New York. Look out for me.) How mortifying. Not an option at all.

			Mrs. Parkhill turned to go, but Nellie, who now had renewed determination to convince someone on Newspaper Row to hire her, caught her before she left. Nellie flashed her best smile, the one that always got her out of trouble, and spoke in her most cajoling voice. “Mrs. Parkhill, can I also borrow cab fare? I need to get downtown. It’s a matter of some importance and urgency.”

			SOMEWHERE ON BROADWAY

			In a cab on her way downtown, Nellie fluffed her newly shorn bangs with her gloved fingers. They were straight, mostly, and a little too short. At a certain angle, they looked fetching. Or so she told herself. That’s what she got for her impulsiveness.

			Thanks to Mrs. Parkhill lending her cab fare—very explicitly a loan and not a gift, and which was to be repaid with rent immediately—Nellie made it downtown in record time, until the carriage hit traffic on Broadway. Thanks to the ride, she was spared from being a sweaty, wrinkled mess after an hour on the train and battling crowds. She looked good. She looked respectable and professional.

			But now Nellie was anxious, with a restless energy she needed to dispel before she presented herself once more. A few blocks’ walking should do the trick to calm her nerves. She had no plan other than to be near the action and seize any and every opportunity to get in the door or get an interview.

			Admittedly, it was not much of a plan.

			“I’ll get out here, thanks.”

			Here was on Broadway, near the Bowery. The busy road was lined with impressive cast-iron buildings reaching five or six stories high. They all possessed huge, soaring windows to let in natural light, the better for men and women to work inside at long, seemingly endless shifts sewing garments or assembling hatboxes or other menial tasks.

			The sidewalks were crowded with all kinds of people going about their lives with a glorious indifference for one another. It had to be admitted that when she’d first arrived, she had been taken aback by the way people from so many different backgrounds mixed so freely, especially in this neighborhood. It was such a sight to behold that fancy folks from uptown often came slumming through the neighborhood in their fine carriages to watch. Blacks rubbed up against Irish and German immigrants, who mingled with the Chinese. At night, men dressed as ladies and drank next to laborers, and women mingled freely with all of them. Everyone was of here and no one was from here, and they were all just trying to make it or at least get by.

			This morning, one woman in particular caught Nellie’s eye. Or rather, her hair did—a glorious auburn verging on fiery red. The shade caught your eye and the rest of her held your attention. She was tall, clear-skinned, plainly if respectably dressed in a dark blue dress that fit well though was free of embellishments. By all appearances, she seemed to be a nice and respectable middle-class wife.

			And she was drunk. Stumbling-around drunk.

			At this hour of the morning! On Broadway!

			Or was she?

			Nellie slowed from her brisk I have places to be thank you very much pace to observe as this woman wavered on her feet, precariously close to the road, where horses and carriages thundered past. She was in front of a grocer’s, where crates of fruit and vegetables were stacked high on the sidewalk. Next door was an apothecary and next to that, a dance hall. Maybe it was the reporter in Nellie that made her slow down and look twice. Maybe it was her sense of sisterhood that gave her pause to see if this woman was all right. Whatever the reason, she took a moment to watch.

			A delicate hand to the forehead. The classic preamble to a swoon.

			A wild-eyed glance all around her.

			No one seemed to care that she was in a state of distress. A man in a disheveled suit, with traces of last night’s antics still on his face, ambled past her without a second look. Another woman ushered her three small children out of the way and gave the swooning redhead a sharp, reproving look.

			In the blink of an eye she was down. The redhead, not Nellie. Just there on the street corner, crashing into the pile of crates and sending apples rolling into the road, where they were promptly trampled under hooves and carriage wheels.

			Nellie could no longer stand idly by—she pushed through the crowd of curious onlookers (oh, now they were interested!) to the pile of skirts sprawled across the apple crates.

			A Chinese woman was making an attempt to rouse her. Nellie sank down beside her. They shared a look of concern and camaraderie before turning their attentions to the redhead. “Ma’am! Are you all right?” When there was no response, Nellie shouted for someone to call for an ambulance.

