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The Lost Novels of Nellie Bly
 

Introduction by David Blixt
 
It was the first day of December, 2019, and like Alice, I was down a rabbit hole. 
I was working on a short-story follow-up to What Girls Are Good For, my 2018 novel following the early career of groundbreaking undercover reporter Nellie Bly. My new story took place immediately after the exposé that made her a household name, her ten days spent as an inmate in the insane asylum on Blackwell’s Island. 
That experience had been turned into a book, Ten Days In A Mad-House, a terrific and horrifying read that remains hugely influential to this day (the nurses she describes were evidently the basis for Nurse Ratched in Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest). In order to catch up my readers on where the events of the story fell, I wanted to kick off with Bly receiving an offer from a publisher for that very book. 
Trouble was, I had no idea how much money she was offered.
Fortunately, I knew the name of the original publisher, as well as the date of publication. But lacking a Publisher’s Weekly to report book deals in 1887, I started following the paper trail of the publisher himself. I thought I might find a contract with another author, or perhaps some old balance sheets.
Instead I found something unexpected. 
The lost novels of Nellie Bly. ￼
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Bly’s publisher was Norman L. Munro, brother of famed publisher George Munro. George was one of the pioneers of the Victorian-era wave of cheap books for the masses. Ten, fifteen, and twenty-five cent novels were gobbled up by a hungry audience, most of them women, and George Munro made a fortune feeding their appetite for every kind of story. 
The brothers Munro were born and raised in Nova Scotia. After college, George moved to New York City and worked at the American News Company until he amassed enough capital to launch his own weekly publication, The Fireside Companion, in 1867. It was a smash, and the foundation of an international publishing empire.  
Tagging along, Norman worked for his older brother until 1873, when he decided to go it alone and launched his own rival weekly, the New York Family Story Paper. Direct competition caused a rift between the siblings, who are said to have never spoken to each other again except through lawyers (when George began publishing cheap versions of classic books, Norman followed suit, naming his imprint, “Munro’s Library.” George filed a lawsuit over use of the family name, but the courts ruled for Norman, claiming he had as much right to the name Munro as George did). 
While Norman never had the literary heft of his brother’s imprint, he found success publishing “Irish” novels, “Indian” novels, romance novels, what have you. He published the Allan Quatermain adventures, and 25 short novels based on the life of French highwayman Claude Duval. In 1883 he launched another weekly, Old Cap. Collier Library, featuring detective stories with a rotating roster of main characters. 
Then, in 1888, Norman had an instant bestseller in Nellie Bly’s Ten Days In A Mad-House. He immediately asked her for another, and released Six Months In Mexico that same year, reprinting the articles Bly had written as the Pittsburg Dispatch’s foreign correspondent in Mexico. He clearly was making a fortune on Nellie Bly, reporter. 
But Bly had other ambitions. She viewed reporting as a temporary job, a launching point for a broader literary career.
She wanted to be a novelist.￼
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Bly spent the three years after her cannon-blast debut in the pages of the New York World trying to top herself. She exposed the ‘King of the Lobby’ in Albany, outed a serial procurer of girls in Central Park, and interviewed the most notorious would-be murderess of the day. She kept putting herself in more and more peril in order to get a story. Why? Because the titillation of ‘a girl in danger’ sold papers—especially during the height of Ripper hysteria in London. 
She reached the zenith of her fame by racing around the world in an attempt to best the fictional record of Jules Verne’s character Phileas Fogg from Around The World In Eighty Days. She even got to meet Verne during her trip. 
Bly was not alone in the phenomenon of “stunt girls,” but thanks to that three-month race around the globe, she was by far the most famous. There were board games and trading cards based on her trip. Her face was known everywhere, and her ulster coat and cap were iconic. 
But for Bly, stunt reporting had taken a toll. She’d begun to suffer terrible headaches. Stories that once would have fired her heart now left her cold. Celebrated and famous after her seventy-two-day girdling of the globe, she felt she had reached the peak of what newspaper reporting could offer her. 
So when Norman Munro offered Bly a job writing for the New York Family Story Paper, she leapt at it. It’s easy to understand why. Munro was offering her $40,000 over three years. Even for a star reporter, the most she could have been earning at the World was $5,000 a year. Munro’s offer must have seemed a fortune. 
Yet before signing she cleverly insisted her contract allow her to return to reporting without giving up her new career. As she wrote to her friend Erasmus Wilson in August, 1890: 
 
I sent you a newspaper the other day containing a notice of the very good contract I have made with Mr. Munro. It allows me to do reporting work. I had made up my mind never to work for a newspaper again but I can do serial stories for Mr. Munro and never go out of my own home. I am busy on one now entitled “New York by Night.” You know all the great English novelists began in this way, so I hope. The woman who wrote “Bootles Baby” which has sold more than 500,000 copies and has been dramatized and played in every city in Europe and America has always been a writer for such story papers. And then Mrs. Burnett wrote for The Ledger until she made a hit as a novelist, so I feel encouraged.  
 
Clearly Bly had high hopes for her literary career. Sadly, to that point, her record for fiction did not seem so very bright. Her first novel, The Mystery of Central Park, had been published a year earlier, first serially in the pages of the World, then in book form. The story was a murder-mystery loosely based on her 1888 exposé “Infamy of the Park.” 
While not nearly at the level of, say, Conan Doyle’s recently-published A Study In Scarlet, Bly’s short novel made use of her intimate knowledge of New York, and contained the same massive end-of-novel confession that Conan Doyle employed in his first two Sherlock Holmes novels. What’s most fascinating about it are the links to both her own reporting and her own life (she berates a thinly-veiled version of her former beau, James Stetson Metcalfe, for being “brutal and unkind”).
If Bly had been hoping to make a splash in this new career, alas, it was not to be. Of the four books released in Bly’s name between 1888 and 1890, her one work of fiction was her least regarded. At the time, reviews of the novel were more reviews of Bly herself. A typical example: 
 
As a reporter, Bly has done much of the cleverest and most enterprising work known to the modern newspaper, and has a world-wide fame for sagacity, courage and spirited description of adventure. Her novel, we need not say, is bright, sparkling, and entertaining.
(Rochester Democrat and Chronicle, October 21, 1889)
 
