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Prologue

August 1888, Providence, Rhode Island

When I turned thirteen, I shot up like a common weed that grew in the swamps. Overnight, I sprouted three inches taller, and my pinafores were too short to wear anymore. Mother asked her seamstress to salvage them, but the lady shrugged and said there was nothing she could do. The hems were too narrow to drop, and she knew of no way to stunt my growth.

“Helena is hale and has good color, Mrs. James,” the seamstress said. “Be happy she’s hardy.”

Like a weed crowding out the healthy plants around it, I continued to grow. Soon, I was the tallest girl in my class at school. Meanwhile my younger sister Summer looked paler and paler. She griped that she was too weak to attend archery, and her arm muscles were turning to mush. First, the pinkness in her lips went white. Then her blonde hair turned a ghostly ash, and the apples in her cheeks shriveled to plums. Before long, she sported that sickly, wan look that was all the rage in fashion magazines like Godey’s. But she was just a child, too young to look so willowy.

Summer became frail. Flu and other viruses attacked her tiny frame and would linger there indefinitely. She missed three weeks of French, four of Home Economics, and was in bed more often than not. I’d ask, “are you all right?” before I even wished her a good morning.

“Please close the window,” Summer would whisper through chattering teeth.

Soon the coughing fits came. I started to worry she was deathly ill. Though Father was leery of doctors, Summer’s hacking finally forced him to relent. Too late, a physician was summoned to our house.

The diagnosis was worse than we feared: Summer had consumption.

The doctor said that our family’s milkman, J.B. Higgins, father to eight healthy, milk-fed boys, had recently caught the dreaded disease and died. Due to Higgins’s appointed rounds in downtown Providence, our doctor predicted a full-fledged epidemic was imminent.

Mother turned the bedroom I shared with my sister into a quarantine ward. Each morning she’d dump boxes of used tea leaves on the floor then sweep them up to stop any dust from flying back in the air. Summer’s sheets used to be laundered once a month; now they were sent out daily. Notes from relatives I’d never met decorated the windowsills. Piles of blankets nested everywhere. My mother spooned cod liver oil down Summer’s burning throat and made her swallow copper sulfate pills. Summer was forced to inhale hemlock and turpentine, which smelled poisonous.

“Turpentine removes varnish,” I said, worried the cure was more harmful than the disease.

Mother pressed her anxious lips against my forehead. “I’m following the good doctor’s orders, dear.” Her rose-scented perfume was of small comfort. We hugged each other hard, aware of how empty and lost our family would feel without my little sister in it.

In between bouts of wheezing and coughing, Summer screamed. The cod liver oil tasted nasty, she cried; the pills were impossible to get down; the hemlock upset her stomach; the turpentine made her faint. I begged Mother to let me see after Summer—I could nurse her back to health better than any grown-up. But Mother forbade it. No one was permitted in the room except for her and the doctor. He swept in like a vampire to take blood from my sister, saying it would restore the balance in her humors—whatever that meant. Instead, it made her faint.

Mother moved my mattress and clothing up to the attic. “It’s terrible enough that one of my lovely girls is ill. You’ll have to stay up here for a while,” she said. “Just don’t get sick.”

Each night I kneeled on the cold plank floor, clasped my fingers together, and prayed. Dear God, please save Summer. Sometimes I tried to bargain with God, asking him to spare my sister and inflict the disease on me instead. I was reedy, I told him: I could conquer it. Then I’d crawl atop the thin mattress and try not to smell the scent of ammonia. Was it on account of bats?

I slept with one ear open and heard my mother and the doctor stomp into her room at all hours, talking in breathless, anxious whispers. I confided in friends, worrying and wondering what would happen if Summer died. Soon, my grades plummeted. I almost failed Penmanship but vowed not to give up on my sister.

I will say this: whether it was on account of the hemlock, the cod liver oil, the pills, the bloodletting, fervent prayers, or the turpentine, my sister miraculously recuperated.

From this experience, I arrived at two insights. The first was that it was dangerous to rely too much on men. If we’d listened to our father, a doctor would have never been called, and Summer would have died. The second was that my little sister was weak and needed protection. So even though our mother was alive and well and maternal—some would say to a fault—I started to think of myself as Summer’s second mother.

She had almost died once. I would not lose her again.





Part I






Chapter One Anarchy

Twenty years later: 1908, Manhattan, New York

The light in their eyes shone brighter than all the chandeliers in the glittering Fifth Avenue Hotel. One hundred women nodded at me as one collective head. Then they stamped their feet in unison.

I raised my arms. The thrill of connecting with the audience pulsed through my body. Their electricity sparked through me, maybe even spoke through me.

Dozens of perfumes thrummed my nose as the heat rose, and the excitement built. Dust danced in the ceiling beams. The green and crimson drapes smelled of holly, of Christmas in New York. And though it was merely a blustery March day impersonating winter, one word leapt to mind: joy. I ripped up my prepared speech and threw it in the air like confetti; the shards of paper blanketed the stage like snow. The audience howled its approval.

“Preach it, Helena!” shouted a gray-haired woman from the back row.

One young woman in the front, maybe twenty years old, held up a sign that said, “How long must we wait?”

The unanswerable question. Collectively, we had waited over a hundred and thirty years since New York voters were defined as exclusively male, and none of the women here, ages 20 to 80, with our shining faces and pastel gowns, our effervescent slogans and our handheld signs, wished to wait another second, but there was still joy in coming together for justice.

A second audience member chanted my name. A third banged the cushioned ballroom chair in front of her like a drum. This time, they would follow through, I was sure.

All except for my sister Summer, of course.

The more animated the audience became, the more she looked down at her hands. She wrapped her long platinum hair around her little finger as tightly as she’d wrapped me when I’d agreed to accompany her to Tiffany and Company after my speech ended. She’d insisted that I view the pink solitaire diamond she’d chosen for her fiancé Derrick to “surprise her” with. Her engagement had come as a shock. He had courted her for only three months and already received our father’s permission. I should have felt happy for her, even elated, but the speed of it was unsettling. Like a locomotive gone off the rails. Once she’d turned 29, her strategies to secure a husband reached a pitch nothing short of a fever. She widened her search beyond the crush of cotillions to other bachelor haunts and had met him at the re-opening of the Plaza Hotel.