			A thickset man in the crowd scoffed. “She just needs a cup of cold water.”

			“Yeah, in her face! That oughta wake her!”

			A buxom woman, overdressed for daytime, smirked. “Oh, she just needs to sleep it off!” Then, with a dangerous smile: “I have a room she can use.”

			And a buttoned-up matron huffed what a disgrace it was for a lady to conduct herself thusly, prompting an eye roll from more than one of the other women who had gathered.

			Probably all true. But still, Nellie pleaded. “Please, just call for an ambulance!”

			Finally, someone shuffled off to flag down more help. Nellie did not have time for this, but she couldn’t just leave the woman on the sidewalk. Not with the way these people were milling around, waiting for the opportunity to look for her purse or spare change in her pockets. If they were even waiting at all; many people just walked past and one even stepped over her to get on their way.

			Ah, New York.

			Finally, a horse-drawn ambulance clattered up and slowed to a stop nearby, and an attendant launched himself onto the sidewalk, his boots landing near the woman, who was slowly stirring awake.

			“She fainted,” Nellie told him. They both watched as the woman came to, slowly, with a low moan and a dazed expression. The ambulance driver was a youngish man, with stubble across his jaw and his brown hair slicked back. His uniform had stains that Nellie didn’t want to know about.

			“She with you?” he asked.

			“I don’t know her,” Nellie said.

			“All right then, I can take it from here.”

			“Oh . . .” the redhead moaned. “What happened?”

			“You fainted, ma’am,” Nellie said. “Are you all right?”

			“Oh . . .” She swooned away again.

			“All right, I’ll take her,” the ambulance driver said reluctantly.

			“Where will you take her?” Nellie asked. She’d read unconfirmed reports in the paper of Blackwell’s Island and its abuses. The reputation of the dispensaries and hospitals was only slightly better. And the cost could bankrupt a workingwoman. But she very clearly needed medical help.

			“Bellevue Hospital,” the driver answered. Nellie was hesitant to leave this woman in the care of a strange man, but she had her own business to attend to. And it was not as if she had any medical training that would help the woman recover from whatever had knocked her over on Broadway. Still, she had some notion of care and sisterhood. “I’ll go with you,” Nellie said.

			“No. Take me to the doctor. Alone.” The redheaded woman was barely conscious but adamant all the same. Some debate ensued, and in the end, the woman very much wanted to be taken to a hospital, swooned again to prove it was necessary, and both she and the ambulance attendant went on their way to Bellevue. Nellie set off downtown. Alone.

			The World beckoned.

			But something caused her to look back. Just a feeling, like a whisper of wind on the back of her neck. So she stopped and looked over her shoulder.

			She saw the woman standing now, swaying, with strands of that red hair falling loose around her face. The ambulance attendant had his arms around her, fingers splayed around her waist, the better to help her stand (or so one hoped). The redhead happened to glance after Nellie. Their gazes locked. And then . . . the redheaded woman winked.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Gather Up the Real Smart Girls
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			THE OFFICE OF THE NEW YORK WORLD

			NEWSPAPER ROW

			Nellie arrived perplexed, still distracted. That wink! What could it possibly mean? When Nellie stood on the sidewalk and looked up and up and up at the World building—it towered over the other newspaper offices on Newspaper Row both literally and figuratively—she forgot about the wink and remembered her purpose.

			Get in. Get an assignment. Get a job.

			A daunting prospect. She stared up to the very top, where a golden dome gleamed against a blue sky and towered over the whole of New York. The bottom floors were leased to other businesses and offices so it was easy enough to enter the lobby and stroll about. But the guards in front of the elevators, standing protectively over the upper floors, where the newspaper offices were located, gave her no end of trouble.