“The Mystery of Central Park” is a well-written story, with a finely conceived plot. The story is told in “Nellie Bly’s” own versatile way, and from the first to the last page holds the reader’s attention. As a picture of the inside life of the great Metropolis, it should rank high. 
(Indiana Democrat, October 31, 1889)
 
Another contemporary review describes the novel as being “written in that sprightly style that characterizes her reporting and is rather better than the ordinary novel of this class.” (Philadelphia Enquirer, October 26, 1889). 
Talk about damning with faint praise. 
Today The Mystery of Central Park is ridiculed for its stilted style, thin characters, and rather haphazard plot. Talking to Bly historians, I find everyone tends to shrug off her novels as an ill-fated endeavor, a bump on the road of her true career, reporting. Fair enough.
What strikes me about that first novel, though, is the story of the murder itself: an innocent girl becomes the kept woman of an unscrupulous and ambitious man. When he tires of her, rather than marry her as he promised, he murders her and leaves her body propped on a bench in Central Park. 
While Bly did not yet have mastery of the art form, she was still Nellie Bly. She was still motivated by injustices against women. 
She was still angry.￼
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It was Bly’s anger that first appealed to the writer in me. Oh, I’d heard about her madhouse stay, and her race around the world. But it was only when I discovered how she got her first reporting job that I became captivated by her. 
Reading an article entitled “What Girls Are Good For,” twenty-year-old Elizabeth Cochrane was so angry at the premise—that women belonged at home, not in the workplace—that she penned a letter of protest to the Pittsburg Dispatch. We don’t know what was in that letter, but it got her an interview, and eventually a job as a reporter. As women did not, as a rule, write under their own names, she was saddled with the nom-de-plume “Nellie Bly.” 
The day I read that story, I put aside all my other writing and for two years focused on Bly, getting to know her writing, her character, her contradictions, her charm, and her passion. It resulted in a novel, but I was well aware that Ms. Bly had not finished with me. So I pressed on to write the next part of her story. 
Which brings us back to the Munro rabbit hole, hunting for what Bly was paid for her madhouse book. 
I discovered that there was only one known issue of Munro’s New York Family Story Paper containing part of a Nellie Bly novel—two chapters of something called Eva The Adventuress. That was one of only two titles Bly was known to have written. The other title, gleaned from that 1890 letter to Wilson, was New York By Night. Outside of those two, we knew nothing about Bly’s fiction career writing for Munro’s paper.
On my hunt for her remuneration, I followed links and read extracts about both brothers. In one biography I found a reference to another of Norman’s publications, the London Story Paper. Evidently the New York edition was such a success that Norman created a mirror version of the paper across the pond, literally reproducing the New York edition six months later with no changes to the typesetting (which is why you find Christmas poems published in July). 
Idly, I started hunting. At once I found searchable records of the London Story Paper at NewspaperArchive.com. So, buying a subscription, I plugged in the name “Nellie Bly” and hit return. 
The results generated within seconds. Disbelieving, I stared at the screen. 
There they were. The lost novels of Nellie Bly. 
It took me hours that first day, collecting all the titles and putting them in order. When I was finished, I found I had eleven novels in all. More novels than any Bly historian had ever imagined she’d written. 
The trouble was, half of the pages were completely illegible. Were the scans bad? Or did the original microfilm contain bad copies? It was near impossible to find out, as I quickly discovered there were only three library copies of the original microfilm in the entire world. One in London, one in Sydney, and one in Toronto.
So, in the break between Christmas and New Year’s 2019, I drove to Toronto and spent a frantic day at the University of Toronto library. Yes, it was the original microfilm that was so faded. I discovered, however, that by zooming in close on the microfilm, I could get better resolution. Good enough to decipher every word. I took screenshots of each close-up and loaded them on a jump drive.
I walked out of the library blinking and aching, but certain I now had every word of Bly’s lost novels. But what to do with them?
I approached a few agents, a few publishers. I was repeatedly told there was no interest for my discovery. This agreed with my attempts to sell my Nellie Bly novel two years earlier. I was told my novel about her life lacked “a hook.” It was suggested to me that I make her a detective, or a vampire, or secretly a man (I kid you not).
So I enlisted several friends to help me transcribe these novels and determined to release them myself. You hold the fruits of our labor. ￼
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Thanks to this discovery, there’s a small but significant change in our understanding of Bly’s timeline. Before now, we only knew of four Bly books: three based on her reporting, and her lone novel. What we didn’t know was that during 1889 she’d written another novel as well. 
Eva The Adventuress is a bizarre yet gripping tale of a red-headed vixen wronged by everyone and eager for revenge. With her signature move of stabbing men in the chest but failing to kill them, Eva Scarlett is clearly based on the real-life, red-haired aspiring-murderess Eva Hamilton. 
Nellie Bly interviewed Eva Hamilton in prison in early October, 1889. Bly must have been truly inspired, for she couldn’t have had more than a month to finish her novel based on the fiery Eva. On November 14th Bly set off on her race around the world, and Eva The Adventuress had to have been complete before she left. 
Since the race itself came as a surprise—she’d been pushing for over a year to make the trip, but the World’s editors only agreed a few days before she departed—Bly had probably been trying to shop the novel in the days before she left. But after the resounding thud The Mystery Of Central Park had created, Munro might’ve been wary of publishing it. 
Things undoubtedly changed once the race had begun. Suddenly Bly’s name was everywhere, blazoned across newspapers around the world. It was the kind of free advertising Munro would have been a fool not to utilize. Thus Eva The Adventuress started to run just before Christmas, on December 22, 1889, with the headline: By Nellie Bly, Who is now attempting to make the circuit of the world in seventy-five days.
We have no exact sales figures, but based on the huge jump in circulation of the World, and the incredible timeliness of both Nellie Bly and Eva Hamilton, the two most notorious women in New York, one can only imagine the bounty Munro reaped. Munro himself said that her story had increased circulation of the Family Story Paper by 50,000. He later claimed she had doubled his circulation. Munro’s gambit had paid off.
It paid off for Bly, too. Finished, as she thought, with reporting, she parlayed her fame to gain a regular contract with Munro. Perhaps she told him she’d let him have the book about her trip if he put her on salary. However it happened, she had that amazing contract, being paid better than most men in either the reporting or the literary world. $40,000 over three years, to follow her dream. 
Thus, from 1890 to 1895, Bly wrote serialized weekly novels in the pages of Munro’s paper. Some are silly. Some are genuinely terrific. All of them are very much in line with the gothic pulp romances and mysteries of the era, filled with melodrama and cliffhanger endings. 
Even more interesting are the number of themes and stories she resurrects, not just from her reporting days, but also from her own life. Again and again Blackwell’s Island is referenced, and factory girls. Again and again, orphans figure prominently (though her mother still lived, Bly often referred to herself as an orphan. Her first published work for the Dispatch had been under the pen name “Lonely Orphan Girl”). 
And again and again she has a woman contemplate, or even attempt, suicide by throwing herself into the river. Because as she wrote these novels, Bly herself was in the midst of a severe depression, hardly able to leave her bed. 
In 1889 she’d reported consulting seven doctors about her crippling headaches, to no avail. If she had hoped quitting the World would cure them, she was disappointed. Then in late 1890 she suffered a sprained or broken leg. Writing to Wilson in January, 1891, Bly reveals she is bedridden, and feeling hopeless:
 
