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A PRINCESS OF PROGRESS
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Even before she was born into the world, Aurora Dawn Merryweather was unprecedented, the first of her kind, a true original.

In 1879, while she was still a curled-up sprig of life sleeping under her mother’s heart, her parents, Professor Darius Merryweather and his wife, Charlotte the Lady Aeronaut, took their newest hydrogen balloon up into the cloudlands. The Merryweathers were to ever after maintain that this ascension made their daughter the first human being to fly through the sky prenatally.

Six years later, Aurora equaled this fetal feat of daring by making her first postnatal ascension. 

You will not fall. You will not fail, her parents assured her, for Never fall, never fail was the family motto. 

The memory of that first venture into the magical realm of wind and sky remained vivid in Aurora’s mind to the end of her days: Her father’s shout of “Balloon away!” Her mother’s arms holding her safe as the Land of Everyday Living dwindled into the Land of Little Things.

And, oh, the wonder of rising skyward in her parents’ rainbow-striped giant of the air! The special happiness of knowing that one day she would have an entire fleet of these beautiful airy giants for her very own.

And then the thrill of becoming one with the wind, for the great magic of balloon flight was that the tempest that propelled the balloon along would never blow so much as a single puff of breeze into the passenger basket. Windlessness in the very heart of the wind itself!

She clapped her hands in delight. “Higher! Higher!”

Higher they went, up to where they could look down upon the birds winging beneath their feet. Then higher still, into a passing stratus cloud that eddied about them like a flock of vapor-sheep until—whoosh!—a fresh wind blew the milling flock away.

Oh, it can’t be time to go down yet! We’ve only just got up!

But soon, all too soon, it was time to come back to Earth. The balloon descended slowly at first, then faster and faster, thumping down in a cornfield after a near miss of a pointed red silo, an occupational hazard of ballooning that Aurora found wonderfully exciting in its perilousness.

This was the beginning of Aurora’s apprenticeship in her parents’ strange and wonderful trade, which she studied in the clouds of academe above her family’s country estate, Balloon Farm. But as she was later to discover, her family’s profession did not meet with universal approval.

There were the hidebound traditionalists who believed that pioneering the skies was for men only.

There were the labor reform agitators who argued that aeronautics was too hazardous for a child of tender years.

There were the lady’s magazine editors who wrote that ballooning was not a fit occupation for well-bred females.

There were the churchmen who preached that mankind was not meant to fly and that balloons were the work of the Devil.

But Aurora knew nothing yet of all the naysayers. She only knew the wonder of the hydrogen leaven into the marvelous airy seas.

By the time she was nine years old, her parents had decided that she was experienced enough to make her debut as an exhibition balloonist. It only remained for the proud mother and father to select the proper venue for the presentation of their aerial debutante. The hinterlands that surrounded their upstate New York farm obviously would not do. 

A grander platform was needed to launch their daughter skyward into the family business, and the Fourth of July, 1888, provided the perfect occasion.

****
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A GLORIOUS FOURTH at CONEY ISLAND

BALLOON ASCENSION & FREE FLIGHT

TO BE VISIBLE OVER THE METROPOLIS

Performed by that fearless, high-flying female

Charlotte the Lady Aeronaut

assisted by her daughter

Aurora Dawn, the Princess of Progress

A child of tender years

****
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In the Merryweathers’ suite at the Hotel Brighton, Charlotte the Lady Aeronaut and her child of tender years were donning their flying flannels, for even in high summer, the upper atmosphere was far colder than the land below.

Aurora was snugly attired in a white flannel dress styled like a dimity party frock. Charlotte’s costume, sewn from brushed blue flannel, was nautical in design, with two rows of brass buttons down the bodice.

“And now, your ladyship”—this was what Charlotte’s devoted Irish maid, Noreen, insisted on calling her famous mistress—“if you’ll stand yourself still, I’ll rig your skirts.”

Skirts had always been a vexing problem for lady aeronauts. Updrafts posed all sorts of immodest dangers, and nothing could be more unfortunate than having a skirt fly up to block the lady wearer’s vision and reveal her drawers. Noreen kept her two aeronauts’ skirts in place by sewing their hems with cording and tying the ends about each of their ankles in a perfect sailor’s slipknot.

A lady aeronaut also had to be able to jettison her skirt in an emergency, for every ounce of weight counted in an airborne balloon. To stay aloft, imperiled aeronauts sometimes had to strip to their undergarments and throw their outer clothing and shoes out of the balloon. Charlotte and Aurora could do the same if necessary. Their skirts were not sewn to their bodices, but were instead attached by ten hook-and-eye catches.

Aurora had practiced unhooking them until she was as quick at it as her mother. The two of them could shed their combined eight pounds of flannel skirts as deftly as cancan dancers could shed their short taffeta ones. (Not that Aurora knew anything about cancan dancers. Her ever-vigilant governess, Miss Bonnycastle, had seen to that.)

The equally vigilant Noreen was now testing knots and catches, smoothing seams and pleats, and tucking an apple into Aurora’s pocket for an afternoon snack.

Satisfied with her efforts so far, Noreen announced, “And now, your ladyship, I’ll fetch your French unmentionable.”

This was another of the secrets hidden beneath Charlotte’s skirt. Concealed in a special pocket was a nécessaire, or—as it was less elegantly termed in English—a bladder.

