
  
    [image: Liz and Nellie]
  


  
    
      Liz and Nellie

      Nellie Bly and Elizabeth Bisland’s Race Around the World in Eighty Days

    

    
      
        Shonna Slayton

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Amaretto Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Foreword

        

      

      
        
          1. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Is Called Into Her Editor’s Office And Surprised

        

        
          2. In Which Nellie Bly Is Called Into Her Editor’s Office And Gets What She Wants

        

        
          3. In Which Nellie Bly Begins Her Journey East And Learns The Meaning Of Seasickness

        

        
          4. IN WHICH A BEWILDERED ELIZABETH BISLAND FINDS HERSELF ON A TRAIN GOING WEST INSTEAD OF PREPARING FOR A DINNER PARTY.

        

        
          5. In Which Nellie Bly Finds Her Sea Legs And Gathers Stories Of The Other Passengers

        

        
          6. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Goes To Lunch And Is Taken On A Tour Of The Chinese District

        

        
          7. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Says Goodbye To America And Receives A Welcomed Gift

        

        
          8. IN WHICH NELLIE BLY MAKES A QUICK CHANGE OF PLANS TO VISIT THE AUTHOR WHO INSPIRED HER ADVENTURE IN THE FIRST PLACE.

        

        
          9. In Which Nellie Bly Asks To See M. Verne’s Study And He Does Her A Great Kindness

        

        
          10. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Suffers From Seasickness

        

        
          11. In Which Nellie Bly Says Goodbye To Her Correspondent And Wishes To Be Attacked By Bandits

        

        
          12. In Which Nellie Bly Becomes In Danger Of Missing Her Ship

        

        
          13. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Emerges On Deck And Meets Her Fellow Passengers

        

        
          14. In Which Nellie Bly Makes A Fast Dash For Her Ship And Has A Little Trouble At Her First Tiffin

        

        
          15. IN WHICH ELIZABETH BISLAND PASSES THE TIME PLAYING QUOITS – AND ALL THE WHILE GOES STEADILY WESTWARD DRIVEN BY WIND AND STEAM.

        

        
          16. In Which Nellie Bly Experiences The Suez Canal And Assists A Juggler

        

        
          17. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Prepares To Visit “Elfland.”

        

        
          18. In Which Nellie Bly Goes To A Camel Market And Is Not Impressed

        

        
          19. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Takes A Late-Night Jinricksha Ride To See Native Japan

        

        
          20. In Which Nellie Bly Makes A Purchase And Accidentally Relaxes

        

        
          21. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Almost Misses Her Train, But Secures A Silk Dress

        

        
          22. In Which Nellie Bly Enjoys The Theater And Is Stopped By The Police

        

        
          23. In Which A Man Dies And Elizabeth Bisland’s Ship Passes Through A Storm

        

        
          24. In Which Nellie Bly Makes The Best Of Her Delay And Meets A Kindred Spirit

        

        
          25. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Meets Up With Friends And Muses Over The Wonder Of British Colonization

        

        
          26. In Which Nellie Bly Unwittingly Uncovers Another Woman’s Beauty Secret

        

        
          27. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Meets The Businessman Who Is In The Midst Of Reshaping Hong Kong

        

        
          28. In Which Nellie Bly Finds Herself Halfway Around The World And Makes A Hasty Purchase

        

        
          29. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Leaves Hong Kong Three Days Early And Enjoys Some Good British Food

        

        
          30. In Which Nellie Bly Shuns A Suitor And Fears For Her Life

        

        
          31. In Which Nellie Bly Finds Out She Is Not Alone In The Race

        

        
          32. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Visits Singapore, Witnesses An Escape Attempt, And Celebrates Christmas

        

        
          33. In Which Nellie Bly Visits A Leper Colony And Eats Christmas Luncheon In The Temple Of The Dead

        

        
          34. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Meets A Benefactor And Samples Betel Nut

        

        
          35. In Which Nellie Bly Receives A Nautical Education And Has A Fun New Year’s Eve

        

        
          36. A New Year In Which Elizabeth Bisland Gets A Letter From Home And Has Her Heart Stolen Away

        