			They always wanted to know who she wished to see, if they were expecting her, the nature of her business. The editor she wished to see, Colonel John Cockerill, had once had an angry reader storm into his newsroom back in St. Louis wielding a loaded pistol, outraged over something that had been printed in the previous day’s paper. Gunshots had been fired. Cockerill was later acquitted of the murder but had to leave town. Rumor had it that was how he ended up running Pulitzer’s New York paper. She supposed she could understand the need for security.

			But just look at her!

			A young woman of three and twenty, pretty, neatly dressed and by all accounts respectable. There was nothing dangerous or threatening about her appearance. With her steps full of purpose, and her blue-gray eyes blazing with determination, Nellie strode through the doors, across the marble lobby floor and straight toward the elevators. She walked like she had a meeting, like Mr. Pulitzer himself was expecting her, like she was on the way to fulfilling her life’s purpose and destiny.

			But at the elevators, a guard awaited.

			There, Nellie was stopped.

			“Whoa there, little lady.” He gave her a friendly smile. This particular guard was the large, lumbering sort who was probably more adept at intimidating people than moving nimbly to catch them should they, say, dart past. Something to consider. He gave her a lopsided smile and a nod, like, You poor thing. You must be lost. The ladies’ department stores are twenty blocks uptown! Silly dear.

			She greeted him with a firm “Good morning, sir.”

			“Are you lost, ma’am?”

			“I am not. Actually, I—”

			“Well, you can’t just waltz in here, little lady. This is a place of business.”

			He was all smiles when he thought she was a lost soul, and he could not fathom that she might have business of her own.

			“I am here for a business matter.”

			He looked at her suspiciously. “What sort of business?”

			She could practically see the wheels turning in his head, considering that perhaps she wasn’t a lost lamb, but a woman of vice intent on plying her wicked trade in the middle of the day in a place of work. Honestly. Men had such imaginations.

			“I’m here for an appointment at the World.”

			“Are you now?”

			“Mr. Pulitzer himself is expecting me.”

			Nellie was not fond of lying, for a variety of reasons—honor, morals, journalistic integrity and such. And also this one: the slow slide of a smile on this man’s face as he caught her in a lie and was delighted by the catch and terribly excited to tell her so.

			“Mr. Pulitzer is on his yacht.”

			Nellie smiled, even as she thought a dozen different swear words at once. Nellie smiled, even as she was annoyed that she had cut her bangs for no reason and now this guard would warn all the others about the “girl with the crazy bangs.” Any hope she had of getting in was officially, totally and utterly shot to shit.
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			For her next attempt, Nellie tried to slink inside with a group of men, but a woman in a hat stood out among all the suits. She tried to link arms with another unsuspecting man and pretended to be his guest, chattering all the while to keep him engaged. She considered getting some street urchin to cause a commotion that would be a distraction, but she was fresh out of coin and they didn’t work for free. The lunch hour was approaching—maybe there would be an opportunity then? If not, she would have a few more hours in the afternoon to try her luck at other papers.

			The heat was getting to her.

			To her bangs, making them frizz.

			To her dress, making it damp with perspiration.

			Soon she would start to smell like August in New York, which would do her no favors.

			Nellie beat a retreat and lingered near the newsagent shop in the lobby, pretending to look at the day’s headlines while really keeping a watchful eye on the elevators as she debated what to do next. It wasn’t long before a woman emerged—a rare sight. Not just any woman, either. She appeared crisp, cool, collected, like the late summer heat wasn’t happening all around her. Everything about her—from her darling little feathered hat perched on her silvery white hair, to the fitted jacket with grosgrain trim, to shiny leather boots pointing out from under a skirt that only just grazed her ankles—was fitted and styled to perfection. Nothing about her apologized—she moved with a purpose.

			Who was she? Whoever she was, she carried herself like she had conquered the city already; years ago, darling.

			On her way out, the guard tipped his hat to her.

			Curiosity and envy and burning ambition rose in Nellie all at once. How could this woman come and go as she pleased from the World? What were her secrets? How could Nellie meet her?

			Fact: Nellie needed to know her.

			So Nellie didn’t think twice—she followed.