Ballooning not only required iron nerve, it also required iron kidneys. Answering the call of nature while airborne was a ticklish undertaking. Most aeronauts carried a concealed receptacle for this purpose. This trade secret was never discussed in public, as it was believed that this earthly necessity would detract from the romance of their aerial calling.

Once the nécessaire—which resembled a collapsible leather gravy boat—had been dealt with, Noreen brought out a more glamorous accessory: Swiss-made field glasses. There was a child-sized model for Aurora and an engraved one for Charlotte, a gift from her husband. Topping off the aerial ensembles were white boater hats, lined for warmth and tied on with colored twine instead of ribbon.

Noreen stepped back to admire her handiwork. “Looking pretty as pictures, the both of you.”

“I should hope so,” Charlotte said with a laugh, “since we’re sure to be sketched for the newspapers.”

Noreen’s expression soured at the mention of the press. “Those yellow-rag newsmongers are just hoping something bad will happen, nasty vultures that they are.”

“That’s because,” Aurora piped up, “bad news sells more newspapers than good news. Papa explained it to me.”

“Well,” Charlotte observed in her usual calm way, “if the reporters are hoping for bad news, they’ll be disappointed. Sound science and thorough preparation will carry us through as always.”

“You may talk about science and preparation all you please,” Noreen countered, “but the truth is, whenever you go up, you’re putting yourself in the hands of the Blessed Mother!” Ten years in the Merryweathers’ employ had not diminished Noreen’s superstitious awe of aeronautics. Casting her eyes heavenward, she declared, “As long as the Blessed Mother is holding the two of you in the palm of her hand, I’ll be saying the rosary until you’re down safe.”

Aurora frowned. “Are you afraid the Blessed Mother is a butterfingers who will drop us?”

“Merciful heavens, no!” Noreen exclaimed, aghast at such heresy. “I’m only saying it never hurts to have someone praying for you while you’re up there.”

“Noreen, you fret altogether too much,” Charlotte chided from before the cheval glass mirror.

“Yes, your ladyship, and I’m sure you’re right,” Noreen agreed dutifully.

But once her ladyship and the little princess were out the door, Noreen took out her rosary, got down on her knees, and began to pray.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

THE RENEGADES ATTACK
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Inside a roped-off enclosure at the Coney Island beachfront, Professor Darius Merryweather was coaxing his red, white, and blue balloon, the Columbia, into flying form. What had begun as a huge crumple of striped silk was being inflated to its full curvilinear splendor by the portable hydrogen generator that the professor had invented.

The professor was aided in this task by his sole assistant, a retired boxer of gargantuan size, known professionally as Mountain Man Jeff LaRue.

“Purring like a kitten,” opined Jeff, giving the generator’s top an approving pat. 

The Patented Portable Merryweather Hydrogen Generator was so compact and conveyable that it could be loaded and unloaded from the dray wagon by Jeff alone. This allowed the Merryweathers to keep bankers’ hours whenever they were hired to make an ascension.

At these public exhibitions, the professor played the role of the impresario to the hilt in a black tailcoat and top hat. He also sported a walking stick that contained a concealed sword blade. This was his preferred weapon for self-defense, for even in these civilized times, an aeronaut still might find it necessary to defend his balloon by force.

Over the years, Darius Merryweather had crossed swords—literally and figuratively—with those who would harm his balloon. There were the pitchfork-wielding farmers who objected to their crops being crushed by a giant gasbag. There were the local officials who demanded a bribe to relinquish custody of a balloon that had landed in their bailiwick. And most dangerous of all, there were the mobs of ignoramuses who wanted to slice the fallen balloon’s silk envelope into souvenirs or sellable yardage.

Resorting to a pistol for protection would not do. Firearms were a mortal danger to aeronauts, for the hydrogen that filled the balloon’s envelope would explode if struck by a bullet. Which was why the professor paid for monthly fencing lessons for himself and his wife.

Though not an imposing man in build, Darius Merryweather had an inexhaustible fund of ideas on every subject and a quicksilver tongue with which to voice them. His countenance was distinguished by a black, forked goatee and a pair of searching blue eyes that at the moment were keeping a careful watch on the meteorological instruments that hung from his dray wagon.

The weather was of paramount importance, for sound science and thorough preparation notwithstanding, today’s endeavor had its dangers.

And now the Columbia’s endeavor was about to get even more dangerous.

Some sort of disturbance had roiled the watching crowd. A wave of commotion and noisy bangs was surging directly toward the balloon enclosure. 

“We’ve got trouble!” the professor called to Jeff. “It’s the Renegades unless I miss my guess.”

From his vantage point in the wagon bed, Jeff saw that, indeed, the professor had not missed his guess. Charging through the parting crowd of parasols and bowler hats was a horde of rough-looking young men, their signature brown felt caps making them instantly identifiable.

Fleeing before them was a terrified, slat-ribbed dog, its jaws clamped shut by a rope muzzle. A tin can filled with exploding firecrackers was tied to its tail.

Jeff spat out his tobacco chaw in disgust. “Aww, look what them Renegades done to that poor doggie.”

The professor nodded grimly. “It’s a good thing that copper from the Strong-Arm Squad warned us about them.”

The Renegades were a youth street gang of violent repute. Coney Island was their home turf, and their preferred way of celebrating the Glorious Fourth was hurling lighted firecrackers at anything that moved: passing horses, patrolling policemen, handshaking politicians, or—most amusing of all—under the skirts of pretty young ladies.