I lifted the speaking trumpet back to my lips. The brass mouthpiece made my teeth tingle.

“On my way over here today, some men bullied me for my beliefs. One fella spat on my sash,” I said, pointing to the tobacco-colored stain that now blackened the V in the Votes for Women legend I’d slung across my chest. A woman in the back row started to whistle the song, “Three Blind Men,” a suffrage favorite, to the tune of “Three Blind Mice.” Soon, her entire row joined in, then row by row, like a wave of dominoes, the whole audience. A lady in the front stood up and placed her hand over her heart as if singing our national anthem, as we all sang:


Three blind men.

Three blind men.

They each ran off with a woman’s right.

They each went blind in a single night.

Did you ever see such a gruesome sight?

As these blind men?



The stage was swathed in flags and banners bearing slogans, such as “Deeds, not words.” Yet it was in celebration of words that we wore ribbons on our gowns, in our hair, and around our hatbands in three colors: purple for loyalty, white for purity, and green for hope.

I reached my arm aloft. “There’s likely not a woman here who hasn’t been demeaned for her simple desire to be treated like a human being.”

“Ain’t it the truth, sister!” a woman yelled, while my actual sister doodled all over her program brochure then playfully rolled her eyes at me. Knowing her, she was drawing the ring. She longed for the trappings of marriage. Why not come into your own first, I’d asked. Because he will lift me up, she’d said. You can lift yourself up, I’d said.

This would be the last time I spoke in this storied ballroom, I knew. Here bishops crossed paths with bank robbers, and reporters quaffed whiskey with princes. In cigar-toasted back rooms gathered the men who made and unmade presidents of the United States. How fitting then, that it also offered us women, who weren’t allowed to vote, a pulpit to vent our frustration. Yet in a few short weeks, the landmark hotel with its heavy masses of gilt wood would be razed to make way for yet another office building. The baroque octagonal ceiling would vanish, and with it, a thousand woman’s hopes for keeping the flame alive. Other hotels gave women the floor, the stage, and their podiums, of course, as did the women’s clubs scattered throughout the city. But the Fifth Avenue Hotel had rolled out its gold-threaded carpet for women activists, and I could not say farewell to her without trying to make history here.

“If we want to stop the contempt,” I shouted, “we have to make it easier for our politicians to placate us—than to ignore us.”

The women waved their signs and shouted “Amen.”

I unfolded a piece of paper. “Boss Charles Francis Murphy, leader of Tammany Hall, lives at 305 East 17th Street. Why not stand outside his home, and shout ‘Votes for Women.’ ”

The audience yelped its approval. I went on to relay the exact street addresses of nine other politicians, including Mayor George B. McClellan Jr., urging the women to let their voices be heard.

“For when we band together…” I urged.

“Failure is impossible!” came the resounding reply.

Moved by the energy of the crowd, I added, “And what of our poor sisters who work, seventy hours a week, six and a half days in the factories, yet don’t earn enough to keep body and soul together?”

“It ain’t right!” yelled a woman in the front.

I pumped my fist in jubilation. “We’re two movements, two streams connecting to the great, unstoppable river of justice! The suffrage movement and labor movement move together, Ladies. One cannot succeed without the other. So, let’s row together. Let’s rise above our differences and fight for today’s workers, fairer hours, and fight, fight, fight for the ballot.”

The women in the room stood up and cheered—except for Summer, who glanced out the window, likely fantasizing about Derrick. And there was much about him to inspire dreams. Derrick was as tall as a skyscraper, as broad-shouldered as a college football player, and absolutely smitten with her. I just wished she knew him better. I had met him three times, yet the only thing I knew about him for sure was that he was hard to know. His veneer of charm was so thick, it was hard to scrape under it. I was so used to seeing after Summer, but she was almost thirty, almost married, and in theory, well past the age of dependency. I’d be more at peace with stepping back, though, if she had the slightest interest in taking responsibility for herself. Alas, she didn’t. She sat in this meeting, letting the main messages about female empowerment and women lifting each other up evaporate from her mind like a dream.

My speech finale was the only choreographed part. “Help save us from a life of second-class citizenship,” I implored. “And powerlessness.”

The applause roared so loud, I swear the rafters shook. Looking ill at ease, Summer signaled she’d meet me at the jewelry store. I nodded. I was grateful she’d met me here at all, considering how she felt about the cause. She’d rather have men do the voting, less to worry her pretty head about. Pity most women agreed with her. I made my way down to the aisle, clasping enthusiastic hands and kissing glowing cheeks, while my younger sister clutched her canary-colored parasol and flew out the door.

I returned the speaking trumpet to the ebullient hotel manager in the green Votes for Women hat. She thumbed through a box of envelopes until she found mine, marked with my maiden name I still used for all speaking engagements: Helena James. It was oddly appropriate as I saw my husband less now than when he’d first courted me, a state of affairs I blamed on his insatiable career.

“I wish every speaker had your tenacity, Helena,” she said, cheerfully handing me the envelope with the $3 stipend. “I loved the bit about saving ourselves. Brilliant.”

I gulped. My patroness Alva would have hated the part about labor, workers’ wages, rising above our differences, and the river of justice, which she deemed one step removed from a Proletariat insurrection and two steps removed from communism. She wanted us to stay focused on the vote, and the vote alone. Happily, she’d been too busy to attend my speech, although she had informants aplenty.

A photographer gathered the speakers for a commemorative photo. I scrambled to the middle of the group. Pointing at me, he ordered the “Titian redhead” to move to the back since I was blocking heads. Holding up a blinding flash lamp, he told us to scream “Votes!” at the count of three. Pop snapped the magnesium flash of the lamp.