			THE LADIES’ ORDINARY

			The saloon around the corner was the regular haunt of the male reporters in the neighborhood. They could be found there for lunch at midday and drinks at all hours. Nellie caught a glimpse of all the men inside, sprawled in chairs or hunched over plates and pints and laughing loudly. The door was open, and the sound of all those men carousing spilled out into the street to mix with the clatter of horses and carriages and construction sounds and other noises of the city.

			Nellie followed the woman past all that, noticing that she didn’t spare such a pedestrian scene a glance, even though the gaze of more than a few men lingered over her, very much intrigued.

			The woman turned the corner and soon approached a plain, unmarked door at the back of the saloon, pulled it open and disappeared inside. When Nellie caught up, she almost missed it—it was the kind of door one walked past without noticing, or definitely didn’t look twice at if for some reason one’s attentions happened on it. A door. Unmarked. It wasn’t so nefarious-looking that one feared rape, murder and other terrible fates behind it.

			But Nellie being Nellie, she would open the door anyway, just to see. She did so now.

			At first, the sound of female voices at full volume hit her. Women talking, laughing, even shouting at one another. Their voices were mixed with the sounds of cutlery clinking on plates, pints being drained and set down with a thud on the long wooden tables. Chairs being pushed out or in. Women coming, going. Most of them, though, were having lunch.

			The woman she had followed stood up at the carved wooden bar, smoothed over by time, and waited patiently for the bartender’s attention. Up close, Nellie could see that she was at least fifty, maybe older, but she looked as bright and fashionable as any pretty young thing. Her hair was a pretty, silvery gray. There were fine lines around her eyes and mouth, suggesting she smiled often and spoke freely. Her complexion was luminous, and Nellie felt a moment of envy.

			The bartender turned to give her attention. She was a broad-shouldered woman with her hair severely pulled back in a tight bun, as if she didn’t have the time to be bothered with styling it. Her expression warned that she did not suffer fools, nonsense or drunken antics.

			“A pint and trimmings, please, Pauline,” the beautiful silver-haired woman said. Pauline nodded and said it would be right out in a moment. Then her gaze shifted to Nellie, next in line. Her brow lifted, wordlessly asking for Nellie’s order.

			“The same. A pint and trimmings, please.”

			“That’ll be five cents.”

			That would be five cents that Nellie did not have. All at once she remembered the stolen purse, the late rent, the borrowed cab fare. That burn-her-bridges note she’d left for her editor in Pittsburgh and the bridges she’d actually burned. If only the floorboards would swallow her up. If only.

			Worse, the silver-haired woman had her cool blue eyes trained on Nellie, like she was taking the measurements of Nellie’s bust, waist and soul. Did she know?

			“Oh!” Nellie pretended to have remembered something suddenly. “It turns out I have forgotten an appointment.” She smiled sheepishly, as if it were just a misunderstanding and she was not, in fact, about to expire from embarrassment on the spot. “If you’ll excuse me.”

			Nellie turned to go; the sooner she got out of here, the sooner she could get on with the business of being rejected for jobs. Her skin was hot with mortification and sweaty from the heat. The only thought in her head was to escape. But the silver-haired woman’s voice rang out, “Add it to my tab, Pauline.”

			Nellie turned suddenly, cheeks pinked. The silver-haired woman had come to the rescue, like a fashionable fairy godmother, with an invitation to lunch.
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			Her name was Harriet Ayer, she told Nellie, after Nellie thanked her profusely. She walked them to a table in the middle of the room, through the crowd of women as they ate a hearty lunch, drank and chattered away.

			“Hello, Dorothy, I brought a friend today. This is—”

			“Nellie. Nellie Bly.”

			“Hi, I’m Dorothy.” Nellie didn’t think twice about taking a seat at the table, even as her mind was buzzing with questions about what alternative universe she had discovered and who all these women were.