And now the Columbia had become their target. The prospect of blowing up this huge, costly, silken bubble of a thing had stirred a thrill of destructive delight in the hearts of the Coney Island Renegades. Demolishing the Columbia would show everyone who owned the streets of Coney Island. 

“To the ramparts!” the professor cried to Jeff, and both men sprang to confront the onrushing toughs, who had strings of unlit firecrackers crisscrossing their chests like bandoliers.

Jeff planted his formidable bulk at the single most dangerous flash point inside the enclosure—the juncture where the neck pipe of the balloon connected with the gas generator hose.

The professor stationed himself between the entrance poles, his cane at the ready as the gang members shoved their way forward. The wretched dog was forgotten, the can of firecrackers having burnt out. Its human tormentors were now forming up in hostile array before the Columbia, which quivered uneasily before their wrecker stares.

“Don’t come any closer!” the professor shouted. “Those firecrackers could explode the balloon and set fire to everything in the vicinity, you and the crowd included.”

But the Renegades were not about to let some cane-carrying popinjay spoil their fun. 

Their chief muscled his way forward. “Nobody orders us around on our turf. We’ll toss our firecrackers wherever the hell we please.” And his Vandal’s eyes fastened greedily on the shimmering, tremendous Columbia.

“All right, how much?” the professor asked grimly.

“We’ll take fifty.”

“Fifty is too much. I’ll give you thirty,” the professor countered, playing for time in the hope that the police would show up. He also suspected that the Renegades would take his money and then throw their firecrackers anyway. 

“It’s fifty or nothing, balloon man.”

“All right, fifty.”

“Too little, too late. It’ll cost you seventy now.”

The professor saw that it was useless to appeal to reason. The Renegades had none. The mean city streets had snuffed the light of reason out of them. Violence and brutality were their lot in life, and the professor foresaw that he must deal with them in kind, not only to save his balloon but also to protect the onlookers. He owed it to the crowd that had gathered here, drawn by the Merryweather name. And even if the balloon did not explode, fear of it could cause the close-packed throng to stampede.

With a practiced flick of his wrist, he slid the steel sword blade out of its Malacca casing.

He gave his enemies fair warning. “The first man who lights a match loses a finger.”

“Oh, yeah?” sneered the chief of the Renegades, who had knifed his first man at fourteen and hadn’t gotten to be first among the worst by backing off from a fight. “That fancy pigsticker don’t scare us.” He popped a match with his thumbnail and grinning gleefully, thrust it toward the string of firecrackers that another boy held out before him.

The professor reacted instantly, lunging forward with a slashing flash of steel. The gang leader howled and drew back his bloodied hand, letting fall to the ground his snuffed match and his severed thumb tip.

A dozen knives flashed out, for it was the Renegades’ trademark to stab their enemies as many times as possible, even when their victim was already dead as cold mutton.

“Jeff! To me!” the professor shouted to Mountain Man Jeff, who had been itching to have at the doggie tormentors.

Jeff charged forward, brandishing the huge axe he used to sever the balloon’s restraining ropes. “Show me your tails, you yellow bastards,” he roared, “or I’ll split you crown to crotch!”

Even hardened street fighters like the Renegades would suffer a moment’s pause before tangling with the mighty, axe-wielding Jeff LaRue.

In that silent instant of standoff, police whistles shrilled in the distance. Reinforcements were on the way in the form of the Strong-Arm Squad, a blackjack-carrying contingent of Coney Island’s finest, whose specialty was breaking hooligan heads.

“Cheese it! The Crushers!” went up the gang-slang cry of warning. The Renegades closed ranks about their wounded chief and took to their heels.

Watching them retreat, the professor made a mental note to sign Aurora up for fencing lessons as soon as may be.

“We’ve won the day!” he crowed to Jeff. “Another blow struck for the advancement of science!” But then he sobered. “Not a word of this to my wife. She mustn’t be distracted, today of all days.”

“Aye, professor. But what about the doggie?” Jeff pointed to where the slat-ribbed hound had taken refuge beneath the dray wagon. “I got to get that muzzle off him or he’ll starve. If I can man him,” he added hopefully, “can we take him home?”

The professor grinned up at his towering sidekick. “If you can bring that cur to heel, he’s yours.”

Jeff hunkered down and eyed the dog through the wagon spokes. Despite the muzzle, it managed a menacing growl.

Jeff stood up, undiscouraged. “Don’t you worry, professor. I’ll coax this doggie to hand. You watch.” He shook out his plaid handkerchief and picked up the fallen thumb tip. “Ain’t no sense in letting a tasty treat go to waste when there’s a hungry doggie that needs feeding.”

****
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Bowling along in her parents’ surrey, Aurora stared at the prodigiously behatted ladies who thronged the streets, their wide-brimmed millinery creations laden with silk flowers.  

Her mother’s hats paled in comparison, Aurora was forced to admit. But, still and all, her mother had a treasure that even the richest ladies could never hope to own—a treasure that only a handful of women in the entire country could lay claim to. Her mother had patents.

Charlotte leaned forward on the carriage seat. “Goodness! I can see the Columbia already.”

Aurora’s heart bounded with excitement as the red, white, and blue-striped balloon came into view, vivid against the gray seaward horizon. “She looks beautiful!”

