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One


It is a well-known fact that we Irish are prone to bouts of melancholy, even without the help of the bottle. I suppose it goes along with the Celtic temperament and long, wet winters. Anyway, I was experiencing such a bout myself as I trudged home through a rainstorm that was wetter and colder than anything I had experienced at home in Ireland. March winds and April showers bring forth May flowers – that was how I learned it at school in Ballykillin. Well, it was now the middle of April and the gale that was accompanying the rain was worse than anything we’d experienced in March. I would never understand the New York weather! One minute it could be sunny and springlike and suddenly the temperature would plunge thirty degrees and we’d be back in winter again.


We had endured a particularly long, cold winter, with snow well into March. The bleak conditions had produced all kinds of sicknesses and people had been dropping like flies as influenza of the nastiest kind had turned to pneumonia. Even I, usually known for my robust constitution, had succumbed and spent over a week with a raging fever that finally subsided, leaving me feeling weak and drained. It had been almost three weeks now and I had hardly left the house until my small detective agency, P. Riley and Associates (I now being sole proprietor and associate rolled into one), received a job offer I simply couldn’t turn down. It was from Macy’s new department store, at Thirty-fourth Street and Herald Square. They wanted me to look into a case of shoplifting that even their own store detectives had not managed to stop. Naturally I was thrilled and flattered, and I accepted immediately. I would have crawled from my deathbed for such an assignment. If I was successful, who knew where it might lead?


The weather had finally been springlike when I set off for work that morning, which was why I’d worn my light business two-piece and not thought to take a top-coat or a brolly. Both of which I was now regretting as I came out of Macy’s to find that the temperature had plunged again and it was blowing a gale. Within seconds I was soaked to the skin, freezing cold, and thoroughly miserable.


I should have been feeling on top of the world. I’d just concluded another successful case. In the guise of a new counter assistant, I had spotted the pilfered goods being smuggled out in the trash by one of Macy’s own employees and then retrieved from the big trash bins by an accomplice. I had been handsomely rewarded for my services and was glowing with pride, dying to share my news with somebody when I stepped out of Macy’s back door and into the gale.


I had hopped on a passing Broadway trolley and later regretted this move as well, as I had to walk home from Broadway with the rain driving straight into my face and one hand jamming my charming spring hat onto my head. By the time I was halfway home I was well and truly sorry for myself. I was still weak, of course. I was not usually the kind of person who wallowed in self-pity or thought of herself as a helpless female. But as I trudged onward I was overwhelmed with gloomy thoughts. I longed for home and family and someone to take care of me.


I suppose this wave of blackness and insecurity had something to do with my intended, Daniel Sullivan. We weren’t officially betrothed yet, but we had definitely reached the stage of an understanding. And it was this that was making me unsettled and jittery.


Had my mother still been alive, she would have relished telling me that I was never satisfied. I suppose she was right – when Daniel had been in disgrace and on suspension from his position as captain of police, he had shown up on my doorstep every single day, and I had found myself wishing he’d be reinstated quickly, not just for his sake but for mine too. I found myself seriously wondering whether marriage and domestic bliss were what I wanted for myself.


But recently he had been reinstated under the new commissioner of police and since then I had scarcely seen him. He had popped in once while I was at the height of my sickness, expressed concern, and then fled, not to be seen again. So now I was filled with doubts: did this lack of attention mean that he had tired of me, or was he merely taking me for granted now that he had more interesting ways to spend his time? If I married him I’d have to come to terms with the fact that this was what life as a policeman’s wife would be like. And how would I take to being the good little woman, sitting at home with my darning, waiting for him and worrying about him? Plenty of food for thought there. Never satisfied, I chided myself. Wants security but doesn’t want to be tied down. Wants love but wants freedom. Wants . . .


I never did get to the third want, as a great gust of wind swept off the Hudson and snatched my hat from my head. I gave a scream of despair and leaped after it. It was a new hat, my first extravagant purchase since my detective agency started to make money, and I wasn’t about to see it disappear under the wheels of a passing wagon or hansom cab. I lifted my skirts and chased it in most undignified fashion to Fifth Avenue. Then a particularly violent gust caught it again and swept it out into the street just as I was about to pick it up. I didn’t think twice as I ran after it. There was an angry honking and I was conscious of a low black shape hurtling toward me.