I would have answered your letter at once but I was trying to catch up with my work and its so tiresome writing in bed that I soon played out. 
I am glad, dear Q, that you always hope for the best. Life cannot be entirely cheerless while hope remains. It is a year since I have entertained such a feeling and, strange to say, I have not the least conception why I am, or should be, thus. 
 
Two months later, in another letter to Wilson, she addresses her depression directly:
 
I received your kind note some time ago and meant to answer it at once but I suddenly became a victim of the most frightful depression that ever beset mortal (sic). You can imagine how severe it is when I tell you that I have not done a stroke of work for four months. The doctor says it is my blood that is responsible for this languor and nervousness, still I am growing fat. 
 
Apparently reporting was her cure. After three years away, Bly returned to the pages of the World in November of 1893, picking up as if she’d never stopped. Munro would continue to publish her novels through June 1895, though he himself soon sold the business. 
While her nonfiction books remained bestsellers, the eleven novels she’d written were never collected or reprinted. She seems to have given up on being a great novelist. After two more years as a reporter, she married a millionaire and settled into a life of leisure that would last nearly two decades, until lawsuits, poverty, and World War I forced her out of retirement and back to reporting. She died in 1922, writing and crusading to the very end. 
Nellie Bly is rightly remembered for her reporting work, her early feminism, and her part in the rise of “stunt” journalism. She was also a canny industrialist, a generous employer, a devoted patron to many causes, a tireless fighter for the oppressed and dispossessed. 
She was also a novelist. 
Above all else, what I love about these books is the window they provide us into Bly’s mind. Finding them has opened up a wealth of new insights into the clever, crusading, contradictory character that was Nellie Bly. I’m delighted to be able to share them. 
I never did find out what she made from that first book, though.￼
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I have made some editorial changes to Bly’s work to ease modern reading, mostly consisting of removing extraneous commas before adverbs. I have occasionally merged paragraphs where the layout artist separated the same set of thoughts to fill space on the page. Sometimes I have changed an unharmonious verb tense—quite often when Bly is particularly excited about a scene she will lapse into present rather than past tense. If I thought this was conscious on her part, I would have left it as written. But it seems haphazard and accidental, the thing any editor would have picked up. 
However, I have not altered a single particle of her stories themselves. Which leads to this caveat: these are products of their time. While certainly enlightened for her era, Bly engages in all the ethnic, cultural, and racial stereotypes of Victorian America. She pens descriptions and employs dialects for certain characters that are clearly offensive. Please read with care for yourself and forgiveness for her.
To that end, I have omitted one novel from this collection. In her seventh novel, Dolly The Coquette, Bly employed racial stereotypes all too common to her era. In particular she exploits at great length the racist trope of the Black “Mammy,” a formerly enslaved woman devoted to a young white Southern girl (a trope Margaret Mitchell would make infamous in Gone With The Wind). In an age when we are still, as a culture, attempting to break free from exactly these hurtful and offensive racist tropes, I feel it would be irresponsible to publish it. While a possible curiosity to scholars, Dolly has no business being marketed as entertainment to the wider reading public. Like Disney's Song Of The South, it should remain in the vault as a product of a less progressive time.
It is important also to remember that these were serialized novels. I have left intact all of the insane cliffhangers Bly crafted for her readers, who normally got around three chapters per week. Therefore the melodrama is high to start, then lulls, then peaks, and so on. If it feels she’s spinning her wheels, she’s waiting for that next cliffhanger. 
I want to draw attention to one of Bly’s true talents—naming her characters. From Ruby Sharpe to Dimple Darlington, from Eva Scarlett to Amor Escandon, I truly love the names she invents.
For each volume I have added an afterword containing the articles from her time as a reporter that seemingly inspired part or all of each novel, from paper-box and shoe factories to Eva Hamilton and the “Infamy of the Park.” The story is preceded by a biography of Bly that ran in the London Story Paper. I have also included selections of the art that accompanied the early chapters of these stories. Sadly, for this volume, some of the drawings were so damaged in the copying process that I was unable to salvage them.
This volume also has several references to the Leap Year tradition of a woman proposing marriage, the history of which I address in the Afterword. It is a tradition that lasted into the 1950s, at least in terms of popular culture. ￼
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I owe several people a world of thanks, most especially Judith West and Robert Kauzlaric, who are more involved in my writing career at times than they could ever have anticipated. Thanks, too, to Sarah Ann Leahy, Syed Asad Nawazish, Bharati Mohapatra, Eric Eilersen, Lauren Grace Thompson, Liz Wiley, Eryn O'Sullivan, Hope Newhouse, Tanya Dougherty, Barbara Figgins, Heidi Armbruster, Ian Geers, Wendy Huber, Mikaila Publes, and my mother, Jill Blixt. 
Huge gratitude as well to Brooke Kroeger and Matthew Goodman, whose books about Bly remain the gold standard.   
As ever, I could not attack my keyboard each day without the love and support of Janice, Dash, and Eva. I love you. ￼
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That’s enough from me. I hope you enjoy the seventh Lost Novel of Nellie Bly: In Love With A Stranger. 
— David Blixt
Chicago, 2021
 