“She’s plumped up quite nicely,” her mother agreed.

The Columbia was buoying against her restraining ropes like a big, eager puppy that knows it will soon be off the leash. Aurora was certain that their arrival had caused the balloon to perk up even higher above the crowd.

And a nice-sized crowd it was, too, she decided as she waved graciously at the massed faces. Crowds like these were her family’s bread and butter, for, as her father was fond of saying, “It’s the showmanship that pays for the science.”

Autograph-seekers waving pencils and leather albums were now running alongside the carriage. The coachman knew just what to do. He got down from his seat and walked the team through the crowd so that the ladies could oblige as many of their adoring public as possible.

Aurora had been practicing her autographic penmanship for just this occasion. In 8.5 seconds flat, she could neatly write out Aurora Dawn, the Princess of Progress.

This was the title she would use upon the airy stage that she was about to mount. Her parents had chosen it for her because she was a child born into this fabulous new age of invention and science, a child who would carry on their crusade to conquer the Empire of the Air.

And today was the day it all began. 

I will not fall. I will not fail, Aurora vowed fiercely in her almost-ten-year-old heart.

****
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Professor Merryweather was waiting to help his ladies down from their surrey. He gave his wife a wink that was just for her and a courtly kiss on the hand that was all for the crowd.

Aurora, he swung to the ground in a playful swoop of white flannel skirts. They might have been any family out for a holiday stroll, except that no other family in the world would take their stroll up a wooden ramp that would soon become a steppingstone to the skies.

At the top of the ramp, the professor helped his wife and daughter into the bobbing basket. As they arranged themselves in the wicker rectangle, he reported the latest readings from their meteorological instruments.

“And,” he concluded, “you may trust Sidney Bray to have everything prepared for your landing. So, let’s say our prayers and send you up while the winds are still with us.”

They joined hands atop the balloon basket’s sidewall and murmured “The Aeronaut’s Prayer,” which many aeronauts recited before they made an ascension: May the Winds welcome you with softness. May the Sun bless you with his warm hands. May you fly so high and so well that God joins you in laughter and sets you gently back into the loving arms of Mother Earth.

Their prayers said, Professor Merryweather turned with a flourish to face the crowd. The mass of onlookers hushed, sensing that the moment had come when every eye would look heavenward with wonder as the balloon took to the air. 

The professor raised his cane as if it were a sorcerer’s wand poised to work magic. And then the sorcerer-scientist Darius Merryweather shouted the magic words. “Balloon away!”

Jeff’s axe severed the restraining ropes. The Columbia rose upward and a cheer rang out along the Coney Island beach.

The Glorious Fourth of July Balloon Ascension and Free Flight had begun.
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THE HIGHWAYS OF THE AIR
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The Columbia rose above the shoal of upturned faces, rose higher and higher until the faces became a mass of swaying motes and the shoreline docks became a series of wooden fingers pointing out to sea. But to fly as those pointing fingers directed meant death, for no balloon had ever crossed the Atlantic, and those aeronauts who had tried lay in salt water graves.

Aeronauts were fond of boasting that they owned the skies. But they did not own the skies above the seas. Those who dared to make seaside ascensions could never afford to forget the deep ocean waters surging coldly at their backs. A northwesterly wind was what the Columbia needed now; an adverse wind would sweep the balloon out to sea.

The Merryweathers had analyzed every existing meteorological record for Coney Island, for they were careful scientists as well as master windsmen. They were convinced that the prevailing winds of the aerial sea would propel the balloon safely away from the oceanic one.

Today, neither the wind nor their science failed them, and the balloon swept landward over the southern tip of Brooklyn.

Aurora was just tall enough to rest her elbows on the basket rim and look down. She had never flown over such a large city before, and she loved the way the streets looked like ribbons of straightness filled with shiny beetle-black carriage tops. The house roofs that lined those street-ribbons glinted like tin chips set into patches of green, and rising up from them in a faint, constant murmur was the sound of the living city.

“Listen, Mama! Brooklyn is humming.”

Charlotte nodded. “Large cities sound like that during the day. And they are wonderful to see at night, all lit up like a fairyland.”

“I wish we could stay up here and see it.”

“Someday, darling, but not today. Today we must land exactly as planned. The reporters will be waiting there in the hope that we’ll come to a bad end. But we shall disappoint them as usual. So now to work. Flip up the map board, will you?”

The map board was lashed to the basket railing. Varnished street maps were tacked to its flat surface, and after a moment’s study of the Brooklyn map, Charlotte announced, “We must go due north. Throw out a slow quarter while I feel for a current.”

Aurora nodded and slipped her metered scoop over her wrist. Like all her handheld implements, it was equipped with a leather loop so it could be worn like a bracelet. This left her hands free to untie the closure strings on one of the sandbags that hung like heavy brown pods from each corner of the basket. The sand provided the steadying ballast that kept the Columbia from rising too high or too quickly.

Taking care not to let the coarse grit fly back into her face, Aurora began dropping scoopfuls of sand over the side of the basket.

With each loss of ballast, the Columbia floated upward, allowing Charlotte to sound the air for a current more to her liking. With her pocket aneroid barometer in one hand and a compass in the other, she crosschecked their rate of ascent with the direction of their wind glide until she found a due north aerial lane shooting off from the greater NW current.