‘Holy mother of God,’ I gasped as I flung myself to one side. The automobile screeched to a halt inches in front of my hat, which now lay in the mud.


‘What the devil do you think you’re doing,’ shouted an angry voice. ‘You could have gotten yourself killed.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I began, then my mouth dropped open as the gentleman removed his driving goggles and I recognized him at the same moment he recognized me. ‘Daniel!’ I exclaimed.


‘Molly, what a damned stupid thing to do,’ he snapped. ‘These machines go fast, you know. And they don’t stop on a dime. They’re not like horses.’


‘I said I was sorry,’ I snapped back, feeling foolish now as a crowd gathered. ‘The wind took my hat and I wasn’t about to lose it.’ As I said this I stepped gingerly into the mud and retrieved the hat, which was rain-soaked and definitely the worse for wear.


‘Climb up,’ Daniel reached across to open the door for me, ‘and I’ll drive you home. You look as if you’ve been dragged through a hedge backward.’


‘Thank you for the compliment, kind sir,’ I retorted, and was about to say I’d rather walk. But common sense won out, of course, and I dutifully climbed up to sit beside Daniel in the automobile.


‘What were you doing out in this rain without an umbrella?’ Daniel said, still glaring at me angrily. ‘You have no business being out at all on a day like this. You’ve been seriously ill, Molly.’


‘I was feeling better and, anyway, I had an assignment,’ I said. ‘It was too good to turn down. And if you want to know, when I left home at seven this morning the sky was blue. And believe me, I’ve regretted the decision to wear my spring clothes every moment of the last half hour.’


Daniel looked at my angry face, with my hair plastered to my cheeks and drops running freely down my nose, and started to laugh. ‘I shouldn’t laugh, I know.’ He attempted to stop smiling. ‘But you really do look like the orphan of the storm. Come here. Let me kiss that little wet nose.’


He pulled me toward him and kissed the tip of my nose, then put his hand under my chin and repeated the process on my lips. His mouth was warm against mine and I found myself climbing down just a little from my high horse.


‘Right, let’s get you home and out of those wet clothes before you catch pneumonia,’ Daniel said. ‘I have to be back at headquarters within the hour, though.’


He released the brake and put his foot on the accelerator pedal. The machine responded by coughing, bucking like a wild bronco, and then dying. Daniel muttered a curse under his breath and stepped down into the storm. ‘Now I’ve got to start the blasted thing again,’ he said. I watched while he took out the crank, went around to the front of the vehicle, and cranked several times before the contraption coughed and sprang to life. Daniel hopped in smartly before it could stall again and we were off. I glanced at him and started to laugh. ‘Now who looks like the orphan of the storm?’ I said triumphantly.


In a minute or so we had pulled up outside my little house in Patchin Place. It is a street some might describe as an alley, but I think of it as a charming backwater in Greenwich Village. Miraculously the rain chose the same moment to stop, and a patch of blue appeared between the dark storm clouds. Daniel climbed down and came around to assist me. I opened the door, put on the kettle, and went to change out of my wet clothes. There wasn’t much to be done about my sodden hair but at least the rest of me looked dry and respectable as I came downstairs again.


‘Sometimes I despair of you,’ Daniel said. ‘Sit down. I’ll make the tea.’


He took the kettle from the hob and filled the teapot. ‘You don’t have any brandy or rum to put into it, I suppose?’


‘I don’t,’ I said. ‘I live a very frugal life, as you well know.’


He smiled. ‘Pity. Well, at least this will be hot and sweet. Better than nothing.’ He poured me a cup. ‘Get that down you, woman.’ He looked at me with fond exasperation. ‘You haven’t an ounce of common sense in your body, have you? When you’re not risking your life by chasing murderers, you’re risking it by not taking care of your health. This is not an ordinary influenza, you know. I can’t tell you how many funeral processions I’ve witnessed in the past weeks. One of our own men, a strapping lad of twenty-five, went down with it and was dead within three days. And yet you go running around in a storm when you should still be in bed.’