After, I tucked my waist-length hair under my hat, shrugged on a thin coat, and strolled down Fifth Avenue, happy to see a girl-newsie hawking the New York Sun. I hiked past the steel triangle known as the Flatiron building that everyone worried would topple in a stern wind, past the commercial establishments rising, the Gilded Age mansions falling, toward Union Square where Tiffany and Company was headquartered. A pushcart had parked diagonally in the middle of the wide thoroughfare, causing horses to rear and carriages to honk. Pedestrians pressed past me, in breathless pursuit to arrive somewhere, while vendors selling oysters waylaid them. The March wind gusted between tall buildings and through my coat. Dowagers pulled their furs around them. But as I neared Union Square, the sun burned through the clouds and the collective mood lifted. The honking and haggling stopped, and the city seemed to take its first breath of fresh spring air.

I took a slight detour inside Union Square Park and headed south, toward the bronze statue of George Washington astride a horse, to the spot under a maple tree where the vendors sold the best chocolate ice-cream in New York City. I purchased a wafer cone for three cents, a treat for a speech well delivered, and took three exquisite tongue laps around the ice-cream scoop’s circumference, savoring the creamy chocolate texture. I was certain Summer wouldn’t mind if I met her a few minutes late, engrossed as she was with her diamond selection. She’d told me the gem was five carats: how could anyone afford such a monstrosity? Was her fiancé a king? A steel magnate? A railroad tycoon? He’s a businessman, Summer had said, as if that explained anything.

I was about to leave when a strange chanting greeted my ears. Curious, I followed the sound across a boulevard under an allée of trees to the opposite side of the park. There, I saw a sizeable crowd of scraggly men disperse from an outdoor rally about thirty feet away. I peered through some elm trees and spotted a red flag near a fountain that said, “Socialist Conference of the Unemployed.” Proletariat rising!

I gobbled down the rest of my dessert. I shouldn’t be conspicuously savoring a luxury treat when bread lines stretched clear across the city. A homeless gentleman on a bench wrapped a newspaper around his neck for warmth. The recent Panic had been hard on so many, my dear father included. There had been runs on the banks across the country, then runs on the trust companies, including the one where Father worked.

As the police prodded the crowd, several women in the Socialist Conference threw up their arms in despair. The Panic had stripped so many men and women of their dignity. And the policemen seemed to be rubbing the insult in. Puffing their chests under their copper badges, primed for a brawl. As the police slapped batons against their white-gloved fists, a wiry, bearded man commented that he reckoned he had the right to hang out in the park for as long as he pleased.

Just then, a rugged man in a gray wool cloak, sporting a mop of gray unruly hair and white sideburns, pushed through the crowd, jostling some of the protestors with his thick shoulders. The protestors didn’t appreciate it. “Stand down, brother,” one shouted. Ignoring him, the cloaked man hollered something at a policeman in a foreign language that sounded Russian.

“Keep moving, Mack,” the policeman sneered, holding up his baton like a baseball bat.

Face reddening, the cloaked man mouthed back something unintelligible. I knew I should leave, but I kept trying to translate in my head what he had said, although my fledgling German was of no help. Both men were yelling, but I sympathized more with the man in the gray cloak because he was the underdog.

He turned and talked to one of the protestors. The protestor seemed to understand him, and they had a spirited conversation.

“I said, move on, laddie,” yelled the policeman, flicking his baton in the air like a riding crop. “Don’t rouse the rabble.”

The slur hit me like a slap in the face.

The cloaked man growled, baring his teeth. From inside his cape, he pulled out a brown paper package tied with purple string. He raised his arm in a gesture of defiance, took several steps backward, and menacingly waved the package in the air.

Somewhere I heard a clock ticking. Except there were no clocks in the park. The minutes spun out. Then the jostling and taunts stopped. Other protestors dove out of the way. Maybe he was carrying—Oh no.

He threw the package at the policeman, but the string caught on his fingers—and the bundle exploded in his hands.

The ground shook. I clamped my hands over my ears, then fell to my knees as dirt and pebbles grated beneath. Pandemonium erupted. I felt myself being pulled under the chaos, relenting to its ferocious undertow, my garments smothering me like a carpet. Horse hooves thundered past my hollowed-out ears. Dust clogged my nose. Through the ringing in my ears, I heard police officers clear the park. People cried in fear. My chest constricted. Sweat slicked down my neck. I shut my eyes and placed my arms over my head for protection. Please God, save me. Save us all. I remembered a school teacher from long ago saying the safest place in an explosion was near the ground. All sound faded. My vision went dark.



I awoke to men wailing, then oddly laughing. The taste of metal lodged in my throat. The smell of gunpowder in the air. Was I already dead? Crouched in the fetal position, I thought of how little I’d accomplished. Though I loved to shout how “failure was impossible,” success sure had taken its time. Married late. No children. Dear God: Summer. Summer? My heart seized. I couldn’t lose her—where was she? No, but she’d left at least twenty minutes before me and had gone directly to the jewelry store, which was all the way on the other side of Union Square. My sister was safe. She had to be. She didn’t even like chocolate ice-cream, thank God.

I lifted my head. Had my eyes deceived me or had the man’s fingers really flown off his hand? And what of the women near him? Less than an hour before, I’d spoken of the need to save ourselves, but had anyone bothered to save them? From somewhere above came the brusque order to “Get up.” A mounted officer saw me crouched on the muddy ground. “It’s for your own safety, ma’am.” He twirled his baton with abandon.

Men, horses, policemen, and others raced past me as I shakily found my bearings and stood. I blinked the dust from my eyes and rubbed at a muddy tear that rolled down my cheek. I held up five fingers but through the blur in my left eye saw only four. There were loose shoes in the grass, broken glass, stubbed-out cigarettes, a child’s silver rattle. “Wha-what happened?”

“A man exploded. Bloody anarchist. You’re alright, though?”

I wasn’t sure if I was, but I nodded. There were maybe twenty people on the ground, some moaning, some staggering to get up. Grass dotted with blood, confusion. Police were cordoning off the area, shooing away bystanders. Horse-drawn ambulances were lining up outside the park, but the man with the bomb had vanished.