A Brief Biography of Nellie Bly￼
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Nellie Bly is a descendant on her father’s side of Lord Cochrane, the famous English admiral, and is closely connected with the present family, Lord and Lady Cochrane, at whose home Queen Victoria’s daughter, the Princess Beatrice and her husband spent their honeymoon. In some characteristics Nellie Bly is said to closely resemble Lord Cochrane, who was noted for his deeds of daring, and who was never happy unless engaged in some exciting affair. Nellie Bly’s great-grandfather Cochrane was one of a number of men who wrote a Declaration of Independence in Maryland near the South Mountains a long time before the historic Declaration of Independence was delivered to the world by our Revolutionary fathers. Her great-grandfather, on her mother’s side, was a man of wealth, owning at one time almost all of Somerset Co., Pa. His name was Kennedy, and his wife was a nobleman’s daughter. They eloped and fled to America. He was an officer, as were his two sons, in the Revolutionary War. Afterward he was sheriff of Somerset Co. repeatedly until old age compelled him to decline the office when then was considered one of power and importance. One of his sons, Thomas Kennedy, Nellie Bly’s great-uncle, made a flying trip around the world, starting from and returning to New York, where his wife, a New York woman by birth, awaited his arrival. It took him three years to make the trip, and he returned in shattered health. He at once set about to write the history of his trip, but his health became so bad that he had to give up his task, and he was taken to his old home in Somerset, Pa., where he shortly died, a victim of consumption. He was buried there with the honors of war. Nellie Bly’s father was a man of considerable wealth. He served for many years as judge of Armstrong Co., Pa. He lived on a large estate, where he raised cattle and had flour mills. The place took his name. It is called Cochrane’s Mills. There Nellie Bly was born. 
Being in reduced circumstances, owing to some family complications, after her father’s death, and longing for excitement, she engaged to do special work for a Pittsburgh Sunday newspaper. She went for them to Mexico, where she remained six months, sending back weekly letters. After her return she longed for broader fields, and so came to New York. The story of her attempt to make a place for herself, or to find an opening, is a long one of disappointment, until at last she made a list of a number of daring and original ideas, which were submitted to a prominent editor. They were accepted, and she went to work. 
Her first achievement was the exposure of the Blackwell’s Island Insane Asylum, in which she spent ten days, and two days in the Bellevue Insane Asylum. The story created a great sensation, and she was called before the grand jury. An investigation was made, and her story proved true, so the grand jury recommended the changes she suggested, such as women physicians to superintend the bathing of the female insane inmates, better food and better clothing. On the strength of the story $3,000,000 a year increased appropriation was made for the benefit of the asylum. 
Her next work of state interest was the story of her exposure of Ed Phelps, who was said to be the king of the Albany Lobby. For publishing this story she was summoned before an investigating committee, this time at Albany. 
These two things alone made Nellie Bly’s name known in other countries as well as this, and English and French journalists constantly noticed her work. 
After three years’ work on a New York paper she conceived the idea of making a trip around the world in less time than had been done by Phileas Fogg, the fictitious hero of Jules Verne’s famous novel; but when she first planned the trip to do it in 58 days, it was not met with favor by her editor. When she did go, almost a year later, it was impossible to make close connections but she, however, was the first person to make an actual record, which was 72 days. On her return she was greeted by ovations all the way from San Francisco to New York such as were never granted the most illustrious persons of our country. Thousands of people fought for glimpses of her at the stations, and no President was ever greeted by as large crowds as welcomed her at Jersey City and New York. 
Since then she has spent her time lecturing and writing a book describing her experience while flying around the world. Nellie Bly has received letters from all parts of the world, in all languages, congratulating her on her successful journey, and begging autographs. Papers in every country, even Japanese and Chinese, published accounts of her novel undertaking. 
Nellie Bly at an early age already showed great literary ability in verse as well as in prose, and many poems were contributed by her to the Pittsburgh and New York papers. She has, so far, written two novels—“The Mystery of Central Park” and “Eva, the Adventuress”—the latter published some time ago in the london story paper. Her latest story—“New York By Night”—which will begin in two weeks, bids fair to be one of the greatest successes of her life. She has stopped all newspaper writing, and is under contract, at a large sum, to contribute exclusively to the columns of the london story paper. 
Her portrait published herewith is an excellent likeness. Nellie Bly is unmarried, and resides with her mother. 
London—March 28th, 1891
 
 
Editor's Note: The description of Bly’s professional career is basically accurate, though the refusal to name the paper that made her famous is perplexing. 
As with much published about Bly’s personal life, however, there is as much fiction as fact here. There is no evidence linking her family to British aristocracy, nor to any signers of any Declarations of Independence or Revolutionary War soldiers. This does not mean these facts should be entirely disregarded. The story about her great-uncle, for example, is entirely true. 
 
 

In Love With A Stranger
or
Through Fire And Water To Win Him￼[image: Image]
 
 
 
 

I - In Love At First Sight. 
 