        
          37. In Which Nellie Bly Goes Sightseeing In Japan And Is Impressed By Another Monkey

        

        
          38. In Which Storms Cause Nellie Delay While Crossing The Pacific

        

        
          39. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Receives Word That She Will Not Make A Vital Connection

        

        
          40. In Which A Missing Medical Report Threatens Quarantine Of Nellie’s Ship

        

        
          41. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Tries To Make Up For Lost Time

        

        
          42. In Which Nellie Bly Boards A Private Train And Meets Crowds Wishing Her Well On Her Way To New York

        

        
          43. In Which Elizabeth Bisland Faces A Winter Storm

        

        
          44. In Which Nellie Bly And Elizabeth Bisland Return Home

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Shonna Slayton

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mom and Dad,

        Who didn’t mind (too much) when I left home to explore the world

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      A few years ago, while conducting research for a novel set in the late 1800s, I came across the story of Nellie Bly’s solo trip around the world in 1889 and was amazed. I became a bit obsessed with her story (ask my family) and dug a little deeper. Turns out, there was another woman reporter who raced against her, going in the opposite direction. Now I was doubly intrigued. What they accomplished as single women in Victorian times was simply fascinating to read. I just had to retell their tale.

      This is not a story dreamed up purely out of my own head. Both young women published their experiences, and you can read their separate accounts online. In writing this novel, I preserved their actual words as much as possible, combining their public domain works to show Bly’s and Bisland’s alternating points of view – one going east, the other going west. Then I transformed their accounts into scenes to create a novelized version. In doing so, I had to delete (lots of flowery description) and I had to add (characters, dialogue). At the end of the novel I’ll talk about some of the choices I made, and why.

      As you navigate their story, take note of the chapter subheadings written in the style of Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days, which indicate whose point of view is being expressed. Nellie Bly wrote more about her adventure, so she has more chapters than Elizabeth Bisland.

      I hope you enjoy reading about these young women as much as I have.
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            In Which Elizabeth Bisland Is Called Into Her Editor’s Office And Surprised

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday, November 14, 1889

      THE MORNING LIGHT glows around the edges of the curtains when the maid enters and tiptoes across the bedroom toward the window. I’ve hardly slept a wink, and it doesn’t seem right she’s about to wake me up. Odd that she sneaks in so quietly. Being fond of sleep, I’ve never witnessed this ritual before.

      She throws open the curtains with a surprising flourish and follows with a quick “Good morning, miss.” She curtsies to the lump that is me on the bed, and stands patiently waiting with the breakfast tray. “Eight o’clock,” she adds by way of a hint.

      Despite already being fully awake, I make a show of groaning as I push myself up against the bed frame. After tucking the quilt tight up against my chest, I accept the silver tray loaded with a covered plate, a small glass of orange juice, a dainty cup of tea, and a pile of correspondence.

      I scoop up the letters stacked atop the morning newspaper – replies for the five o’clock tea we are hosting tomorrow.

      “Will that be all, Miss Bisland?”

      “Yes, thank you.” I pat the newspaper expectantly with my fingertips.

      After the maid leaves, I make short work of breakfast while sorting the mail. I set aside an invitation to dinner and make a separate stack of bills. All that remains are my tea and the paper. Newspapers are a wonderful resource, despite being filled with trite, sensational writing.

      I skip over Nellie Bly’s latest stunt and move on to the society pages. A gentle tapping sounds at my bedroom door. Would that girl round up some gumption and knock like she means it?

      “Come in.”

      The maid holds out a thick, cream colored envelope. “This just came, miss. I am to tell you it is urgent.”

      “Urgent?” I tip my eyebrow as I take the note and reach for my letter opener. “It’s my editor at The Cosmopolitan. He needs me to come in as soon as possible.”

      My sister Molly pushes through the doorway, nudging our timid maid aside. She is already dressed in her tan wool challis. Her brown hair is swept up in a French twist, leaving her curly bangs falling over a forehead creased with concern.

      “Your editor?” she asks. “But we have fittings today.”