‘I couldn’t turn it down, Daniel,’ I said. ‘It was Macy’s department store. They were offering a handsome fee and it was a case their own store detective hadn’t managed to crack.’


‘And were you successful?’


‘I was. They thought they had a clever shoplifter, but it turned out to be a conspiracy of their own employees – a counter assistant who dropped small items into a passing trash bin and another accomplice who retrieved the items from the trash. I was lucky enough to spot a bottle of perfume disappearing from a counter.’


‘Good for you,’ Daniel said. ‘Now let’s hope you live to enjoy the spoils.’


‘I’m feeling much better,’ I said. ‘Or at least I was when I set out this morning. And I can’t say you’ve seemed overly concerned about the state of my health until now. You took one look at my fevered brow and beat a hasty retreat, never to be seen again.’


Daniel grimaced. ‘Yes, I know. I’m sorry about that.’


‘I understand that gentlemen have an aversion to being around sickness.’


‘No, it wasn’t that, I assure you. I was most concerned about you.’


‘So concerned that I’ve not seen you in two weeks and had to throw myself in front of your automobile to get your attention.’


He managed a grin. ‘Actually I’ve been on a case that has kept me busy day and night. I’ve hardly even had a chance to sleep.’


‘What kind of case is it?’ I took a long swig of hot tea and felt the warmth going through my body. ‘Let me know if I can be of help.’


Daniel smiled in a way that I took as patronizing. ‘My dear girl, you know I can’t discuss a criminal case with you, and I certainly wouldn’t let you help me.’


‘You don’t think I’m any good as a detective?’ I asked.


‘I think you’re very competent in your own way,’ he said cautiously, ‘but I have to play by the rules and, besides, I try to keep you well away from murders of any sort. So you stick to your kind of investigations and I’ll stick to mine.’


‘Don’t be so damned patronizing.’ I flung the tea towel in his direction.


‘My, we are testy, aren’t we?’ He laughed. ‘And I wasn’t intending to be patronizing. I’m glad that your business is going well, but you know my feelings. I’d be much happier if you didn’t have to work and especially if you didn’t have to put yourself in harm’s way. Now that I’m back on the job, we can make proper plans for the future. I’m saving up for a house, Molly.’


‘You haven’t asked me to marry you yet,’ I reminded him.


‘I intend to do it properly, at the right moment,’ he said.


‘And you don’t know that I’ll say yes.’


Those alarming blue eyes flashed. ‘No, I don’t know that, but I’m hopeful. At least you’re now seeing the reality of what life with me will be like. Odd hours. Coming and going. Calls in the middle of the night, and times when you’ll see nothing of me for days on end.’


‘You make it sound so delightful. It’s a wonder I don’t accept you on the spot,’ I retorted, and he chuckled.


‘I know I’ve been neglecting you recently,’ he said. ‘I’ll make it up to you when this case is successfully concluded, I promise.’


‘You must get Easter off, surely? Why don’t we walk in the Easter Parade? I’ve always wanted to do that.’


‘The Easter Parade? Oh come, Molly. That is for the nouveaux riches wanting to show off their expensive hats, and I’m afraid that sodden chapeau of yours wouldn’t be able to compete.’


‘I don’t wish to compete. I just want to experience things that New Yorkers do,’ I said. ‘And I’d like a chance to stroll up the avenue with my beau on my arm for once.’


‘I wish we could, but the answer is no, I don’t get Easter off. Not while people are killing each other all over the lower portion of Manhattan.’ He drained his teacup and stood up. ‘Speaking of which, I have to go, I’m afraid. I’m expected at headquarters. Goodbye, my sweet. Take care of yourself, please. No more walking out in the rain until you are completely recovered.’ He came over to me, kissed me on the forehead, and was out of the front door before I could even respond. I went to the door after him and watched him working furiously to crank that machine to life.


‘You should stick to horses, they’re easier to start,’ I called after him.


He looked up and grinned. ‘This is an experiment. The commissioner of police wants to find out if automobiles might be useful in police work. So far I’m not impressed.’ He gave another mighty jerk as he said this and the machine sputtered into action. With that he leaped onto the seat, waved, and reversed down Patchin Place.