“Where is he?” I cried. “And what about the women next to him?”

“I don’t know, lady,” said the policeman. “We’re still clearing the injured. Now go. This ain’t no place for a woman.”

Ignoring the officer, I bolted toward the group lying on the ground. One woman’s cheek was bleeding. I cradled her head in my arms. I removed my sash, found a clean part, and used it to dab the blood off her face. I helped her to her feet. The blast had spared most protestors, but a sense of unreality pervaded, mixed with shock, even joy to be alive.

My throat was sawdust. About twenty feet away, a vendor was unhurt. I asked if he had any water for sale. He had only pasteurized milk and gave me a cup. I returned to the injured and offered them sips of milk until a police officer grabbed me by my collar and yelled that I was in the way.

Dazed, I followed the crowd out of the park to the sound of sirens. I held my filthy dress in place with my hand over my bosom. I wandered over to Tiffany and Company where a sales clerk, flaring her nostrils at my mud-caked appearance, informed me that Summer had departed well before the incident on the arm of her handsome fiancé, sporting a humdinger of an engagement ring.





Chapter Two Almighty Alva

Mud oozed from my hair, and I couldn’t see out of my left eye. Buildings and trees blurred as I groggily threaded my way uptown through bewildered pedestrians. Of the coherent, half blamed the police for the bombing; the others blamed the anarchist. Every part of me longed for the safety of my husband’s arms. But due to his dogged pursuit of new business, he would not be home until nightfall—and my sister hadn’t been at the site. My feet marched to my patroness’s mansion in the East 50s of their own accord.

Alva Belmont was the leader of our small but mighty force of suffragists. She knew everything that happened in the city, and it was likely she’d already heard of the tragedy and had some sort of “suffrage response” mapped out. As a nearby church gonged the five o’clock hour, I rang her doorbell. With its turrets atop and dry moat around the perimeter, her home was, depending on her mood, either a castle in a fairytale or a lavishly furnished dungeon.

Her uniformed footman Stoppard opened the front door. He rolled his dark eyes at my dirtied frock but trained in the art of diplomacy, he simply said, “The missus is keen to see you,” and shuffled me down the long hallway whose Egyptian motifs and dry chilliness reminded me of a sarcophagus.

I rushed into Alva’s parlor with its mural of naked goddesses fanning the ceiling. Of the beauties flying across her parlor, I was most drawn to Diana, goddess of wild animals. Some called her the goddess of the hunt, but I thought her bow and arrow protected her against predators. Women, especially, could use her protection. Protect me, I whispered, so I can help save others.

Alva stood, checking her appearance in the floor-to-ceiling gilded mirrors set up on opposing walls, her warrior face and sturdy build reflected a hundred times over. Alva, whose very public divorce from a Vanderbilt and subsequent marriage to her husband’s best friend made her more respected in the public eye. I imagined Alva as the helmeted Minerva dominating the ceiling’s northeast corner. Minerva: goddess of wisdom. And war. Every light in the room burned bright, from the standing lamps with stained-glass shades to the electric sconces lining the walls—almost as if she’d turned them on by the sheer force of her personality.

With a flourish, Alva spun around to face me, lilac skirt swirling like a battle flag. “Good gravy, look at you!” She marched to her sprawling black-and-gold Marie Antoinette desk, removed her lilac hat with marabou trimmings, and threw it on the settee. She had dark hair, eyes tinged with a lively, mocking intelligence, and a quickness of temper that took some getting used to.

“A bomb blew up in Union Square,” I said, trying to squeeze out the words. “I was right there, eating an ice-cream cone, when—”

She stiffened. “A horrific tragedy. I hate to sound heartless, but I also heard you gave a terrific speech this afternoon. A pity the newspapers won’t be covering it.”

At a time like this, all she could think of was the publicity? “They have more important things to cover,” I said.

“Yes, dear. They always do.”

My stunned face stared back at me from one of her mirrors. Grabbing a linen napkin from her silver console table, I wiped the mud off my eyelids. I was exhausted, woozy, and now anxious to get home. Footmen and parlor maids raced to drape one of her settees in towels to guard it from my dirtied clothing. With her hennaed nails, Alva motioned that I was free to sit down. I took the liberty of ignoring her and remained standing. Outside, I heard excited chattering. The door was ajar, and I could hear Stoppard lining up some of Alva’s favorite suffragists in the hallway. So, Alva was planning some sort of a response.

“First, they take away our Fifth Avenue Hotel,” moaned Alva, pacing past the gilded mirrors. “Then, they take away our publicity. Every cause gets covered but ours.”

Dear Lord. Did she have to be so callous? “Alva, a man died. Others were injured. Rather than fretting about press coverage…”

Alva squinted. She placed her hand on her sturdy hip. “Do go on.”

I pulled back my shoulders, steeled myself. “Maybe we should have a more compassionate response. We could send food to the man’s family.”

“Food?” she said, pale, perspiring, and looking like she’d faint on her parquet floor. “The Fifth Avenue Hotel is being demolished, the speech you worked so hard on won’t receive one line of coverage, and you talk of sending crumpets?”

“Crumpets and money. You’d look like you cared about people, not just the cause.”

Alva’s skin flushed aubergine. The blurriness in my eye was starting to clear, and if I squinched, I could make out her facial expression. Her mouth was set in a hard line, and she looked as annoyed as I’d ever seen her, but I kept talking, a nervous tic she brought out in me. “You’re the queen of Manhattan, Alva, but queens receive more favorable publicity when they also demonstrate heart.”

Muttering, she strode toward her desk named after an earlier queen, pulled out a check, wrote an amount, and summoned the new secretary who never said anything to her employer other than, “yes, ma’am.” Alva ordered her to research the anarchist bomber’s identity and deliver the donation to his family along with a food basket.