      My stomach churns as I think about what the note might mean, but I turn my mouth into a smile for Molly’s benefit. “I’m sure it won’t take long.”

      I get out of bed and begin my toilet with washing my face, while Molly chooses a warm woolen dress for me. Mr. Walker has never called me in like this before. My newspaper editors did all the time, which is why I prefer working for the magazine. Of course, when I have to, I will race all over the city to write freelance features for the newspapers. My gaze lands on the stack of bills, and Molly notices.

      She comes over and kisses my cheek. “Surely, as ‘the most beautiful woman in Metropolitan journalism,’ you are not afraid of your editor.”

      “Afraid? Don’t be silly.” Wary. “And it’s only the writer at The Journalist who says that.”

      “They all say it,” she retorts. “And you know what Mother says: Elizabeth needs to slow down so a man has a chance to get a decent look at her, or she’ll never marry.”

      “I work with men all the time. American men aren’t interested in what a woman has to say. They just want something pretty to dote over. As if I am a fancy lamp.” I secure my hair with three pins.

      This comment makes Molly laugh.

      “Besides,” I continue, “you’re one to talk. You’re older than I. Why aren’t you getting married?”

      Molly frowns at the reminder of her age but refuses to take the bait. “You wouldn’t marry an editor, would you? He’d constantly be correcting you.”

      When I don’t answer, she teases me more.

      “Mr. Charles Wetmore, esquire, wouldn’t approve of your marrying an editor. We’ve all noticed how he’s set his cap for you.”

      I still don’t answer, letting the heat rising up my face speak for me. The handsome Mr. Wetmore had increased his attentions toward me lately. His was one of the replies in the mail this morning: I look forward to spending the evening together. He had addressed the reply directly to me, not to both Molly and me as the other replies had been.

      “It won’t take long. I’ll be back in plenty of time for our fitting.” I kiss Molly on the cheek and rush off.

      The offices of The Cosmopolitan magazine are but a few minutes walk. As soon as I step into the noisy room, every reporter stops working and watches me make my way to Mr. Walker’s office. It creates an unnerving silence.

      What have I done? My last article about tenement building improvements went through without comment, and the next article isn’t due for another week. Yet, the secretary studies me with a bemused expression. And the men elbow each other like school children pointing out the new student.

      “Mr. Walker, you wanted to see me?” I ask, settling into the chair near his desk. Mr. Walker is a handsome man, with trim black hair and matching handlebar mustache. He is also a forceful, ambitious man, intent on making a go of his newly acquired magazine. Ignoring my racing pulse, I keep my smile slight, as if I haven’t a care in the world.

      “Yes, Miss Bisland. You’ve read the Jules Verne book, have you?” He hands me a new copy of Around the World in Eighty Days. “Phileas Fogg and all that?”

      “Of course.” We had discussed the novel during one of my literary salon meetings when I lived in New Orleans.

      He leans forward and stares eagerly at me. “How quick do you think a woman could go around the world?”

      I examine the book cover as if it holds the answer. “I don’t know. Eighty days, I suppose.” I glance around. Everyone in the newsroom is watching our exchange.

      “I believe you could do it in less than seventy-five.”

      “Me? Circumnavigate the globe?” London. Italy. Singapore. Where else did that man go? I smile, playing along with his what-if scenario. “I believe I could too.”

      He claps and grins, his handsome face drawing me into his excitement. “Then it’s settled. How long will it take you to get a bag ready?”

      “Sir?”

      “You leave today.”

      The blood drains from my face. He is serious.

      “Next spring or summer would provide better traveling conditions and give me plenty of time to map the route and make appropriate plans.”

      Mr. Walker is already shaking his head. “No, no. That will never do. Nellie Bly from the New York World left for Europe less than two hours ago aboard the steamer Augusta Victoria.” He tosses the offending newspaper onto the desk. On the front page is a picture of Nellie Bly wearing a long black and white checkered Ulster coat and holding a small gripsack.

      “This is about Nellie Bly?” My throat goes dry. “I don’t wish to compete with a stunt reporter.”