At this higher altitude, the city noise faded away, and the street-ribbons thinned to threads that had to be accurately matched to the street map. Fortunately, Aurora had inherited the family ability to make sense of the bird’s-eye view.

“The city hall is straight ahead,” Aurora called from behind her field glasses, “and a big crowd is there listening to the congressman.”

“But we are going to steal the congressman’s limelight,” Charlotte predicted with her usual serene confidence.

She pulled the valve rope, springing open the wooden clack valve at the center top of the balloon envelope. Hydrogen whooshed out, dropping the Columbia in altitude.

Beneath them, a rising salvo of oohs and ahs brought the congressman’s oration to a halt as he, too, looked up in astonishment. Hopelessly upstaged by this Unscheduled Attraction, he gawped along with everyone else as the balloon floated over the crowd like a patriot’s dream of American ingenuity.

But the Columbia’s easy downward glide belied the frantic activity inside the basket. It was not mere parental vanity that led the Merryweathers to include their daughter on this flight. A second aeronaut was needed to assist in this complex and spectacular exhibition, and in all the world, no other trained aeronaut came in such a diminutive, lightweight form as did Aurora Dawn Merryweather. Pound for pound, ounce for ounce, she was the most efficient balloonist on the planet.

“Hurry and unfurl the flags!” Charlotte called as she feathered the balloon downward. “Be sure you get the right ones.”

Aurora was already tugging at one of four canvas-covered bundles, each of which was bound to one of the corner basket ropes. Freed from its canvas covering, the Stars and Stripes billowed into view, followed by the New York state flag and the City of Brooklyn flag.

Cheers rose upwards on the wind, and the mother-and-daughter aeronauts exchanged triumphant smiles.

“Time to take her up,” Charlotte decided. “Mind the people.”

Aurora began jettisoning sand, carefully crumbling any clods into grains that would be dispersed on the wind. With such a large crowd standing beneath them, she couldn’t risk hitting someone with a falling sand lump.

With every dropped cup of ballast, the Columbia rose higher until finally the Unscheduled Attraction floated away on the wind stream and gave the congressman back his crowd.

****
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Professor Merryweather had repaired to the taproom of the Hotel Brighton to await the telegraphed reports of his wife’s progress.

The Morning Edition Reporters soon joined him, ostensibly to interview him for the articles that New Yorkers would read tomorrow over breakfast. But Darius Merryweather knew the reporters were really there to drink on his tab and record firsthand his grief-stricken anguish should tragedy strike his family. And doubtless they meant to rake up old tragedies as well.

But he intended to turn the situation to his own advantage. For the rest of the day, he would have a captive (if increasingly inebriated) audience, which would give him the opportunity to preach the Gospel of Ballooning to some of the most prominent journalists in New York City.

Once the first round of drinks had been ordered, the reporters got out their notebooks, poised their pencils, and began shooting their questions.

From the Times: Professor, you claim that the balloons made at your manufactory are the most airworthy in the world—

Professor M: And so they are, or I’d not send my wife and daughter up in them.

From the Herald: But risking your family in this manner has drawn criticism. Even though you once performed as the Wizard of the Winds, you seem to find it more lucrative to send up your wife and daughter instead.

Professor M: My wife and daughter are far safer cruising the pure, unobstructed skies above New York City than they would be traversing the crowded, dangerous, dirty streets below.

From the Journal: But to subject a girl that young—

Professor M: You forget that my daughter is in the care of my wife, who has more flights to her credit than the rest of the female aeronauts in America combined. And in all her ascents, she has never suffered a single injury.

From the Sun: But neither your wife nor your daughter has had the misfortune to ascend in the company of a madman. Yet.

Professor M: You allude, I presume, to the unfortunate Mr. Epps—

From the Sun: I allude to the Mr. Epps who went mad from a fear of heights and threw himself out of your balloon, nearly taking you with him. What if it had been your wife in the basket instead of you?

Professor M: Your concern for my family is touching but misplaced. Both my wife and my daughter are being instructed in certain forms of Japanese wrestling that will enable them to defend themselves should the need arise. And now I see that my assistant has arrived with a telegram.

With every appearance of confidence, he ripped open the envelope. His confidence was not misplaced: COLUMBIA DESCENDED SUCCESSFULLY OVER BROOKLYN CITY HALL STOP CONTINUING ON COURSE SIGNED BALLOONATIC SCHMIDT.

The reporters repaired to the bar and ordered another round to console themselves in the face of these happy tidings.

****
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Back in the flow of their aerial highway, Charlotte and Aurora surveyed their next objective—that modern marvel known as the Brooklyn Bridge, the construction of which had finally been completed five years earlier. Although the bridge had been dubbed “The Eighth Wonder of the World,” it was an edifice of which the Merryweathers did not approve.

“Though it is rather picturesque,” Charlotte had to admit.

Aurora, too, could not help but be impressed. To her trained eye, the heroic scale of the bridge was evident, though from an airborne perspective, it looked like a toy made out of building blocks and netting.

“It must be a giant bridge, Mama.”

Charlotte nodded. “It’s too bad it will soon be outdated. Once the highways of the air are charted, there will be no more need to build bridges over rivers or bore tunnels through mountains.”

It was the Gospel of Ballooning as preached by Darius Merryweather, and both his wife and his daughter were true believers.