Two


As the automobile chugged away from Patchin Place, the front door opposite me opened and my neighbor Sid’s face peered out. ‘Hello, Molly. What was that infernal noise we just heard?’


‘Daniel driving an automobile,’ I said. ‘He rescued me from the rain and drove me home.’


‘Come on over and have a glass of wine,’ Sid said. ‘We’ve got exciting news to share.’


I needed no second urging to join her. My neighbors Elena Goldfarb and Augusta Walcott, usually known by their irreverent nicknames Sid and Gus, never failed to bring joy into my life. They were generous to a fault and always experimenting with new foods and cultural experiences, making each visit to their home an adventure. The fact that their own choice of lifestyle was not a universally accepted one was neither here nor there.


Sid ushered me into the drawing room with a flourish.


Gus was sitting in one of the armchairs beside a roaring fire, a glass of red wine in her hand and a black lace shawl, hung with jet beads, around her shoulders. In contrast Sid was wearing baggy trousers that looked as if they’d come from a Turkish harem. I scarcely noticed their strange manner of dress any longer, although I could see that it might appear startling to strangers.


Gus looked up. ‘Why, you’ve found Molly. How clever of you, just when we needed her. And did you discover what the infernal noise was?’ she asked.


‘It was Molly’s Captain Sullivan, driving an automobile. But he delivered Molly from the rain so is to be pardoned on this occasion, one feels.’


‘What were you doing out in the rain to start with?’ Gus frowned at me. ‘You are supposed to be staying in bed and recuperating. You’ve been quite ill, you know.’


‘I know, and I would have been much worse if you two hadn’t looked after me so well. But I had a job to do at Macy’s department store and the weather this morning seemed quite balmy, so off I went without an umbrella or top-coat. Luckily the wind blew my hat in front of Daniel’s automobile, so he motored me home.’


‘Horrid contraptions, automobiles,’ Gus said. ‘They’ll never catch on, you mark my words. Think how noisy the city would become if everyone owned one. Gus and I think that flight is the transportation of the future. We should all have personal hot air balloons and drift serenely through the clouds.’


‘Rather inconvenient, don’t you think?’ I said. ‘We’d all be bumping into each other and if a strong wind came up, we’d wind up in Boston when we wanted to go to Philadelphia.’


Gus chuckled. ‘Ah, but think of the romance of flight. Why would one care about the destination? Sid, we have to find someone with a hot air balloon and cross the country in it. Think of sailing over the Rockies.’


‘Think of making a hard landing on a mountain peak,’ I said.


‘Molly, you are entirely too practical. For heaven’s sake, pour the girl a glass of wine and tell her about our grand outing.’


Red wine was poured from a crystal decanter. I took a sip, savoring the smooth warmth as it went down my throat. I was still such a newcomer to luxuries like wine that each new tasting was a delightful experience.


‘It’s Hungarian,’ Sid said proudly. ‘We’ve never tried Hungarian wine before and this one is called Bull’s Blood so of course we had to try it. It’s divine, isn’t it? Gus is now quite determined to go to Hungary and see the bulls for herself.’


Gus chuckled. ‘You also expressed a desire to sail down the Danube from its source to the Black Sea.’


Sid perched on the arm of Gus’s chair and sighed. ‘There are too many choices in life. Too many places to go and things to do. And then one feels that one’s life has become too frivolous and selfish and resolves to do something for the good of humanity.’


‘And if one is smart, one combines the two – adventure and philanthropy,’ Gus said. ‘Such will be our outing on Sunday, I hope.’


‘Sunday? Where will you be going on Sunday?’


‘The Easter Parade. Where else?’


I registered surprise. ‘I should have thought that you two were the last people on earth to want to parade in your finery.’


‘We are,’ Sid answered, ‘unless it’s for a good cause. We plan to march as part of the VWVW brigade.’


‘The what?’


‘It’s an acronym for Vassar Wants Votes for Women,’ Gus explained. ‘We’ll be part of a contingent of Vassar alums, bringing our cause before the populace of New York and, we hope, making more women conscious of the basic civil right still denied them.’


I nodded approval. ‘I wish I’d been to Vassar so that I could join you.’


‘We’d love you to join us, Molly,’ Sid said. ‘But we felt that you would not be strong enough to walk the length of Fifth Avenue so soon after your sickness.’