      I stand, preparing to leave. Nellie Bly has pulled some wild schemes since moving to New York – getting committed to a mad house for one, pretending to sell a baby another. All to uncover the ill-treated of the city and sell newspapers, but mostly to sell herself. Under heaven, I don’t want my name associated with hers.

      Mr. Walker motions for me to sit back down. “We’ve done the calculations and think they have made a mistake. We can outdo them by going in the opposite direction, where the winds will be in your favor and you’ll miss the January snow in the Midwest. We’ll put you on the train to Chicago tonight.” He circles his finger like it is the one circumnavigating the world. “And we’ll have you back here the day before Bly, even though you will have left hours after her.”

      “But I have fifty guests coming for tea tomorrow.”

      “Cancel.”

      “I don’t have any travel clothes made up.”

      “Hire someone. A team!”

      Silence settles as I think of my last – and most important – reason not to go. Unlike some women reporters, I am quite content writing my society articles. I relish the culture and refinement. If I do this, my name will forever be linked with that wild Bly woman – our names will be splashed across all the papers. My anonymity will be gone.

      But then, consider a trip around the world! Once, when our family had money, such a trip would have been within my reach, but we lost so much during the civil war. Molly and I have talked about Europe, but with us barely making our way, we’ve never been serious. Could I do it? Really do it? I curl my toes in my boots, thinking back to when I first arrived in New York and the managing editor of the Sun advised: “My dear little girl, pack your trunk and go back home. This is no place for you.”

      Mr. Walker strokes his black mustache as he sizes me up. “You will be well compensated as a full-time employee.”

      Full-time? A reliable income. Mr. Walker is dangling a carrot that is hard to resist.

      He nods towards the cluster of men, still watching. “They say you can’t be packed inside of a month.”

      I examine the smirking group. The newest writer, a self-satisfied swarthy fellow, grins and tips his chin at me.

      “They do, do they?” I lift my own chin as I focus back on Mr. Walker. “Give me the afternoon.”

      Mr. Walker breathes out a gust of air and leans back into his wooden desk chair. “Excellent.” He reaches out to receive an itinerary from Wilson, the magazine’s business manager. He studies it and frowns. “Best we can do. You are on the six o’clock train to Chicago.”

      “Speaking of packing, how many bags may I bring?”

      Mr. Walker snaps his chair back upright. “Bly has one small gripsack. See that you find something similar.”

      I can’t help but lift my eyebrows. “Oh.”

      There is no way I am going around the world with only one handbag, but I set my mind to pack light.

      On the way home to tell my sister, I slip into the candy store below our apartment. Bad news first heard with a bag of pralines is better received than news without. Once in the apartment, the enormity of my assignment hits me, and I drop into the chair by the door.

      “Liz! What is it?” Molly rushes to my side.

      I hold out the candy. “I am going on a trip around the world. I leave tonight.”
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            In Which Nellie Bly Is Called Into Her Editor’s Office And Gets What She Wants

          

        

      

    

    
      Three Days Earlier: Monday, November 11, 1889

      I HELD THE note in my hand as I sat down at the editor’s desk. He had never summoned me with a note before, and in the evening no less. What was I to be scolded for this time? I twirled my lucky gold ring around my right thumb as I stared at him making notes on a pad. Would Cockerill hurry up and get it over with? I had plans to take Mother to Hamlet at the Broadway Theatre tonight.

      Finally, Cockerill finished writing and looked at me. "Mr. Pulitzer wants a big story. Can you start around the world day after tomorrow?"

      My heart skipped a beat. “I can start this minute,” I said, jumping up and shedding all thoughts of Hamlet. Hadn’t I proposed this scheme a year ago? Took ‘em long enough to figure out it was a bang-up idea. I needed clothes, a new bag. . .  and where had I filed that itinerary?

      “We thought of starting you on the City of Paris tomorrow morning, so as to give you ample time to catch the mail train out of London. There is a chance the Augusta Victoria, which sails the morning afterwards, will run into rough weather, causing you to miss your connection with the mail train.”

      “I will take my chances on the Augusta Victoria and save one extra day,” I said, deciding quickly. The Augusta Victoria had recently set a speed record crossing the Atlantic. If I were to beat Jules Verne’s eighty days, that would be the ship to do it on.