The Columbia was now directly over the spot where the bridge’s eastern span rose out of the busy streets of Brooklyn.

A smile touched Charlotte’s lips. “Let’s see if we can stop traffic.”

They sailed onward (without paying the 5¢ toll), and the East River sheeted beneath them, its surface thick with barges, tugs, and steamers. The cold air rising off the water caused the hydrogen in the Columbia’s envelope to contract, dropping the balloon toward the bridge without resort to the clack valve.

Carriages, wagons, and horse trolleys slowed to a crawl. On the walkway, hundreds of faces swiveled in unison as the Columbia whipped through the windy heights above the river, exactly paralleling the bridge below.

Although this was a seemingly impossible maneuver for a rudderless balloon, it was actually a simple piece of aeronautics. By lucky circumstance, the Brooklyn Bridge spanned the river at an angle flush in the flow of the prevailing air current. This enabled the Merryweathers to use the mighty bridge as a stage and all the people who trod upon it as strolling players.

Looking down through her field glasses, Aurora giggled at the faces goggling back up at her. How they must wish they were up here with us!

For surely the pedestrian plodders, the sardine-packed trolley passengers, the traffic-snarled wagoneers would much rather be aboard the Columbia, traveling the highway of the air at a speed that was faster than the fastest express train.

And surely the lesson of today’s aerial exhibition should be clear—the Brooklyn Bridge had already been rendered obsolete by mankind’s forward leap into the skies. That was the message the Columbia would now carry to Manhattan, where more bridge and tunnel construction was being planned by politicians who didn’t realize (yet) that all that tax money would be better spent on the Merryweather Balloon Transport Service.
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CAGED BY THE WINDS
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The Manhattan skyline was a geometric cluster of square-angled rooftops and triangular spires.

Aurora knew exactly where they were on that skyline because she and her mother had studied every street map, every guidebook, every surveyor’s diagram, every photograph, every stereoscopic view of the city in preparation for today’s flight.

“I see the City Hall Park! It’s the green scalene triangle at the end of the bridge,” Aurora recited from her carefully memorized lessons.

So now it was His Honor the Mayor’s turn to have his Fourth of July thunder stolen by the Unscheduled Attraction.

The Columbia captured every eye as it whooshed above the Brooklyn Bridge like a fast-flying sky trolley. City officials stared up in amazement at this spectacular glimpse of the future.

As Charlotte glided downward over City Hall Park, Aurora got the flags right once again, substituting the New York City flag for the Brooklyn standard. Then, with a few judicious strewings of ballast, they slowly reascended, eddying in the general direction of Central Park.

Where the winds had laid a trap for them.

A confluence of air currents was blowing like a whirlwind off the different bodies of water that surrounded Manhattan. It enveloped them in an instant, capturing them in a rotating cage of wind.

The Columbia began spinning like an airborne top. Worse still, of the three competing winds, the one blowing southward was the strongest, so the whirling balloon was gradually being nudged toward the ocean.

Aurora, as she had been taught, sat down in the corner of the basket diagonally opposite her mother to help keep the basket balanced. Like all Merryweather-manufactured balloons, the Columbia’s basket was rectangular in shape to reduce the rate of spin.

But the Columbia was still in trouble, and the clicking telegraph key brought Professor Merryweather the bad news: COLUMBIA SPINNING SEAWARD SIGNED BALLOONATIC MACKLIN.

“A temporary setback, gentlemen,” the professor said with a shrug, though his mouth was set hard above his forked goatee.

The Morning Edition Reporters weren’t fooled, the reporter from the Herald least of all. If the worst happened, he planned to memorialize the Merryweather balloon tragedy in a poem entitled “The Wreck of the Columbia,” a parody of Longfellow’s famous “The Wreck of the Hesperus.” The first verse, foresightedly composed several days earlier in anticipation of the sad event, was duly read aloud to his colleagues.


It was the balloon Columbia

That sailed the airy sea;

And the aeronaut had brought her daughter

To bear her company...



“Help me out with the next verse, boys. What rhymes with ‘crash’?”

“Smash.”

“Bash.”

“Splash.”

“Dash—as in dashed to pieces.”

“Hmm...and what rhymes with ‘drown’?”

Jeff had overheard and he had heard enough. He grabbed the would-be parodist by the lapels and plucked him off the barstool. “Shut your miserable yap, or I’ll—”

“Jeff!” barked the professor. “Kindly put the gentleman back without damaging him and go wait for the next telegram.”

Growling under his breath, Jeff dropped the gasping reporter back onto his stool and stomped out of the taproom.

The professor was all bland politeness. “You’ll have to excuse my assistant. He’s a man of delicate sensibilities, and he can’t abide bad verse.”

****
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The Columbia was whirling like an airborne dervish, but Charlotte remained unruffled. Moving with practiced efficiency, she emptied two bags of ballast.

The balloon shot upward, the whole shape of Manhattan becoming visible as if laid out on a geographer’s map. With the whirlpooling winds left below them, the balloon’s rate of spin began to slow.

“Don’t stand up yet,” Charlotte warned, “we’re still rotating faster than I like. You may as well eat your apple while you’re sitting down. You may not get another chance.”

In addition to iron kidneys and iron nerves, aeronauts also needed iron stomachs. Aurora had one, of course. She ate her apple and stowed the core in an empty ballast bag.