‘I’ve a good Irish peasant constitution,’ I said, ‘and I was used to walking miles a day at home. I’m sure I’d be able to do it.’


‘Then I say the more the merrier.’ Sid raised her glass to me. ‘Nobody need know that you are not a Vassar girl. As it happens, we haven’t had the response we hoped for and will be low on numbers, so you’d truly be helping the cause.’


‘In that case I gladly accept. I suggested to Daniel that we take part in the parade and he was most scathing about it. He said it was only for the newly rich to show off.’


‘That is, of course, true,’ Sid agreed.


‘Some of the Four Hundred also participate every year,’ Gus said. ‘I have relatives who always take part.’


‘Gus has relatives in every city, I swear,’ Sid commented, looking fondly at Gus.


‘Will we be expected to dress up and wear fancy hats?’ I said, beginning to have doubts as I realized that Vassar girls tended to be wealthy. ‘Because you’ve seen the extent of my wardrobe.’


‘Absolutely not. Your business costume will be ideal. We aim to look like responsible members of the community, not pampered darlings full of frippery. And they’ll give us a sash to wear and a banner to carry, stating our purpose. So wear comfortable shoes. It’s a long march.’


‘It’s not that long,’ Gus interjected. ‘Only ten blocks. And I’m sure there will be a carriage available should one of the young ladies need to ride.’


‘I’ll not need to ride and I’ll come prepared,’ I said. ‘In fact I’m willing to do my share to help the cause. It is ridiculous that a businesswoman like myself should not have a say in the government.’


‘Well said, Molly. I can see you’ll be a regular firebrand.’


‘Let us just hope that Sunday is fine and dry,’ Gus said. ‘It would be too bad if it rained as it did today.’


‘Will it be called off if it rains?’ I asked.


‘It’s never been called off, has it, Gus?’ Sid asked.


‘Not that I can remember,’ Gus agreed. ‘The smart set don’t care, of course. They simply raise the hood of their carriages and proceed from church as usual. But there would be a dearth of spectators if it rained like today.’


‘So most people ride in carriages, not walk?’


‘Almost everyone does. We are walking so that we stand out and exhibit our solidarity with the masses,’ Sid said. ‘The parade starts at ten o’clock, so we’ll leave here in time to muster at nine forty-five.’


‘Muster? You make it sound like a war.’ I laughed.


‘It is,’ Sid said soberly. ‘An out-and-out war that must be won, Molly. We have lived as poor, dependent creatures for too long, at the mercy of our lords and masters. Now it is time we took control of our own destiny.’


Inspired and inflamed, warmed by red wine and rhetoric, I went back to my own house.




Three


Fortunately, Sunday dawned bright and clear. A cold wind was blowing, sending cotton wool clouds racing across the sky, but there was no hint of rain as we left Patchin Place and caught the trolley to Forty-seventh Street, then walked to Fifth Avenue, where the parade would begin. A crowd had already formed along both sides of the avenue, starting at St. Nicholas Church, and some rather elegant carriages were lined up, in the starting gate, so to speak. Even a rapid glance showed some startling Easter bonnets that were not bonnets at all but hats adorned with every kind of fruit, flower, feather, and even bird, known to creation.


In contrast, the Vassar girls were easy to pick out, standing together around the corner on Forty-seventh, and dressed so simply that I looked right at home in my business suit. To my amazement, Sid and Gus were dressed in uncharacteristic fashion, like prim and sober young women in two-piece costumes not dissimilar to my own. Sid’s was dove-gray; Gus’s, dark-green pinwale. They were warmly welcomed by the Vassar contingent. I was introduced and received one or two inquisitive stares as well as some friendly smiles. Someone handed me a sash to wear over one shoulder: ‘VWVW. Votes for Women.’ The banner proclaimed, more fully, ‘Vassar graduates demand their rights. Votes for women now.’ Other banners read, ‘We can do anything a man can, except vote. Half the population has no voice. Women, demand to be heard! Take your rightful place in society.’


I felt rather pleased and excited as I took the pole of the banner I was to carry with one of the Vassar girls. The young woman who was holding the other pole smiled at me. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I don’t believe we’ve met before. I’m Emily Boswell. What year were you?’