      “Have you a passport?”

      I bit my lip. “No. Will that be a problem?”

      Cockerill waved in Mr. Van Zile, the one unlucky enough to be closest to the editor’s desk. “I need you to go to Washington immediately. Speak directly to the secretary of state, and get this girl a temporary passport.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      THE NEXT MORNING, I went to get a dress made at the William Ghormley shop on Nineteenth Street, east of Fifth Avenue. It was a more exclusive studio than I would normally patronize, but these were extraordinary circumstances, and I had to be sure of the quality.

      “Mr. Ghormley, I want a dress by this evening.” I spoke crisply and businesslike to the thin tailor, confident that such a task could be done.

      “Very well.” Without a hint of hesitation, he led me over to a sampling of materials.

      I smiled as I followed. My editors always took some working over and it was nice not to have to argue for a change.

      “A dress that will stand constant wear for three months,” I said before he could pull out any fabrics, and to make sure he understood the quality of the work I expected despite the short notice. “I am going on a trip around the world.” My last words came out breathless. It was finally hitting me.

      Mr. Ghormley chose several bolts of cloth and laid them out on a small table in front of a pier glass where the light was true. He draped the samples open and studied how they looked in the tall mirror between the windows. “Around the world? And what are you trying to prove this time, Miss Bly? That the world is flat after all?”

      “Ha! Not in the least, Mr. Ghormley. I’m going to beat Phileas Fogg’s record and do it in only seventy-five days.”

      “Around the World in Eighty Days?” He looked up with a spark in his eye. “You think you can beat an imaginary man’s record?” He returned to the fabric. “I suppose if anyone could, it would be you.”

      He pounded his hand on a plain blue broadcloth and a plaid camel's-hair. “What do you think of these? Strong. Durable. Fashionable. Should carry you around the world and back again.”

      “Excellent.” I leaned on the table. “Aren’t you worried for me? A young woman traveling in parts unknown without a companion?”

      The decision to go alone had been an easy one. A few years before, when I traveled to Mexico, my mother had gone with me. But she didn’t move fast enough for a race. I had to beat Phileas Fogg, or there wasn’t any point!

      Mother had not been happy to hear the news. During the intermission of Hamlet, she reached for my hand. “Pink, dear,” she had said, invoking my childhood nickname, and reminding me how she used to dress me up in pink when all the other girls wore drab colors. It’s her fault I feel the need to stand out. “This is different from your other stunts. Halfway around the world, there will be no one to rescue you should you need help.”

      “I am not worried, Mother. The world will meet me as I meet it.”

      Mr. Ghormley chuckled. “I have read your articles. I am more worried for your fellow passengers.”

      He put the rejected fabrics away and set about cutting out a traveling gown. Before I left Ghormley’s at one o’clock, I had had my first fitting and made plans to return at five o’clock for the second.

      A few more stops, and I had ordered a thick overcoat called an Ulster to take me through the winter, a lighter dress from my regular dressmaker to wear in the parts of the world where it would be summer, and lastly, a new bag to pack everything into.

      That night, after Mother had gone to bed, I settled back into a chair with a deeply satisfied grin on my face. This would be my most daring adventure yet. The whole world would hear of Nellie Bly.
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            In Which Nellie Bly Begins Her Journey East And Learns The Meaning Of Seasickness

          

        

      

    

    
      “THIS IS DREADFULLY early,” remarked Fannie, one of my dearest friends. A group of us stood aboard the Augusta Victoria, supposedly to encourage me, but with each round of “encouragement” I was beginning to lose my nerve.

      I stifled a yawn, not wanting to open up more complaints from Fannie. I had hardly slept the night before, whether from nerves or excitement I would never know. And when I did sleep, it was short-lived, as I kept waking in a start, afraid that I’d slept in and missed the boat. I forced a smile to show my friends they should not worry about me.

      Jane’s brows knit together and she continuously patted my hand as if we would never see each other again. “Now, you know if the ship goes down, there are life boats. It’s women and children first, but make sure you get to one before they’re all filled up.”