Charlotte let the NW wind take them. The balloon floated northward over Manhattan like an invisible phantom, safe from the whirlwind below. 

It was a costly strategy, however, for the next telegraphed report read: COLUMBIA ASCENDED OVER LOWER MANHATTAN STOP LOST FROM SIGHT OF NAKED EYE SIGNED BALLOONATIC HODGES.

Darius Merryweather received this news grimly. Although Charlotte had done exactly the right thing from an aeronautical point of view, from a ballyhooing point of view, this was a disaster. The whole purpose of the exhibition was to drum up interest in a Balloon Transport Service, the first step towards a future in which balloon caravans would dock at aerial caravansaries on the rooftops of Manhattan.

It could be done, he was convinced, if only they could get the money. But now, island-bound Manhattanites would have no reason to look up into the sky and think of all the amazing things that could be done. Because at the moment there was nothing amazing to see.

****
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Field glasses at the ready, Aurora watched her mother cautiously work their way back down with the tiniest of valve tugs. Eventually, the Columbia redescended into view above the eastern shore of the Hudson River. The river bank was saw-toothed with wharves, its central waterway crowded with vessels of every description. But Aurora knew just what to look for.

“I see it, Mama,” she called from behind her glasses. “I see the ferry to New Jersey.”

“You’re certain it’s not a barge?”

“I’m certain. It’s square-shaped. It leaves two trails in the water, and it’s covered with people and horses, not boxes and bails.”

The New Jersey Ferry now acquired an aerial follower. The delighted ferryboat passengers waved hats and handkerchiefs as the Columbia trailed above them. Passing vessels whistled greetings to their newfangled cousin who sailed the currents of the air.

Mother and daughter exchanged triumphant smiles. They had just demonstrated that a balloon could go wherever the ferry could—all the way to Jersey City. But here the winds continued on to the west, so the Columbia must go that way as well, traveling on to her final destination in the New Jersey swamps.

Now came the final test, Aurora knew. The hardest test. The most dangerous.

Free balloons were wayward creatures, going wherever the wind willed. It was almost impossible to predict exactly when and where a balloon would land. And that landing—whenever and wherever it occurred—was usually the most dangerous part of the flight.

Although the vast majority of balloon flights did not end in tragedy, a great many did end in knockabout farce. Ethereally graceful aloft, balloons could become dangerously bumptious upon landing, bouncing uncontrollably or thrashing wildly about as the hydrogen was expelled. It was not unheard of for passengers to be cast bodily out of the basket. Charlotte had invented a specially woven basket bottom to lessen the landing jolts, but the danger could not be entirely eliminated.

The most nightmarish possibility envisioned by the Merryweathers was that Charlotte and Aurora, having been forced to dispose of their skirts en route, might then be catapulted out of the basket in their drawers for the edification of the New York press corps. What the sketch artists might do with such material was too awful to contemplate.

But it was a risk they were willing to take. Buoyant flight would never garner a public following until balloons could touch down safely and predictably, and that was what Aurora and her mother must do today. And if they did not, if they fell or failed, it would be yet another black mark against the fledgling balloon industry.

****
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Jeff LaRue, envelope clutched in one huge paw, stomped back into the smoke-filled taproom. He glowered at the reporters while the professor tore open the telegram and read: COLUMBIA BACK ON COURSE STOP SUCCESSFULLY FOLLOWS FERRY TO NJ STOP CAUSES SENSATION ON RIVER SIGNED BALLOONATIC HARRIMAN.

Jeff broke into a relieved grin. The professor strolled over to break the bad news to the Morning Edition Reporters. As the telegram was passed from hand to hand, the professor had a special word for the man from the Herald. 

“You’ll have to change your poetical selection, I’m afraid. Might I suggest ‘Hail, Columbia’? Every schoolchild knows that one. I’ve already composed a verse to get you started,” he added with a cordiality that did not reach his eyes.





When hope was sinking in dismay,

When glooms obscured Columbia’s way,

The lady’s steady hand upon the helm

Brought them safely through the airy realm.



“Feel free,” the professor concluded generously, “to jot that down and use it as your own.”

He sauntered back to his table, leaving the irked reporter from the Herald muttering under his breath as he ripped the Hesperus jottings from his notebook.

But his colleague from the Times advised him not to throw away his tragical lines just yet. “Remember, it’s the amateurs from that Balloonatic club that have to bring the Columbia down in the middle of nowhere. Mrs. Merryweather and the little girl aren’t safe yet.”
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5

INTO THE SWAMPS
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The New Jersey side of the Hudson was a featureless cipher of marsh grass and swamp water—which was why Aurora now had her field glasses focused on the empty air straight ahead. Somewhere in all that airy emptiness was a glistening red buoy to guide them safely home. If only she could spot it!

Charlotte, her face tense with concentration, alternately vented gas, dropped ballast, and checked and rechecked her barometer in an effort to maintain their altitude at a steady 1,000 feet.

Aurora kept her eyes glued to her glasses, well aware that they could overshoot their landing point if she didn’t sight the pilot balloons in time to give her mother adequate warning. The entire success of the day’s undertaking now depended on her, and though the prospect of failing made her tremble, she had never in her whole life felt so tremblingly alive as she did at this moment.

“I’m looking, but I don’t see—” Then she did see—and her heart sank. “I see them! But they’re not straight ahead.”