“You have good instincts,” Alva said, turning to me. “So, I’ll heed your advice this time. But just so we’re clear, I don’t consider myself the Queen of Hearts. No, I’m more like the Queen of Clubs,” she said, with a self-satisfied toss of her hair. “And speaking of clubs, rest up dear. Because tomorrow, I’m sending you on a mission no newspaper in the country will be able to ignore.”

I sat down, or rather almost collapsed. A concerned footman fetched me crumpets and a cup of orange pekoe tea. I had been hankering to do something radical on behalf of the Movement for ages—something that would inspire legions of women—but she’d always cautioned me to not be such a firebrand.

“Slow and steady,” she’d said, “wins over more hearts and minds.”

“But we’ll all be dead by the time we’ve won them over,” I’d argued, taking care to stuff the suggestion box in her parlor with ways we could ally with working-class women in factories. What better way to amplify our message than by wooing a whole new group of women to our side? When Alva pooh-poohed that strategy, calling me plucky but starry-eyed, I’d thrown in other ideas for pageants, petitions, and parades. Was she dispatching me to Washington D.C. to demand our rightful vote at last? I sipped my tea, grateful for how it soothed me into a greater state of clarity.

“Are you sending me to the capitol?” I asked.

Alva chuckled and clapped her hands. “Stop daydreaming.” She sat down, shuffled papers on her desk. “But you do have a gift for asserting yourself. Tomorrow, you’ll push the boundaries of protocol by eating at a men’s club.”

A men’s club? Why would a man give a hoot about Lady Justice? Men held the best jobs. And men could vote. I crunched my crumpet and drank my tea, which now tasted sugarless and bitter. Their clubs were fortresses equipped with armed guards. Alva directed our suffrage group with the steadiest of hands. We had verve in our nerves, but on her insistence, we persuaded with reason, not tricks. Step by step, state by state. Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, and Idaho down, forty-two to go. We focused on people, not the press. Or we used to.

I gently coughed. “Alva, with respect, this sounds like a gimmick, and you’ve always been rightly opposed to gimmicks.”

“Well, I’ve changed my mind.” Alva reached into her desk and extracted a Duke of Durham cigarette, a vice only indulged when her husband was out of town. She found a gold lighter, lit the white stick, and inhaled. “Between the Union Square anarchist stealing our spotlight today and the suffragettes across the Pond who nab the headlines we should be getting, I’ve had an epiphany. Starting tomorrow, we are changing tactics.” She excitedly waved her cigarette. “The British suffragettes have the right idea, sweet Helena,” she said, exhaling a plume of smoke. “They sneak into male clubs as cleaning women and stage protests from the inside.”

According to Alva, the men’s clubs were symbolic of all that was wrong with society. Their primary aim was to cater to the moneyed men who ruled business, politics, and law. She described how British activists chained themselves to fences and spent their nights in jail. How they went on hunger strikes where they had to be force-fed. She went on to say how the British suffragettes were the darlings of the press, even on our shores. And how the press treated us American suffragists like ho-hum afterthoughts.

Like her, I did not want our Movement to be an afterthought. But breaking into a men’s club felt wrongheaded. More like a fraternity-boy prank than a tactic, although if one got on the wrong side of a zealous security guard, then maybe one would be mauled or spend several nights in jail. And toward what end? How could this crazy stunt ever afford our Movement the gravitas it was due?

I downed my sugary crumpet, and a bold new idea rose within like a buttercup fighting the other garden flowers for its share of sunlight. “Let’s organize a march down Ladies’ Mile,” I said, spreading my arms. “For one afternoon, we’ll name it Voters’ Mile. I’ll convince the store owners to display Votes for Women posters in their windows, and then…” I stopped. Would I truly be able to? Store owners didn’t much appreciate that women were the shoppers. And my husband always said that his client, Mr. Wanamaker of Wanamaker’s Department Store, was so intractable, he made mules look cooperative!

She closed her eyes and massaged her temples. “How I admire your exuberance, dear. We need more women like you in the Movement: more leaders of tomorrow.”

“Why, th-thank you,” I said, locking eyes with the younger, buoyant Alva in the floor-to-ceiling portrait behind her.

The older version stood up and tapped me on the shoulder. “But tomorrow, we need soldiers. You’ll need to march over to the Union League Club.”

“No.”

She cast me a withering look and teetered forward. “Pardon?”

Quarrels with Alva were strictly forbidden by, well, Alva. Be that as it may, I had a gargantuan problem with this particular venue.

“I’ll have better luck at a different club,” I said. “My sister’s fiancé is a member of the Union League Club.” What if he saw me as an unwelcome interloper?

“Pish posh. Your sister’s fiancé doesn’t live there, does he?”

“He not only lives there. He eats there.”

“Why, he must be fabulously wealthy.”

“Coming from you, Alva, that’s rich.”

She smiled at the undeniable truth of it. “Who is he?”

“His name is Derrick Dupré. He met Summer twelve weeks ago, proposed last week, and she already has a ring on her finger.”

“Unbelievable.”

“I’ll say. Five carats!”

“Is he from a foreign land?”

“He’s from Cleveland, Alva.”

“But I know everyone from Cleveland to Kingston to Kansas City to Kalamazoo.”

The silence that hung in the air was as ponderous as her gold chandelier. She had not exaggerated. From the financiers who dictated monetary policy to the dowagers who ruled society with a velvet glove, Alva had made the acquaintance of every individual worth knowing; her reach, staggering. She knew magnates, moguls, tycoons, suffragists, spinsters, librarians, yachting enthusiasts, and philanthropists. She knew those who’d inherited generations of wealth and those who’d lost millions overnight.

“Your parents met and approved of him, didn’t they, dear?”

I nodded. Then again, my parents were under such financial duress, they would have been bedazzled by any well-heeled suitor who promised to take care of my sister.

She angled her chin at me. “Then I’m certain there’s a perfectly logical explanation as to why this gentleman escaped my notice. For right now, let’s redirect our attention to my plan for tomorrow. If I do say so, it’s ingenious.”