      “The ship won’t go down,” interjected Mr. Cockerill. He stood with us, repeatedly checking his watch. “Captain Albers has assured us that the voyage will not only be timely, but as smooth as he can make it.”

      “Never mind the ship,” inserted Fannie. “What if you come down with jungle fever and there is no doctor to care for you? Like what happened to Dr. Livingstone.” She gave a little laugh. “I suppose even if you are a doctor and you find yourself in desperate straits, you can’t heal yourself.” She blinked back tears.

      I gripped Fannie’s hand to stop the patting. “I’ll be fine.”

      I dared not mention I was still getting the terrible headaches that sent me to the doctor weeks ago. “This will be like a relaxing vacation – I haven’t had one in three years – and I’ll come home more refreshed and invigorated than when I left.”

      Jane nudged my handbag, which rested at my feet on the deck along with a bouquet from Henry Jarrett, the theatrical agent. “I hope you packed something for emergencies in there.”

      I laughed. “One of the men at the paper tried to talk me into packing a revolver, of all things. Can you imagine me with a gun?”

      My two friends exchanged a look.

      “And did you?” whispered Jane.

      “No! If I am in any spot of trouble, I will rely on the good nature of the local gentlemen to help me out.”

      Again, my two friends exchanged a look.

      “What did you pack in there?” asked Fannie, changing the subject. “It’s an awfully small bag for three months' time. I don’t know how you managed it.”

      “Nothing but necessities. I’m not out to impress people. I’m simply going from port to port, and station to station. I won’t be taking time to visit Queen Victoria, even if she asks me.”

      Truth was I had had a terrible time packing. In the end, my light dress didn’t fit, and there was no way on earth I was going to add one more parcel to cart around.

      “I’ve got an ink-stand, pens, pencils, and copy-paper for work. Pins, needles, and thread for little emergencies.” I raised my eyebrows at Jane. “For clothing, I’ve got what I am wearing, plus a dressing gown, a tennis blazer, and slippers. Not to mention several changes of underwear, handkerchiefs, and fresh ruchings. Two traveling caps and three veils. See? I’ve got quite a lot. Also, my hairbrush and other toiletries. The last thing I squeezed in was my jar of cold cream.”

      “Yes, that is smart,” agreed Fannie. “You don’t want your face to chap.” She pointed at my hat next. “Where did you get that?”

      “My ghillie hat?” I adjusted it. “Do you like it?” I could tell by her face that she didn’t.

      “It’s not the current style with those two brims,” she said. “How do you know which is front and which is back?”

      “Oh, stop. It’ll keep me warm when I need to be warm and shade me from the sun the rest of the time. Jane, why the look, now?” I asked in dismay.

      Jane looked stricken and was pawing through her own handbag. “You’ve hardly brought enough for such a long trip!” She held out some money. “Do take it and buy yourself more supplies when you dock in England. It may be your last chance.”

      I held back a laugh. Jane was too much in earnest.

      “I’m not traveling to the moon. And I have plenty of money.” I lowered my voice and showed them the chamois-skin bag around my neck. “They gave me £200 in English gold and Bank of England notes. I’ve also got American gold and dollars as a test to see if American money is known in distant parts of the world.”

      Finally, at this, my friends looked relieved. Fannie even smiled. “Keep that around your neck at all times, and for goodness' sake, quit showing people.”

      Then Jane wrung her hands. “But not at night. You might choke yourself with that around your neck. What will you do at night?”

      A horn blast interrupted them, indicating it was time for visitors to leave. “This is it,” I said, trying to sound enthusiastic.

      “Keep up your courage,” whispered Jane as she and Fannie hugged me tight then walked away, smiling through their tears.

      Julius Chambers, the World’s managing editor, stepped forward with the timekeeper he had brought with him from the New York Athletic Club. The men double-checked their timepiece with my gold watch I planned to keep tucked into my pocket and set to New York time.

      “You’re ready,” he said. “Godspeed, Nellie Bly. We’ll see you back here in seventy-two days.” Then they were gone.