‘I’m afraid I’m an impostor,’ I said. ‘My name’s Molly Murphy and I’m only here because my neighbors dragged me along to boost numbers. And because I feel strongly about the cause.’


She was tall, with a thin, sallow face, serious brown eyes, and black hair severely drawn back into a bun beneath a plain bonnet. One would never call her a beauty, but there was something vaguely exotic about her, and her face lit up in a lovely smile as I indicated Sid and Gus. ‘Why, it is you, Augusta,’ she said. ‘I was hoping you’d be here.’


‘Emily, dear. How good to see you again,’ Gus said, and they embraced. ‘Sid, look, it’s Emily.’ As Sid greeted the newcomer, Gus turned to me. ‘I was Emily’s mentor during my senior year. She is quite the brightest girl I have ever encountered.’


‘You exaggerate, Augusta.’ Emily blushed. ‘But I will admit to having a thirst for knowledge.’


‘Sid and I were quite devastated when we didn’t see you at the reunion earlier this year,’ Gus said. ‘It was marvelous fun seeing the old crowd again, and you were sorely missed.’


Emily’s smile faded. ‘I really wanted to attend, but my employer would not hear of my taking time off work. He’s a disagreeable old man, someone akin to Mr Scrooge, and would probably not even grant me the day off for the death of my mother. Since my mother is already dead, I’ve yet to test that theory.’


‘You have a real job? How wonderful.’


‘I wouldn’t describe it as wonderful. More necessity than anything,’ Emily said. ‘I am alone in the world and need to support myself. I balked at being a governess so I’m working at a pharmacy.’


‘How perfect for you,’ Gus said. ‘You were always interested in chemistry, I remember.’


‘I was and still am, but my employer resists letting me do anything more than work at the counter, taking the money and wrapping up the prescriptions. I have tried to persuade him to give me a chance to be his apprentice, but he thinks that such work is beyond any woman, even a Vassar graduate.’


‘How typical,’ Sid said. ‘What will it take for men to see that we are as capable as they are of rational thought?’


‘Let us hope that demonstrations such as this one will begin to change their minds,’ Emily said.


‘I had hoped for a bigger turnout,’ Sid said, looking at the group, which numbered less than twenty. ‘Frankly, this is a disappointment.’


Emily nodded. ‘I contacted several friends but they declined. Some thought it was a lost cause. Some thought this was neither the time nor the place for this kind of demonstration, and some husbands or fathers forbade them.’


‘Forbade them? Then why did they bother to educate us if they didn’t want us to think for ourselves,’ Sid said angrily. ‘Never mind, we’ll wave our banners proudly and maybe we’ll open a few minds today.’


‘I see we are starting to line up,’ Emily said. ‘We had better take our places.’


Emily and I unfurled our banner and held it aloft. She gave me an encouraging smile. ‘So where were you educated, Miss Murphy?’


‘In Ireland. But I wasn’t fortunate enough to go to college like you and your friends. And please call me Molly.’


‘Gladly, if you’ll call me Emily. So you’ve recently come from Ireland, have you? With your family?’


‘Two years ago and quite alone.’


‘And you’ve managed to make your way in New York City? I admire you for that. New York is not a city that is kind to immigrants, so I’ve heard.’


‘No, it’s been a struggle at times, but I’ve managed to keep my head above water, with the help of Sid and Gus, who have been so good to me.’


‘You are also employed then?’


‘I run my own business. A small detective agency.’


Those brown eyes shot open. ‘A detective agency? How thrilling. But can you actually make a go of it? Do men entrust their secrets to a woman?’


‘Sometimes they do. I have just this week concluded an assignment for Mr Macy.’


‘Of department store fame?’


‘The very same. And earlier this year I went abroad for Tommy Burke, the theater impresario.’


‘Mercy me,’ she said. ‘How I envy you such an exciting life.’


‘Sometimes it’s a little too exciting,’ I confessed. ‘I try to take only simple cases but they’ve landed me in hot water more than once. My young man tells me that I’ve used up most of my nine lives.’


‘You have a sweetheart too? You are indeed fortunate.’


‘Sometimes I dispute that claim as well.’ I grinned. ‘He’s a policeman.’