“You are a little simpleton, Kit, a perfect little simpleton, and I am ashamed of you!” exclaimed beautiful Vida Clarendon in tones of supreme disgust.
Sweet, dainty, roguish Kit Clarendon raised her big, luminous brown eyes, in which there lingered a tender softness, to her sister’s indignant face.
“Maybe I am a little simpleton, Vi,” she replied, pouting the richest, ripest, reddest rosebud lips in all the world. “But it’s true, nevertheless, that I’m over head and heels in love. So there now!”
Her brown eyes flashed a defiant glance straight into the clear blue of Vida’s own.
“Nonsense!” Vida cried impatiently. “How can you be in love? Why, you don’t know a single man except those low skinflints for whom you sew, and with all your brainlessness I don’t quite think you are silly enough to imagine you are in love with any of them.”
“Oh, in love with old Gusky and his ugly sons,” laughed Kit gleefully. “I hope to die, Vi, if I would look at any of them. No, sir, not if they were made of gold and held a first mortgage on half the world.”
“Hush, Kit; not so loud; you will wake mamma,” continued Vida Clarendon, with a motion toward the adjoining room, where lay their invalid mother in the last stages of consumption.
Mrs. Clarendon had been an invalid for so many years that the first sharp edge of grief had worn off the two girls. Vida accepted the inevitable with calmness and fortitude, banishing the thought of the final separation from her mind.
It was different with girlish, impulsive Kit. She refused to abandon all hope, even in the face of the doctor’s verdict. She loved her mother passionately, as was her nature, and in the depths of her heart she steadfastly fought the conviction which would sometimes pierce her when her clear eyes noticed the constant wasting away.
Many times in the loneliness of the night Kit lay awake beseeching Heaven to spare her mother—to take her instead, if must be—only to grant her mother health and strength and happiness.
Now, when Vida reminded her of her mother, Kit lowered her voice and hushed her merry laughter. 
She was sitting up in bed, her hands clasping her knees, as she watched Vida combing her long, golden hair before their little dressing-table.
Vida Clarendon was a beauty, and she knew it. It always took her a long time to prepare for bed, for she was very careful every night to give the proper amount of attention to her luminous hair, and pink nails, and pearly teeth, and spotless complexion.
Little Kit had no such worries. She did not think she was a beauty, and consequently had no thought about caring for and increasing her charms. Her cheeks were as red as roses, her lips the most bewitching, tempting pout, her big eyes brown and soft as velvet, her short hair a curly, golden brown, and added to these attractions, she had the sauciest, tip-tilted nose that ever gave piquancy to a girlish, gypsy face.
Kit Clarendon was of medium height, slender and exquisitely rounded, and in every respect the opposite to her sister, who was a perfect type of blonde, with golden hair and baby-blue eyes, and pink-and-white skin, and tall and voluptuously developed.
When Vida Clarendon turned long enough from the contemplation of her beautiful self in the mirror to warn Kit not to disturb their mother, she saw some new expression in the flushed face and glistening eyes of her sister. Could it be that the foolish child had got herself into some reckless entanglement?
Vida shuddered at the very thought. Poor as they were, she always counted themselves vastly superior to those within the same walk of life.
“Kit!” she gasped weakly. “What is the name of this person you say you love?”
Kit’s cherry-ripe lips trembled and two big tears glistened in her big brown eyes.
“I don’t know!” she murmured meekly.
“Don’t know?” There was a world of horror in Vida’s accent as she echoed Kit’s simple words. There was as much consternation in the baby-blue eyes, and as much fear in the wildly palpitating heart.
Had Kit been guilty of some act of indiscretion? Had she done something to disgrace them?
A street flirtation most likely, that ripened into an acquaintance, and then—and then! Poor Vida could picture Kit’s recklessness no further.
“Kit Clarendon!” she said sternly. “Do you mean to say that you have permitted a person you don’t know to make love to you?”
Kit leaned her head forward on her knees to smother a sudden burst of laughter. There were tears in her eyes despite the smile on her lips when she raised her head again. The sight of them made Vida repress the desire to give her a shaking.
“Vi, dear, don’t be angry,” Kit pleaded anxiously. “I can’t help it, really I can’t, but if ever a poor girl was in love I am in love, and that with a stranger. Now don’t look so cross! He didn’t make love to me, I assure you.”
“Then you have fallen in love with a man who has never shown any affection for you?”—scornfully.
“Not only that, Vi, but’’—plaintively—“it is a straight up and down case of love at first sight.”
Vida gave a sudden rippling laugh. Kit’s doleful face amused her in spite of her anger. It seemed so ridiculous to hear the girl, not yet seventeen, talk of love in that innocent way, and try to look it from those great babyish brown eyes.
“You may laugh,” Kit cried with a vexed pout, “but it isn’t funny to me. Why, I don’t know his name, Vi, or where he lives, and it may take me years to find him. Just think of that!”
Kit gave a little sob that went straight to Vida Clarendon’s heart. Laying down her hair-brush, she perched herself on the side of the bed to plait her long golden hair, saying, as she did so:
“Go on, Kitten, tell me all about this love of yours; it is getting interesting.”
Kit needed little encouragement. Her heart was full to overflowing, and she had always been used to confiding everything to her beautiful elder sister.
“You see it was this way,” she began, brightening instantly under her sister’s smile. “I was coming home from work, and when I got on the elevated train it was crowded. The seats were full and the aisles were full, and even all the straps were engaged. I did hope the train wouldn’t take those nasty little jumps at starting—for you know I never could stand very securely in a moving train even when it runs smoothly.”
“That’s because you will wear such high French heels,” commented Vida softly.
“Well, you know they are a hundred times prettier than low ones,” Kit retorted. “But never mind, I forgot all about the train jolting and never even thought of high heels, for I had caught sight of a face, and such a face! Ah!” Kit paused with a deep sigh.
“How was she dressed?” Vida asked with a lazy show of interest.
“Who?”—with a quick look.
 “The woman with”—mimicking her—“‘such a face! Ah!’”
“It wasn’t a woman!”—angrily. “It was a man, a young man and the handsomest man I ever laid my eyes on. Oh, Vida, he was a perfect dream! He was big and straight and broad-shouldered, quite a giant beside the other men, and his laughing eyes were as blue as sapphire fringed with the most exquisite dark eyelashes that I ever saw. His hair was golden and curly, and his complexion seemed so clear and healthy to the dark, pallid and sallow men one meets! I even saw that his clothes were well-made and fitted his fine form to perfection. In fact”—sighing—“I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. I stared and I stared until—oh, horrors!”
“Well, what?” gasped Vida, anticipating something serious.
Blushing as fiery red as the crimson heart of a peony, Kit cried:
“The car gave several of those little jerks and I—I sat down in his lap!”
Vida Clarendon laughed until the tears rolled over her pink cheeks and Kit joined heartily in her merriment.
“What did he say?” inquired Vida, when she regained her composure.
“He didn’t say anything,” murmured Kit. “He just held me for an instant and my heart was beating so madly that I forgot to rise until he got up and gently and firmly put me in the seat.”
“What he would have done at first, if he had been a gentleman,” commented Vida.
“Oh, Vi, you should have seen how mortified he looked!” Kit reasoned sorrowfully. “His face flushed and his laughing blue eyes grew very dark and angry. And everybody around was mean enough to laugh. I felt dreadfully embarrassed and yet I was conscious of being guiltily happy. I feasted my eyes on him until we arrived at the next station. I saw that he meant to get off and I knew I could not give him up in that way, so I followed.”
“You followed a man? Kit Clarendon!” cried Vida in horrified accents.
“Well’’—recklessly—“what could I do? I knew I loved him even at that moment, and I could not let him go without making an effort to see where he went, so I followed, and oh, Vida—he got into a cab at the foot of the stairs and drove away leaving me standing helplessly on the sidewalk staring after him!”
“Thank goodness your folly ended no worse,” Vida returned gravely. “You are very foolish, and I hope you will never be guilty of such unmaidenly conduct again.”
“But I love him—desperately, madly,” was the passionate answer.
“Bosh! Love a man you never saw but once?”—sarcastically.
Kit brushed the brown curls away from her hot, flushed face.
“You remember what the poet said?” she asked, and without waiting for an answer, she quoted tenderly:
“‘Let no one say that there is need
Of time for love to grow;
Ah, no! the love that kills, indeed
Dispatches at a blow.’”
 