			Nellie, being Nellie, started to ask questions. Where was she? The Ladies’ Ordinary, behind Devlin’s Saloon, a space where women could eat, drink and socialize without being bothered by men. Who were all these women? Workingwomen from the neighborhood—proofreaders, typesetters, bookkeepers, clerks, shopgirls, and a few reporters.

			They all wore the same working-girl uniform: a plain dark skirt paired with a crisp white shirtwaist. But Nellie noticed that they all added their own embellishments. Jackets had grosgrain ribbon trim or little epaulets at the shoulders. Shirts had decorative buttons and hats were all uniquely decorated. Something had to distinguish them from the others so they didn’t get swallowed up and forgotten in some great mass of working females. They were working girls not just by their clothes, but by the way they got down to the business of lunch and conversation with an urgency and intensity because they had other important things to do.

			Did they come here regularly? Every day. The hot meal (“trimmings”) and pint was the best deal in the neighborhood. Besides, it was nice to relax in a space where there were no men leering or asking who they had abandoned at home.

			The polite getting-to-know-you chatter between Harriet, Dorothy and Nellie had barely begun when a woman practically crashed into their table. In truth she did no such thing, but she had an energy about her that felt like it.

			“What a day,” this woman said dramatically.

			Dorothy laughed. “It’s only half past noon, Marian.”

			Marian was looking at Nellie and Nellie was looking at Marian. They were looking at each other in that way of I know you but can’t place you . . .

			“Well, do tell, Marian.” Harriet waved her to sit down. They were all friends here, apparently.

			Marian gave a dramatic sigh. “I had a little encounter with the public ambulance services. I do not recommend it.”

			All at once it clicked for Nellie. “Oh! You’re the woman who fainted!”

			Marian’s eyes narrowed at her. “You’re the one who called me ‘ma’am’!”

			Beside her, Dorothy gasped at an apparently grave offense. Nellie swiftly apologized.

			“Are you all right?” Nellie asked.

			“Oh, I’m fine,” Marian said grandly. She took a sip of her pint and shrugged, like fainting on the street was all in a day’s work. Apparently it was. She flashed a grin. “Just a little stunt for a story. That ambulance driver will be sorry he tried anything on me.”

			Harriet rolled her eyes. “If only men would be original for once.”

			Dorothy shook her head. “If you really wanted a stunt story, try taking the trolley while Black.” And then she told Nellie briefly that she was simply trying to get from one place to another on the public transport when issue was taken with her presence, as it happened, and there was a scuffle.

			“How is your arm, dear?” Harriet inquired.

			Dorothy rubbed her shoulder. “It still hurts, but that hasn’t stopped me from writing my stories, filing my columns, teaching my students or living my life.”

			“Success is the best revenge,” Marian said.

			“Happiness is the best revenge,” Dorothy countered. “The whole experience has made Raymond very protective of me. I think he might propose sooner rather than later.”

			Nellie wasn’t much for romance, so she didn’t quite follow the latest in Dorothy’s ongoing courtship with Raymond, a fellow newspaperman and editor at the American Freedman. But her curiosity was piqued when Marian asked if Lucy had spoken yet. After listening in, Nellie gathered that Lucy had turned up after witnessing something terrible and couldn’t yet speak of it. In the meantime, Dorothy and some friends were seeing to the girl’s safety and comfort. “Very kind of you,” Nellie remarked.

			Dorothy shrugged slightly. “We take care of each other.”

			“Bet there’s a story there,” Marian murmured. “If you can get her to talk.”

			“In good time,” Dorothy replied.

			But Nellie was still stuck on mentions of stunts and stories and various newspapers and deadlines and the possibility that she had fallen in with some lady journalists. What luck! What an unexpected twist to her day. She wanted to laugh out loud but didn’t want to seem crazy. Besides, it was likely that these women were her competition—and in competition with one another—yet they were all so friendly. If there was one thing Nellie had learned so far, there was little space on the masthead for women. Maybe just one. So it didn’t quite make sense.

			“Wait—are you all reporters?”