‘Then you can be of assistance to each other in your work. That is ideal, isn’t it, when a couple can share interests and talk as intellectual equals.’


‘It is indeed,’ I said, deciding to keep quiet about Daniel’s tendency toward chauvinist ideas. ‘Do you have a young man yourself?’


She blushed prettily. ‘I do. He works at the same drugstore as I, but he’s studying hard. He’s a real apprentice and Mr McPherson is teaching him the art of compounding medicines. He’s very good at it too. He has a brilliant brain. It’s a pity his family has no money and that he didn’t have a chance to further his education at a university.’


‘You said you are also having to make your own way in the world,’ I said. ‘How did you manage to go to Vassar?’


‘Relatives paid for me,’ she said, and I saw a trace of annoyance cross her face. ‘But look, the parade is starting ahead of us. See those carriages moving off?’


We started to walk. The wind tugged at our banners and the effort of holding them aloft made conversation impossible. As we entered Fifth Avenue, the crowd became aware of us. I heard some shouts of encouragement as well as some wolf whistles and improper suggestions. ‘Show us a bit of leg, girlies. You’ll never find yourself a husband dressed like that. Where are your Easter bonnets?’


Among these was a buzz of genuine disapproval. ‘Women will never get the vote,’ one man shouted, stepping out to wave a fist at us. ‘Over my dead body.’


‘That’s what comes of educating women,’ another man yelled. ‘Keep ’em home having babies. That’s their rightful place.’


‘Can you imagine what a mess of silliness there would be if women had a say in running the country?’ the first man countered. ‘Why, they might even try to elect a woman president.’


There was a roar of laughter at this suggestion.


‘Go home, girls. Go back where you belong and stop making fools of yourselves.’


‘You seem to be the one making a fool of yourself at the moment, sir,’ one of the young women ahead of us said calmly. ‘Now please stand back and let us proceed.’


Emily and I glanced at each other. I had never considered that our little demonstration would turn ugly. Or that people would react so violently. I noticed that there were women among those shouting abuse at us. Some looked sorry for us. The term bluestocking was repeated as we processed up the avenue.


‘I think we shall not have an easy fight on our hands,’ I said to Emily, as the parade ahead of us halted for a moment.


‘No, it certainly won’t be easy. Most women are content with their lot and have no wish to worry about politics.’


‘But it’s not just politics, is it?’ I said. ‘It’s about having a say in the running of a community.’


‘Of course it is. Local measures regarding water and transportation. School bonds. Women have no voice in things that are important to them – their health, their safety, and their children. This is what we have to get across to the women of America. But they don’t want to listen.’


The parade moved on again. Since we were following a considerable number of horse-drawn carriages, we had to walk carefully and watch where we put our feet. As I looked down, something struck me on the shoulder. I reacted with alarm and saw that my costume was now caked with mud. Another clod of mud struck the hat of the woman in front of me. A roar of laughter went up from the crowd.


‘Pay no attention to them,’ Emily said. ‘It’s just urchins amusing themselves.’


‘Go home!’ The chant rose again.


We marched on, chins held high as mud spattered our banners.


Suddenly a man darted out from the crowd. ‘Lucinda. What do you think you are doing!’ he shouted, grabbing the arm of one of the young women at the head of our procession. ‘Leave this absurd farce at once. You are embarrassing yourself and your family.’


He was a young man with an impressive mustache and he carried a silver-tipped cane.


‘Go away, Laurence,’ the girl said, shaking him off. ‘It’s none of your business what I choose to do. And it is you who are embarrassing me.’


‘I will not allow you to make a fool of yourself like this. You are coming with me.’ He started to drag her out of the line.


‘Let go of me. I’m not leaving my friends. This is a free country. I’ve a right to express my opinion.’ The girl was shouting now.


‘Leave her alone!’ the girl behind her joined in the fray.


More men from the crowd dashed out and soon there was an out-and-out fracas. Whistles were blown and policemen appeared.


‘All right. Enough of this,’ one of them said sternly. ‘Step aside. Move out of the way and let the parade proceed.’


‘But we’re part of the parade,’ Sid said.