“Kit, you are a little simpleton,” declared Vida, angrily. “The very idea of imagining yourself in love with an utter stranger, a villain, for all you know to the contrary, and a person you will not likely meet again. Don’t let me hear any more such nonsense.”
“Call me silly—anything you will, but I love that man; let him be what he may, I love him”—solemnly—“and I swear to you that I mean to find him and to marry him if I have to go through fire and water to win him!”
 

II - “I Would Murder The Woman That Took Him From Me!”
 
From the moment Vida Clarendon heard Kit’s faltering confession of her love, she was a changed girl.
It was hardly envy that was in her heart, and yet when she thought of Kit’s rosy love-dreams, her own life seemed to grow pale and barren and uninteresting.
For Vida was two years Kit’s senior, although, with her pink-and-white complexion and innocent, baby expression, she looked as young, if not younger, than gypsy-brown, rosy-cheeked Kit.
Like all girls, Vida had indulged in beautiful day-dreams of the coming man whom she would love and marry some day. She had pictured every detail—just how handsome and well-bred and polished he would be—she could love none other—and how desperately he would love her, and how he would surround her with all the luxuries of life—for Vida’s dreams never pictured a poor man—and how she would dress and live, admired and envied by all her sex.
But the rich young man, Vida’s ideal, never materialized, and sometimes the hope of his coming almost died in her heart.
The knowledge that Kit was in love made Vida realize very vividly that if she ever meant to marry rich, it was time she was capturing the prize. And that prize—alas! she knew not a single man who filled the requirements of her air-castles.
“Ah, Heaven pity me,” she moaned, clinching her small white hands tightly together in an agony of despair. “I can’t live this poor, broken life any longer. I want to be loved. I want to be rich; I want to be admired. Oh, power, good or bad, give me what I desire! Let me be rich, and—and by my immortal soul I shall pay the penalty!”
Did some evil spirit hear her prayer, and grant it? Only the future would tell.
Vida Clarendon was cashier in a drug-store. Her hours were long and her pay small, but the work was more genteel, she thought, than sewing white goods in a factory as poor Kit did.
For the Clarendon girls were poor, and compelled to work. Two years before, they lived in a small village, where their father, a country physician, died, and was buried. They had been given very liberal educations for country girls, and had been in the highest circle in their town. When Dr. Clarendon died, Mrs. Clarendon, who had been ailing at the time for a year, decided to remove to New York, in hopes that the more experienced physicians would find a way to stop the wasting of her lungs and save her life.
She had her furniture and her husband’s pension to depend upon, nothing else, and they soon found it was absolutely necessary that both girls should turn out to work.
It was a hard blow for proud Vida, who, in her ignorance of city ways, had expected to mingle with the best people in New York, as she had always done in her native village. Kit welcomed work with a joyous shout, for the narrow, confined life in a flat, after her free, happy existence where the wild-flowers bloomed, and the gay birds sung, was like life in a prison.
“I just count the minutes now until I am free,” Kit said to Vida a few days after she had confessed her love for the stranger. “I am so anxious to get out and look for my love. My heart is almost breaking with longing to see him.”
Vida flushed angrily. “Maybe your ‘love,’ as you term him, has a wife, or is engaged,” she said, cuttingly.
Kit raised her curly head, and her brown eyes fairly flashed fire. “Don’t suggest such hateful things, Vi!” she cried passionately, doubling up her tiny fists. “I would murder the woman that took him from me.”
Vida Clarendon began to laugh, but the laugh died away on her lips when she met the passionate, burning eyes of her sister.
She started, turned deathly pale, and trembled violently. The expression in the depths of those great brown eyes as they met her own, frightened her strangely.
“I believe that girl is capable of murder,” she thought, with a shudder.
She wondered vaguely if this mad love for a stranger, whom Kit vowed to go through fire and water, if necessary, to win, would result in some terrible scandal.
“You talk as if you were crazy,” she observed, and with this unkind remark she quitted Kit’s company and turned down toward her place of occupation, leaving Kit to walk dreamily on to the factory.
No sooner had Vida Clarendon seated herself before her wire-enclosed money-desk than she made the alarming discovery that she had lost her purse. True, there was but little in it, but that little was so much to the Clarendons. And it meant that she must fast all day, for she always bought a cheap lunch, being too proud to carry one.
She bitterly regretted her loss, and wondered why such ill-fortune should visit one so needy. “If I had found a full one instead, it would have been more just,” she muttered discontentedly.
“I beg your pardon. Can you tell me where I can find Miss Clarendon?” inquired a tender, manly voice at the window, and lifting her eyes, Vida gazed through the brass-wire cage upon the handsomest man she had ever seen.
A faint rosebud pink dyed her cheeks and her heart fluttered with a strange sensation. Instinctively Vida Clarendon felt that this was the wealthy lover whose coming she had dreamed of so long.
“I am Miss Clarendon,” she answered with a sweet shyness, and the young man, gazing with frank admiration into her face, vowed that he had never seen a girl so entrancingly beautiful before.
“Did you meet with a loss this morning?” he inquired, feasting his eyes upon her.
“Oh, yes,” she faltered, with a pretty smile, “I lost my purse.”
“And I have the honor of returning it,” he laughed gayly. “I found it on the street, and as it contained your card with this address, I brought it here.”
“I thank you very much,” she replied softly.
She wished he would stay, and he wished he could linger longer to gaze into her beautiful face; but people were pressing up to pay their bills, and having no excuse for remaining, he was forced to move away. 
He lifted his hat to her and gave a backward glance that made a sob choke in her throat.
“Thank God!” she thought joyfully, as in a dream she counted out change. “My prince has come at last, and like Kit, I have fallen in love at first sight.”
So impatient was she for noon hour that she was in a perfect fever when one of the clerks came to take her place behind the money-drawer. But her spirits received a terrible shock when she found no fond, anxious lover waiting for her at the door. She looked vainly up and down the streets, but the prince of her dreams had vanished.
Blinded by the tears her wounded vanity and shattered air-castles called forth, she noticed nothing until she heard the hoarse yelling of drivers and the frightened stamping of horses, and found herself lifted bodily from their midst and deposited safely upon the opposite pavement.
“I did not know the teams were so near,” she faltered contritely, when she lifted her eyes and gasped: “Oh, it is you!”
It was her prince! Doubtless he noted the joyous ring in her voice, when she recognized him, for he said, boldly:
“Are you glad that I was the one to save you from being trampled under the horses’ feet?”
“I would rather it had been you than a stranger,” she returned softly.
“Then I am not a stranger?”—joyously. “Thank you very much.”
“I did not mean exactly that,” faltered Vida. “You are a stranger to whom I am indebted for a great deal. If you will accept my poor thanks, I shall go on.”
“You are going to luncheon?” he said eagerly. “I know you are. I have been waiting for you. May I not go with you?”
“I am sorry, sir,” Vida said stiffly, drawing up her beautiful shoulders with a haughty motion that became her well, “if I have done anything to make you misjudge me. I do not make acquaintances in this way.”
He gazed at her admiringly as she spoke, and when she finished he took off his hat with the deference he would have paid a queen.
“I did not mean to offend you,” he explained meekly. “But when one sees a person one would give the world to know, what is to be done except to cast etiquette and social customs to the wind, and make that acquaintance at all hazards?”
Vida hesitated. It would never do to let this handsome young fellow presume on their chance meeting, and yet, if she sent him away, she might lose the ambition of her life.
“The only thing I can do, under the circumstances, is to give you my name and assure you of my deep admiration and respect.” He took out his card-case and handed it to her, and like one under the spell of another’s will, Vida opened it and read the name inscribed upon the cards it held.
Howell Humphrey!
She stood quite still; the heart in her bosom seemed almost to tear itself asunder with one mighty throb of joy. Her head swam dizzily, her blood shot like little needles through her veins.
Was she dreaming, or was this tall, handsome young man, gazing so tenderly down into her pale face, actually Howell Humphrey?
How well she knew the name, and who didn’t, for Howell Humphrey was a young millionaire, the last remaining heir of a wealthy old family, and the only idolized child of a widowed mother.
The very knowledge made Vida grow deathly pale. “Why should you care to know a poor girl like me, Mr. Humphrey?” she faltered nervously.
“Because you are as beautiful as a dream, and as pure as you are beautiful,” he answered. “Now may I have the honor of your company to luncheon?”
With joy so intense that it was pain, in her heart, Vida Clarendon went with him.
She did not tell Kit that night her love story, but she lived in an intoxicated atmosphere, with the most maddening music constantly thrilling in her heart, and a wild fire burning in her veins.
Wealth, position, influence, love—they were all to be hers. But Kit and her mother should not know of it until Howell Humphrey had spoken the words which made him hers.
She lunched with him every day now, and he seemed deeply infatuated with her beautiful face and charming ways. Sometimes she took dinner with him after work hours, always telling those at home that she was detained in the store.
So engrossed was she with her dreams that she did not notice how rapidly her mother had failed the last few days, and how quiet and pale and changed little Kit had grown. 
 