Charlotte raised her glasses and saw that Aurora was right. The pilot balloons were not directly ahead of them in the wind stream. They were 45 degrees to the northwest—though considering the rudderless nature of balloons, the Columbia was miraculously close to its target. But close wasn’t good enough today, not when they were courting a traveling public used to trains that ran on time on the right track, day in and day out.

“We need a crosswind,” Charlotte decided. But should they go up or down in search of one? Marshaling both intuition and intellect, Charlotte made her decision: Up! “Don’t lose sight of those balloons,” she warned Aurora an instant before she dropped an entire bag of ballast.

The Columbia shot upward, the pilot balloons dwindling to mere pinpoints of red in the lens of Aurora’s glasses. Once the Columbia leveled off, Charlotte began valving off gas, slowly bringing the balloon downwards, sifting through the crisscross of the air currents in search of one that would take them in the right direction and save them from a very public failure.

****
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Sidney Bray squinted skyward, wishing that he and his two fellow Balloonatics could also receive telegraphed bulletins about the Columbia’s progress. But the marshland they were mired in was miles from the nearest telegraph office.

The only thing the three Balloonatics could do was wait and hope and do their best to ignore the watching reporters, who groused profanely about having to slosh through the Jersey swamps in order to get their story. 

As the minutes ticked by, Bray became increasingly convinced that something was wrong. There was less than an hour of daylight left, and the prospect of the Columbia having to make a night landing in the swamps filled him with dread.

By now the newshounds smelled blood on the wind. They put away their flasks and raised their field glasses to scan the sky.

Sidney Bray was scanning, too, surveying the eastern sky with increasing concern. 

“I think I see something!” shouted the reporter from the Times.

“I see it too!” echoed the reporter from the World.

Bray slewed around, about to say that the Columbia could not possibly be approaching from that direction. But coming into view against the southern sky was a black dot that could not be anything but the Columbia. The dot grew in size and took on color—red, white and blue—as it sailed toward them bathed in the light of the afternoon sun.

The reporters were exclaiming over it, but Bray knew they had no real comprehension of the remarkable aeronautical skill that Charlotte Merryweather had just demonstrated. Somehow, she had sorted through the warp and woof of the intermingling winds and struck upon the very current that she needed.

But it was also a dangerously swift current, Bray now realized.

Shouting to his two assistants, who, like him, wore leather gloves and waders, they splashed off to intercept the descending balloon. It usually took a ground crew of three men to haul in a balloon, although legendary strongman Jeff LaRue was reputed to be able to bring in a balloon by himself.

The three men upon whose strength the Columbia would depend today were Sidney Bray, an algebra teacher, Howard Owens, a haberdasher, and Junius Fitch, an apothecary.

None of them, as the newspapers later noted, was a Mountain Man Jeff LaRue.

****
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It was not to be expected that the Columbia would land right beside the dray wagon to which the red pilot balloons had been anchored. Airborne balloons were not yet capable of such precision. It was only necessary to descend within sprinting distance of the ground crew, but whether it was to the north, south, east, or west of them made little difference.

Charlotte and Aurora worked in tandem, Charlotte venting hydrogen to lower them downward while Aurora applied the brakes in the form of delicate scatterings of sand.

The Columbia’s envelope was becoming flaccid from the loss of gas. Its silk surface rippled as it descended to two hundred feet above the ground, a benchmark height that Charlotte and Aurora had learned to tell by sight.

“Now, Mama?”

“Now, darling!”

Aurora hefted the coiled dragline off its hook and tossed it over the side of the car. Two hundred feet of knotted rope snaked to the ground. The Columbia was also equipped with another rope that ended in an iron nautical-style anchor known as a grapnel. But in the swamps there was nothing solid to anchor onto, which was why the Columbia was so dependent on Bray and his two fellow Balloonatics.

The three men splashed across the flat terrain, their attention focused on the dragline swaying ahead of them. With a final burst of speed, Sidney Bray got his gloved hands around it and began to pull hand over hand as if he were reeling in a giant flying whale. Seconds later the two other Balloonatics got hold of the rope and began pulling as well.

The Columbia was almost in hand!

Soon Charlotte would yank the rip line, opening a long triangular panel at the top of the envelope. The remaining hydrogen would escape almost instantaneously, and the balloon would plummet to the ground. Knowing that the eyes of the press were upon them, Charlotte intended to wait until the last possible moment in order to make their plummet as short and gentle as possible.

But the wayward winds had other plans.

In total defiance of the Merryweathers’ sound science, an updraft rose off the surface of the swamp and flung the Columbia upward.

Junius Fitch and Howard Owens wisely let go of the dragline. Sidney Bray unwisely did not, and in the blink of an eye, he was whipped fifty feet off the ground. It was a Lilliputian height compared to some of the heights that the Columbia had flown today, but it was a killing height for a man to fall from.

The newshounds were pursuing in full cry. If the professor’s family wasn’t going to meet with a tragic accident, the professor’s colleague would do in a pinch.

Charlotte jerked the megaphone free of its strap and screamed into it, “Don’t let go, Mr. Bray!”

Mr. Bray, dangling helplessly, was too occupied to reply.

Charlotte worked the valve rope to lower the balloon while Aurora stood with sand at the ready, poised to brake their descent. If they came down too rapidly, their unwilling “hanger-on,” as he was known in the trade, would be dashed to the ground with bone-shattering force.
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