			“Dorothy writes for the New York Age,” Harriet said, and Nellie nodded. She knew the paper; she knew all the papers in New York. Their editors, their audiences, the numbers. The Age was a respected and popular Black newspaper. Harriet continued. “Marian here writes for the Herald.”

			“I do the usual society interviews and occasional stunt, if I can convince the editors, which isn’t very often,” Marian said. But then she heaved a wistful sigh. “I’m just a girl, standing in front of the world, asking for a decent job that pays well and doesn’t bore me to tears.”

			To which Nellie raised her glass.

			To which Marian raised her brow.

			Their eyes met, and Marian’s gaze was cool, calculating, evaluating. Nellie had the feeling they could be great friends but were more likely to be great rivals, each one chasing limited space on the masthead, competing for interviews and exciting stories. Stunts! She hadn’t read many in the papers, so it was new, uncharted territory. Yet she’d seen Marian in action this morning and was already burning with curiosity to read the whole story.

			Maybe she’d even try something like that herself, if she could get in to pitch it. A stunt was something she could do. Even better, it was also something a man couldn’t pull off in quite the same way as a pretty young woman. Like Marian. Or Nellie.

			Nellie took a sip of her drink, as Dorothy said, “Harriet here is the grand dame of the newsroom at the World.” Nellie near spit out her drink. She’d known Harriet was Someone, but now she knew that she was The Someone she needed. She was about to gush about the World and her luck in meeting Harriet and how much she wanted to write. She was about to make a cake of herself.

			Marian cut her off. “And who did you say you were?”

			“Bly. Nellie Bly.”

			“Like the song. So it’s not your real name, I assume.”

			Like the song, because a proper woman didn’t put her own name in the newspaper, unless it was to report her marriage or death.

			Nellie just said, “Of course not.”

			“Where are you from, Not Really Nellie?”

			“Who says I’m not from here?”

			“Oh, please.” Marian laughed. “You have ‘new girl’ written all over you, with your wide-eyed wonder. So what’s your story, Not Really Nellie?” She sat back in her seat and took a bite of her lunch in anticipation of some great tale.

			“I wrote for the Pittsburgh Dispatch for six years. And I did six months in Mexico.”

			Those six months were a testament to her persuasive abilities. It was no small thing to get Erasmus to send a young girl reporter on assignment to a foreign country. Once there, Nellie filed reports on the people, the culture, the government. Did readers of a local newspaper in Pittsburgh need such reports? Probably not, but Nellie and her mother had needed to get away after the scandal of her mother’s divorce, and Nellie wasn’t going to waste a chance to further her career. So, Mexico. It was all fun and games until she upset members of the government and they hightailed it back to the States.

			But Nellie didn’t want to get into all that now.

			So she did what she did best, which was start asking her own questions.

			“I suppose you were born and raised here, then?” Nellie asked Marian.

			“Uptown.”

			Dorothy grinned. “Society girl gone rogue! Jilted by her intended, the lovely Marian is cast from high society and must now make her way on her own—”

			“Sounds like a dime novel,” Nellie said.

			“Sentimental rubbish,” Marian said. “But maybe I’ll write it. Earn a pretty penny for it.”

			“Maybe I should try my hand at novels instead of newspaper work. I’m trying to get hired at one of the papers, but none of them will give me the time of day,” Nellie said. “Apparently women are too emotional.”

			All four women burst out laughing.

			“It’s one of the great myths of the age that women

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				[image: ornament]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/page_157.png









OEBPS/images/9780593436769_cover.jpg
- 3 =
& "‘.&f-"f .0 ‘i’?;n iy
'i“‘:i s.: e =k - “A riveting piece
i e® o of herstory...highly
’:, P o recommended for

every reader interested
in Women Who Dared.”
—USA Today bestselling
author Evie Dunmore





OEBPS/images/page_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/penguin-logo-for-copyright.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593436769_title_page.jpg
The
~Mad Girls

of
~New York

A NELLIE BLY NOVEL

W

MAYA RODALL

BERKLEY
New York