An uneasy feeling squished around in my gut. The three times I’d met Derrick, I had made a favorable impression. God forbid, he thought I was there to spy on him. There was also the distinct possibility I’d be shown the curb before I ever got inside. On the other hand, maybe poking around the men’s club would provide the perfect opportunity to spy on him. An opportunity sanctioned by Alva, no less.

However, I could not strike out for suffrage and investigate my sister’s fiancé, dressed as a cleaner. The British suffragettes may have thought it a lark to sneak into male clubs disguised as cleaning ladies, but to me it was like spitting down on an exploited class.

“Dressed as a cleaning lady?” I asked. “It goes against the grain of everything we believe in.”

Alva opened one eye and stared at me like a Cyclops about to toss a thunderbolt.

“Did I say anything about dressing as a maid?” she snapped.

“As a matter of fact, you did.”

“No. You will dress as yourself.” She gestured to my muddied muslin, then circled her parlor acting out her orders. “Press past the guard by saying you broke your boot heel.”

Any guard worth his epaulettes would never let a woman pass him in heels, broken or otherwise.

She pointed to her heel. “Proceed to the dining room.”

If somehow I scampered by the enforcer unnoticed, then the bellhop at the registration desk would telephone security and I’d be booted out.

“Order the turtle soup,” she said.

Soup? The waiter would be fired for serving a woman. The more Alva rhapsodized, the more convinced I became that her plan had more holes in it than a barrel of Swiss cheese.

“Oh, and put it on my husband Oliver’s tab,” she declared.

“Even if I succeed,” I pressed, “how will the newspapers learn of it?”

There were no reporters there or at any of the other male clubs.

Alva’s smile would make a crocodile cower. “Because when you succeed, I’ll receive a phone call that a woman charged a meal on my husband’s tab. And when I get that call, then I will insist that the Club report it to the Tribune. I’ll say I thought no women were allowed in the Club and make a huge fuss. The Tribune will receive ten calls today from men’s clubs across the city. And several calls a story makes.” She studied my face, which I could see in the mirror looked frazzled. By contrast, her countenance was smooth and unruffled: the face of a victor of many a skirmish, a female Napoleon in yellow chiffon. “The British organize protests like this and get press from here to Buckingham Palace.” She pointed at me. “The British suffragettes will not charm the American press while we sit by and do nothing,” she cried.

I chewed my lip. “And if I fail?”

She exhaled a stream of smoke. “As you are so fond of saying, ‘failure is impossible.’ Our women are pressing themselves on the male clubs tomorrow.” She was losing her patience, never in great supply. “Cora will gallop off to the Explorers Club at Noon. Charlotte will barge into the Knickerbocker Club at half-past-twelve. Clarissa will assert herself at the Metropolitan Club at one. You’ll visit the Union League Club at half-past-one. And I’ll make an appearance at the Leash Club at two o’clock.”

If she was at the Leash Club, then she wouldn’t be near her telephone to bail us out. I drew back my shoulders, refusing to risk my reputation and my sister’s ire without a concession. “I’ll only do it if we march down Ladies’ Mile.” A march had dignity, relevance, and a seriousness of purpose.

“Oh, Heavens to Betsy. All right. Should you succeed, we’ll organize the march together. As long as you handle the permits, the crowds, the reporters, and,” she flashed me a sympathetic smile, “the police.” She tinkled a crystal bell for Stoppard to fetch her twin apricot poodles, who were fed all the leftover crumpets on her console. “There, there, Powder,” she cooed. “There, there, Puff.”

I put my mind to outwitting the guard at the Union League Club, knowing word would soon get out about the other suffragists sneaking into the male clubs. And if I somehow managed that, how would I evade Derrick?

How could I slide past his vigilant eyes?





Chapter Three The Men’s Club Caper

The morning after, I tried to rinse off the hard memory. I washed my hair with apple cider vinegar and warm water. But the shock of what I’d experienced would strike at different moments. When I opened the blue velvet draperies, my brain fogged, then cleared, then clouded, as fickle as the weather.

My husband Redford, who earned a living from turning his twinkling personality and jovial patter into advertisements, looked grave. He asked me how I felt: I replied that I’d never felt livelier. But we both knew I was more shaken than the Empress Gin Sours he loved to swill. Happily, he did not rush off at half-past-seven to secure a coveted seat on the El train but lingered to cook me a hearty oatmeal breakfast. Before leaving, he pecked me on the cheek as if anything firmer might bring on a physical collapse and told me not to let Alva work me too hard. He took great pains not to interfere with my efforts, but that wasn’t the same as demonstrating enthusiasm.

I didn’t have the steel to warn him that, by day’s end, I could be expelled from a men’s club and quite possibly land in prison for following through on this whim of Alva’s. And yet, my toes tingled at the prospect of my unriddling the mysterious Derrick—hopefully, without him ever learning I had infiltrated his club. But how? How could I both elude detection and capture the press’s attention? How could I escape detection and be the sleuth my sister needed?

I wasn’t searching for a piece of clothing as much as an idea.

The odds of my succeeding were like hitting a perfect combination shot in the game of pool, or downright impossible. And, suppose Alva was right that a broken heel would allow the mighty gatekeepers at the Union League Club to look the other way: it still made us seem pathetic. Like we needed a mishap to occur and were dependent on the chivalry of strangers. No. To sneak into the club and get the publicity Alva craved, I’d have to make myself invisible, the way the British suffragettes had. It was a magic trick, a sleight of hand. Disappear for a second, then reappear with the Votes for Women message.

Kicking off my shiny pink slippers, I plopped down on my torn coverlet. I honestly saw no way to succeed dressed as a woman. But what if—was it insane to imagine such a thing? What if I could disguise myself as a man? I had to break down the male barrier somehow. And what better way than dressing and acting as if I were already on the inside? Could I talk like a man? I dropped my voice and belted out, “Hello.”

Where, oh where, had I laid that spare pair of pantaloons? While comfier than my starched dresses, they were laughably unfashionable, and so I’d never worn them to anything other than the occasional bicycle outing. However, for this purpose, they could work beautifully.