“All fancy sick she is, and pale of cheer,
With sighs of love.”
 
But Vida Clarendon was lost to everything but her own dreams and Howell Humphrey’s admiration, until one night at dinner he let drop a word that changed the whole current of her life.
How it came about she could never remember, but like a red-hot fire these words burned in upon her brain, kindling her anger and hatred and spite and freezing her blood:
“I was coming home late, the elevated was crowded and the first thing I knew,” he was saying, “a slip of a girl sat plump down in my lap, and sat there until I got up and put her in my place. It was the boldest thing I ever saw done, and I was so provoked that I left the train at once.”
Vida tried to speak, to smile, but her icy lips refused to move. She made an effort to raise her eyes to Howell, but the innocent, child-like face of Kit seemed suddenly to come and hover between them. All the light and happiness seemed blotted out of the world, and an inky blackness enveloped her.
She rose unsteadily, took one step forward, then fell unconscious upon the floor of the restaurant before Howell Humphrey’s frightened eyes.

III - “Alone, All Alone In This Big, Cold World!”
 
“Mom! Mommy dear,” called Kit that very same evening, as with sparkling eyes and smiling lips she came dancing into their little flat.
“I’ve got something for you, my precious mommy!” she continued breathlessly, flinging off her hat and wrap in the outer hall before bouncing into the room where Mrs. Clarendon spent her days.
Although unable to do more than to move slowly from her low couch to the easy chair and back, Mrs. Clarendon had insisted on both her girls working, saying she was well able to care for herself.
Kit always put the fruit and wine and medicine and milk, and the few small biscuits that her mother made a pretense of nibbling at, close where the sick woman could reach them. And thus she spent the long day alone.
Kit thought of her often, and many quick tears halted the sewing and blinded the brown eyes. She wished she could remain at home to bear her company, for Kit loved her mother with all the ardent passion of her young heart. She did not realize that Mrs. Clarendon insisted on her girls working so that they might be the better prepared to earn their way in the world when the inevitable end came. For with her death stopped her husband’s pension, and the girls would only have what they could earn by their own exertions.
Mrs. Clarendon was passionately fond of her elder daughter. She was proud of her striking beauty and high-bred, haughty manner, and although she let Kit fondle her, and caress her with all the enthusiasm of a loving heart, she loved Vida better.
And Kit knew it. If sometimes the knowledge made her little heart ache, she tried to comfort herself by saying it was only mom’s way, and that it was natural for her to have a little—just a little—fonder feeling for her first-born, and the beauty of the family.
This evening as Kit came skipping lightly into the room, Mrs. Clarendon sat in the big chair with her back to the door. Pausing within a step of the chair, holding her hands behind her and glancing down at the top of her mother’s gray head, Kit said, teasingly:
“I’ll give you three seconds to guess what I have for you; just three seconds, darling, and if you can’t guess—why, mommy, how silent you are!”
A quick, frightened break came in Kit’s sweet voice, a wild look came in her brown eyes, and with a cry full of terror, she flung herself on her knees by her mother’s side.
“Mother! Mother!” she screamed wildly. “Speak to me, look at me—oh, my God! she is dead.”
Mrs. Clarendon was not dead, as Kit soon discovered, but unconscious. Hysterical sobs mingled with her dry, harsh, laughs, as Kit clung to her mother’s limp hand, praying her to open her eyes.
“I knew, I knew you wouldn’t die without one word to your child,” she murmured passionately. “Heaven couldn’t be so cruel. Oh, speak to me, mother dear, open your eyes and speak to me.”
The unconscious woman heeded not the heartbroken appeal of her daughter. She seemed to be drifting away in an easy dream. Once her head fell forward, and thinking it was death, Kit burst forth wildly:
“Mother! Mother! Mother! Speak to me. Oh, heavenly father, let her speak to me or I shall die!”
The pitiful, heartrending appeal seemed to reach the fading senses of the dying woman. She lifted her head and opened her glassy, sightless eyes, and Kit saw the white lips move. 
Breathless, fearful, an unspoken prayer in her heart, the child leaned forward to catch the last words that her mother would ever breathe upon this earth.
The lips moved once—twice—and then—the dying woman whispered, faintly, longingly, tenderly:
“Vida—Vida—darl—”
The breast heaved once, a strange rattle sounded in the throat, one long, weary sigh passed the open lips, the head fell forward upon her chest—and Kit was motherless!
With a cry full of her heart’s agony, Kit threw up her little hands and fell senseless at the feet of her dead mother.
It was so Vida found her when she came home. And she looked on the dead mother and senseless sister with dry eyes and hard heart.
“I wish you were dead too,” she muttered savagely. “It would be better for you to die now than live to see me wed the man you love.”
Dry-eyed, cold and calm, Kit found her, when with a moan she came back to life.