‘Not anymore, miss. You’re causing a right disturbance but I’m letting you off with a warning. Disperse now and go home or I’ll have to arrest you for disturbing the peace.’


‘We were doing nothing but marching peacefully,’ Sid said. ‘It was that man who attacked a member of our group.’


‘Only trying to protect my sister, Officer,’ the man said. ‘I’m Laurence Patterson the Third and I believe you know my father, Justice Laurence Patterson.’


‘Know the gentleman well, sir.’ The sergeant touched his cap. ‘I suggest you take the young lady home before any harm comes to her. Off you go, miss.’


Lucinda shot us a furious look as she was led away.


‘This isn’t fair, Sergeant,’ Sid said. ‘We have the same right as any citizen of New York to march in the parade.’


‘Not if your presence causes a disruption, which it clearly was. It’s my job to make sure the parade goes nice and smoothly. So this is my final warning. Go home or get arrested.’


‘We choose to get arrested,’ Sid said. ‘Are you with me, Sisters?’


The policeman sighed. ‘Very well, if you insist. Take ’em away, men. There’s a Black Maria waiting around the corner on Fiftieth.’


‘This is outrageous!’ Sid exclaimed.


‘My father will hear of this,’ another woman shouted.


‘Your father will thank me, miss, for keeping you safe,’ the sergeant called after us.


‘Why, it’s Miss Murphy, isn’t it?’ said a voice in my ear, and I looked into the face of a young constable I recognized. He was one of the few who had been loyal to Daniel during his time of disgrace.


‘Hello, Constable Byrne,’ I said, giving him a weak smile.


‘What are you doing mixed up with this lot?’ he said.


‘Campaigning for the vote for women, like the others.’


‘Listen,’ he said quietly, ‘why don’t I just escort you through the crowd and let you make your own way home. No need for you to go through the unpleasantness of jail. I’m sure Captain Sullivan wouldn’t want it.’


I must admit I was sorely tempted, having experienced jail on more than one occasion. But then I saw Sid and Gus and Emily being marched down the street like common criminals.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘but I can’t abandon my friends now. I know where my duty lies. Take me to the Black Maria with them.’


‘Very well, if you insist.’ He looked most worried. ‘But Captain Sullivan won’t like it.’


‘You could do me one favor, please, Constable. Could you get word of this to Captain Sullivan? I’ve no wish for my friends and me to spend longer in jail than necessary.’


‘I’ll do my best, Miss Murphy,’ he said, and helped me up into the back of the police wagon.




Four


‘Isn’t this exciting,’ said a voice from the darkness as the Black Maria took off, lurching from side to side.


‘Absolutely ripping,’ another voice agreed.


‘I’m going to contact our friend Nellie Bly and make sure it gets into all the papers,’ a voice that sounded like Sid’s said. ‘This will give us better publicity than we had hoped for. And maybe stir up sympathy among other women when they see how we’ve been treated.’


‘I hope they don’t actually treat us badly,’ a small voice said with a tremor of alarm. ‘I’ve no wish to be locked up in a dismal cell with only bread and water.’


‘They’ll fine us and let us go with a warning,’ Sid said. ‘Besides, we must be prepared to suffer for the cause. You saw how those men in the crowd behaved. We don’t have an easy task ahead of us, that’s for sure.’


‘Oh dear, my father’s going to be furious,’ another voice whispered. ‘You saw how Lucinda’s brother behaved. My father will be ten times worse.’


‘Stick to your guns, Matilda,’ Gus said. ‘You are over twenty-one and able to make up your own mind.’


‘Yes, but I’m still living under his roof. I’ve no profession and no marriage prospects. What will I do if he throws me out?’


‘Come and live with us,’ Gus said. ‘We’ve a spare room and Molly’s just across the street with spare rooms too. We’ll start a little colony of Vassar girls suffering for the cause!’


This caused merriment and the black mood was broken. All the same, I could understand that it was terrifying for these young women to be lurching along in pitch darkness, not knowing where they were headed. I knew, and I wasn’t looking forward to it, I can tell you. I just prayed that these delicate flowers were not shoved into cells with female pickpockets and prostitutes to teach them a lesson. In fact, I prayed that the constable would be able to find Daniel and deliver my message.
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