Hopping up, I opened every drawer of my rickety bureau. Ruffled shirtwaists and suffrage sashes proclaimed various mottos, but the pantaloons had vanished. I found them hanging in my husband’s armoire, of all places. I pulled them on, then glanced at myself in the standing mirror. “Hello, darlin’,” I said, imitating his low twang.

The pants, purple with discordant indigo stripes, transformed me into a carnival barker. Feeling around the top shelf of Redford’s armoire, my hand chanced upon a brown fedora only slightly out of season. I plunked it on my head. I pulled out a gingham vest from his wardrobe and buttoned it over my shirtwaist.

The boxy vest ironed my bosom out of sight, enhancing my overall masculinity.

I tilted my head at the glass. A blue-eyed boy stared back. With any luck, the security patrol wouldn’t look too closely. “Put it on Oliver Belmont’s tab,” I said, trapping the words in the top of my throat to give them a deeper bend.

I thumbed through the few suits in my husband’s collection. I’d look manlier in one of Redford’s jackets. My hand stopped at the bronze town coat he’d worn the day we’d met, steps from Alva’s mansion. Redford had introduced me to a beauty product that smelled like the Atlantic Ocean. With daily usage, he promised the elixir would infuse my skin with a “dewy radiance.” I suspected the lotion did nothing, but I’d agreed to help him sell it anyway. That’s how talented he was. A regular P.T. Barnum. Within two years, he was plying his considerable gift of gab in the advertising business where he continued to “con” people but in a legitimate way.

I stroked the coat’s heavy woolen hand. Hard to imagine I’d be wearing it to bluff my way into the Union League Club. But something about this particular town coat made onlookers willing to believe. When he’d worn it, he persuaded clients like Ponds Face Cream and Wanamaker’s Department Store to give their accounts to his advertising agency. When I shrugged on the garment, though, it swallowed me whole like a blanket.

I never realized I was married to such a giant.

With a manly gait, I strode toward the telephone. Alva had installed the instrument in my parlor to cater to her every whim, the courtesy never intended to work the other way. Still, it came in handy. I picked up the receiver and asked the Operator to connect me to the Union League Club. A gentleman answered. Practicing a low-pitched tone, I ordered a table for one under a certain Mr. Oliver Belmont at two o’clock, saying it was for a friend visiting from out of town.

I draped Redford’s town coat over my arm, then stuffed his Teck Scarf tie in the side pocket. I folded my Votes for Women sash and stashed it in the other pocket. Perhaps I could put the sash to good use. Yes, I could leave it at the club as physical proof that a woman had penetrated the male bastion.

Out on the street, a carriage driver called out to me. Did I need a ride? I shook my head, though a brisk breeze signaled a change in weather. I had no money to squander on transportation.

I hiked from my building on Ninth Avenue and 57th Street to Eighth Avenue, and then south several blocks through Hell’s Kitchen, past the boarding houses whose tenants never stayed more than a few months. Even the El train shied away from this area, so no mammoth trellises shielded the petty criminal from plain view. Here, pickpockets purloined wallets out in the open. So when the drizzle started, there were no elevated tracks to offer protection. After a time, the sprinkle slid into rain, then hail. Street vendors packed their belongings then raced for shelter in tenement doorways. Ladies dashed for cover. Slanted raindrops sheeting into icicles battered the pavement.

Braving the sleet, I ran to Fifth Avenue and 39th Street. Outside the Union League Club, a soaked gentleman held a dripping American Federation of Labor sign advertising an upcoming meeting. “Put it on Oliver Belmont’s tab,” I practiced in my deepest voice.

The club was an architectural mishmash. The slate roof slanted up, making the club resemble a home, but the red brick gave the building the institutional feel of an orphanage while the stained-glass windows lent a church-like ambience.

I’d have to march in like a man and get away with it, head held high. After, Alva could chastise me for failing to follow orders. “One soup, and put it on Oliver Belmont’s tab,” I repeated in my new masculine voice.

The streets were soaked; the brownstones, turned gray. Standing outside the club, I shrugged on Redford’s town coat, now sodden. Rain from his fedora plopped onto my cheeks like tears. I removed the hat, then pulled out the wet Teck Scarf tie from his breast pocket. I slipped my head through the opening and tightened the knot under the collar.

“You can do this,” I told my reflection in a deep voice. “You have thought this out more than the great Alva Belmont,” I coughed out huskily. “There is no earthly reason why you can’t succeed.”

I was exceptionally tall for a woman, five foot nine in stocking feet or five foot ten-and-a-half in riding boots, but only average height for a man. It was a very good height for getting away with a ruse, I decided. I pulled back my shoulders, placed the fedora back on my head, and pushed through the heavy bronze doors. I grunted my way past the security guard. He glanced at me but did not stop me. Huzzah!

I darted past the bellhop at the guest desk with a curt nod and continued to the dining room. Wooden walls closed around me like a cigar box, but the ceiling stretched to a cathedral height and made me feel small. Along the walls hung portraits of six or seven presidents of the United States, all men, of course. Women could skulk into a club like this till the end of eternity, and a bunch of gentlemen would still be in power. That was because, it pained me to admit, the Movement had so far failed to ignite the masses. And it never would, unless we stoked the flame.

Alva was right. We needed coverage on page one of the daily rags, not the occasional footnote tucked under the fold on page 23. Speeches were gripping headline fodder, but not captivating enough to secure the front page. No. The press adored feats of derring-do, like how the journalist Nellie Bly had gone undercover at that lunatic asylum back in ‘77. Nellie had made every effort to blend in at the asylum, even training herself to look and seem deranged. Nellie Bly would be my role model for this assignment. First, I would blend in; then I would find a way to shine the light of publicity on our cause.