“Hush!” Vida said sternly, her white face never changing its heartless, set expression. “All your cries will not bring her back to life. She is free from all suffering now and there are only you and I to live our lives and fight our battles and”—in a low voice—“win our loves!”
Kit rose unsteadily to her feet. Her sister’s words seemed freighted with terrible meaning. It seemed as if a power from Heaven came to her, and for an instant let her rend her sister’s tortured heart.
They stood glaring at each other across the dead body of their mother, these two sisters, who until this hour had loved each other dearly. 
Kit’s breast rose and fell with intense passion, but Vida was calm and cold. Kit’s tear-stained eyes flashed fire into Vida’s icy, expressionless ones.
“My God!” Kit moaned. “I see what is in your heart!”
“What do you mean?” Vida asked icily.
“I mean,” Kit cried vehemently, “that you have found the man I love!”
Vida felt as if she had been struck a heavy blow, but no trace of her feeling was in her calm, white face. It took her a moment to collect her scattered senses, to banish from her mind the desire to spring upon her sister and crush the life out of her delicate body.
By a powerful effort she commanded herself.
“You are mad!” she remarked cuttingly, and Kit, free from the invisible power which for an instant gave her tongue the spirit of prophecy, shrunk back ashamed and frightened by her own strange conduct.
“Forgive me, Vida,” she begged pleadingly. “I think I am mad. But I saw our mother die, and Vida, with her last breath she called your name.”
Vida gave a quick shudder. Had she come home instead of taking dinner with Howell Humphrey, she would have been present to respond to that last helpless cry.
Shaking off her momentary self-reproach, she set about to perform the last sad offices for her mother.
“I cannot touch her! It doesn’t seem like my own poor mother, but something new and frightful, of which I am afraid,” Kit wailed, and so Vida ordered her from the room and did what little there was to do alone, and with steady hand.
Mrs. Clarendon’s body was sent to the little country village to rest beside her husband’s. The two girls had barely enough money to defray the necessary charges, and so could not accompany the body, but a minister, and old friend of their father’s, telegraphed them that he would receive the body and take it to its final resting-place.￼
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The bond of sympathy seemed broken between the two girls. Kit could not be consoled for her mother’s loss, and Vida could not endure Kit’s lamentations.
It cannot be denied that Vida Clarendon also suffered bitterly, but she suffered in a hard, repressed way. She shed no tears, though her heart bled within her breast, and every sob of Kit’s seemed to stab her.
She no longer shared Kit’s bed, and when they were awake, she studiously avoided meeting Kit’s reddened eyes. She savagely repulsed all signs of affection on Kit’s part, but honest little Kit forgave her.
“Poor Vida suffers dreadfully,” Kit told herself, “only she won’t show it as I do, she is so brave and strong.”
For Kit had seen Vida, when she thought Kit sound asleep, steal like a thief into her room, and by the gas light standing gazing down into the tear-stained, flower-like face. She had heard the dry sobs and pitying words which had often been wrung from her cold lips.
“She is young,” Vida had murmured. “Her heart will feel as if it were broken for awhile, but she will forget. She is only a child. She will forget.”
And Kit never doubted that Vida referred to her grief at her mother’s death.
The night after the body was removed Vida got out a tin box containing her father’s diploma, her mother’s marriage certificate, the pension papers, and old letters and papers which Mrs. Clarendon had never shown her daughters.
She became intensely interested at last, and read with dilated eyes and rapid breath, coming through dry parted lips. When she finished she pushed back her golden hair, as if it were too heavy, and clinched her hands and moaned.
Many times she buried her white face in her trembling hands, and then, gaining courage, she would take the papers up again and read them over.
At last she replaced them in the box, and rising, put on her hat and coat.
The hour was late, the night was cold, but what Vida Clarendon had to do could not wait for morning. Her mind was made up; there was no faltering or trembling now. If death stood in the path she had chosen, she would not turn back.
Taking the box under her arm, she walked out where Kit was washing their supper dishes.
“Why, Vida!” exclaimed the startled girl. “Are you going out?”
“Yes,” Vida replied calmly. “I might as well tell you now a thing I have long known—I am not Mrs. Clarendon’s child, not your sister.”
“Not my sister!” echoed Kit piteously. “Oh, Vida, don’t say that or you will break my heart.”
“I am not your sister,” she reiterated coldly. “All that is in these rooms belongs to you. I own nothing here and I have no right here.”
“But you do not mean to leave me—to desert me?” moaned Kit wretchedly.
Vida paused with her hand upon the door-knob and glanced back over her shoulder.
“I have the papers containing the name of my parents, and I am going away to find them and to make them acknowledge me,” she said, and then, without another word, she passed through the door.
“No mother! No sister! Alone, all alone, in this big, cold world!” moaned Kit, and with a bitter cry, she fell by the side of the table and buried her face in her arms.
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