Only a few patrons were finishing their meals. Good. Fewer witnesses to my embarrassment. Keeping my husband in mind, I strode with a wide gait toward an empty table in front of a window. Act natural, I told myself as I dripped over the tiled floor. Trying to imitate Redford’s walk, I turned out my toes and leaned back on my heels. A moustached waiter in an efficient blue uniform pulled out a chair for me. I grunted out a “Thank You,” as I’d noticed men often did. I plopped down on the seat cushion. Don’t cross your legs, I reminded myself.

“Care for a dry jacket, sir?” he asked, extending his hands to whisk the offending town coat off my body.

I dropped my voice an octave. “That won’t be necessary,” I rasped. Dear Lord: I should have practiced saying, “That won’t be necessary.” Blend in, I ordered myself. Pretend you’re Nellie Bly.

“May I take your hat, sir?”

“No, you may not!” I lowered my voice. “I have a skin condition.”

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry, sir.”

“Yes, well.” I worriedly brushed Redford’s town coat with my hands. In my deepest voice, I said, “Menu, please.”

Darn it to heavens. I should have ordered the turtle soup as Alva had directed. For surely, the less I spoke to him, the less likely he’d notice I should not be here at all. But I did not want to order the turtle soup, much less eat it. There must be some food at this institution that didn’t require the slaughtering of adorable, shelled creatures.

I would not be lulled into thinking animal cruelty acceptable under any circumstances.

With a flick of my wrist, I motioned to the waiter. I cleared my throat the way I’d heard Redford do a thousand times, warm and gravelly. “On second thought, I’ll have the carrot soup,” I said in my manliest voice (hoping they had it), “and a sourdough roll, and a cup of coffee, black. And charge it to Oliver Belmont.” Phew. The last phrase came out perfect.

“Will the corn chowder do, sir?” Crossing his arms, the waiter pointed his chin at one of the guests. The waiter continued as if gossip was his coffee. “That gentleman over there with the pink cravat ordered the last carrot, which is the best thing here, I tell you.”

I glanced at the man in question. Thank God it wasn’t Derrick.

The waiter shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I recommend it to all the patrons. Made with a secret spice recipe from the wilds of Iowa.”

Did he have to be so affable? Couldn’t he see that I was on a mission? I bit my lip. Thank goodness he couldn’t.

“Corn chowder is magnificent,” I thundered, causing some patrons to look my way. I lowered my head and hid under Redford’s fedora. As often as I’d concluded men were the luckier sex, it wasn’t easy being a man.

Not daring to meet the waiter’s eyes, I stared out the window. I tried to ignore the damask drape that blocked part of my view. I should have brought a newspaper to hide behind like the man in the corner. I gazed at peaceful 39th Street where no carriages distracted me from the fear this mission would go awry. My gut twisted. Be like Nellie Bly, I told myself.

She had passed as insane for ten days. Surely, I could pass as a man for two hours.

I cupped my chin in my hand, placed my elbow on the table. I had penetrated the fortress, but as a prisoner trapped in a very wet man’s skin. One false move, and I’d be booted out. I could not wait to organize the march where I could campaign for my rights in the open.

To my utter astonishment, my order arrived.

“Thank you,” I said, in my masculine timbre.

Taking a cue from my husband, I unfurled the table’s linen napkin like a magician’s cape. I tucked it into the top of my shirt like a bib. Men never laid their napkins on their laps except at the swankiest dinner parties.

Carefully, as Mother had taught me, I moved the giant silver soupspoon away from my lips to cool the soup then decided the motion was too fussy. Instead, I positioned the spoon in my hand like a shovel and dug out the soup the way Redford did, as if excavating a Mayan ruin. I finished the bowl in ten shovel-slurps, then conquered the coffee and roll.

From the corner of my eye, I saw three men enter the room: two policemen in uniform and a tall, reedy gentleman with dark, glossy hair and round spectacles. He had a passing resemblance to Derrick. Was it him? My right foot beat the floor like a drum. Stop, I told myself. Men don’t tap their feet the same way we do. I pushed down my nervousness by jiggling my thigh instead. The waiter seated the trio behind me. They ordered an elaborate meal, including whiskey, elderberry gin, and other anti-fogmatics. Pungent cigarillos were lighted.

When their libations arrived, one man said, “I hear congratulations are in order, Mister D.”

“My bachelor days are over, gentlemen.”

So, he was engaged, too? Sweat slicked the backs of my ears.

Toasts were made; the trio in a celebratory mood.

“Down at the station, there’s been some hullabaloo about the anarchist bomber. We’re pleased the bull-buster got his comeuppance, but stymied as to how he made the bomb.”

“It was a simple pipe bomb,” said a man between cigarillo puffs. “Very slapdash.”

I tilted my head back, the better to hear him. His voice sounded familiar…

“But there was so much glass, Mister D. We never seen the likes of it. To protect the populace, we need t’er know more about this kind of device.”

“If you have a fountain pen and a sheet of paper, Captain, I’d be happy to draw it for you.”

His voice had a honeyed, Midwestern, flat aspect that blended with the moneyed inflection of a British public school. Honey and money—just like Derrick’s voice. I’d recognize his mellifluous pitch anywhere. I did not dare turn around to confirm my suspicion.

“That’s right generous of you, Mister D.”

It was Derrick. But how had he obtained intimate knowledge of something so lethal? Was he in any way responsible for the bomb in Union Square? I knew little about his hometown of Cleveland, but a number of articles decried a criminal ring operating there called the Black Hand that came to prominence by preying on wealthy immigrants. According to a recent piece in the Tribune, the Black Hand used bombs as an extortion tactic.

I grabbed the edge of my table. Was Summer marrying a ringleader of the Black Hand?

Craning my head to the side, I spied the dark-haired gentleman from their table stand up and leave, presumably to use the washroom. I should leave too, but first I’d better claim attention for my being here, or it would be a very sleepy protest indeed.

The waiter returned to clear my plates. “Any room for a spot of dessert, sir? Perhaps some Jell-O?”

Rudely, I shook my head. Pushing back my chair, I stood up. I yanked my napkin out of my collar, tossed the white cloth on the table like a man, and strode through the dining room. Walk slow, I reminded myself. Walk like I own the place
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