      A man in uniform slipped over the side of the ship and climbed down the rope ladder into a waiting rowboat. The gentleman beside me explained that the man was the pilot and his pilot boat would lead us out of the harbor. “As soon as the pilot goes off and the captain assumes command,” continued the gentleman, “then and only then our voyage begins, so now you really are started on your tour around the world.”
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      Thursday, November 14, 1889 at 9.40.30 o'clock.

      THE BREEZE PICKED up as the ship started its journey across the Atlantic. The movement was hardly noticeable at first but for the increasing distance between ship and shore. The other passengers began claiming chairs and making themselves comfortable with rugs tucked around their legs.

      I am off. Shall I ever get back?

      I knew the precise minute we’d left the sheltered waters for open sea – my rolling stomach was a good indicator.

      “Do you get seasick?” asked a woman interested in striking up a conversation. Before I could answer, I lurched for the side of the ship and, seeing the waves all a-jumble and the undulating ship under my feet, I gave vent to my feelings. My stomach ached from heaving over the edge. As I wiped the tears from my eyes, I turned back to the concerned woman and gave her a brave nod. But the other passengers grinned back at me, amused.

      “And she’s going 'round the world!” said one man. I joined the laughter a little less heartily than the rest. Surely the entire trip would not be like this. Jules Verne never mentioned seasickness in his novel.

      I spent the better part of the day at the rail. But I was happy to note that I wasn’t the only one. When it was time for luncheon, I looked pointedly at the man who made everyone laugh at my plight and marched into the dining room. Several others attempted my bravado as well, but we all ended up leaving in a hurry.

      For dinner at seven, I was invited to sit with the captain at his table in the first-class passengers’ dining hall. It was a great honor and there was no way, come hell or high water, that I was going to miss it.

      I arrived early and immediately noticed a small ensemble playing delightful music in the corner. The architecture and décor were after the rococo style that I love but Mother would call “gaudy.” The walls were decorated with stained glass and painted panels, which I assumed were by German painters since the Augusta Victoria was named after the German emperor’s wife. This ship was probably the most luxurious in all the world, and I wished I were feeling better to fully appreciate it. The tables were set with white china and cut crystal, and the attendants were in full dress, down to crisp white gloves. In a room like this, I could be a lady from the Renaissance.

      We congregated near the table, the others having changed into their pretty evening clothes, me still in my Ghormley broadcloth. The captain, appearing very handsome in uniform, approached and made introductions. It was a noble beginning to my tour.

      “I’d like you all to meet Miss Nellie Bly,” said Captain Albers. “I’m sure you have heard she is attempting to break Phileas Fogg’s record for traveling around the globe. The Augusta Victoria will set her well ahead, as there was no such ship when Verne was writing his novel.” He looked pleased at his part of my adventure.

      Captain Albers continued introductions in the round, but one particularly large ocean swell caught me by surprise and my stomach lurched, claiming all my focus, and I quite missed all their names. The other passengers were known to him, having made the crossing at some other time in their lives. I alone was on my maiden voyage.

      “Please, take a seat here on my left,” said the Captain. “How are you feeling?”

      I smiled bravely as I fell into the chair. “Quite well, thank you,” I lied. “How long did you say the passage would take?”

      Everyone laughed. I had a fleeting thought that at this rate I might be the source of amusement to people the entire world over. While I never let my youth stop me, sometimes my naiveté had come close to giving me away. A brave face and bold talk always helped. How else could I have gone undercover to find out how employment agencies take advantage of domestic servants, or sweet-talked my way through learning how a husband agency worked?

      “The only way to conquer seasickness is by forcing oneself to eat,” the Captain instructed.

      As he finished speaking, the first course appeared. It was soup. I should be able to take a spoonful or two and not have it revisit me ten minutes later. The people, whose names I had missed, began cheerily discussing the music while I suffered a conversation with my stomach. It seems it did not want soup after all. I made a good show of eating a ladylike amount before a waiter took the blessed thing away.

      One of the men who had gulped down his soup kept the conversation going. “Captain, the last time I sat at your table, you told us a brilliant story about a stowaway you had found bound for America. Have you had any more mishaps on your travels?”

      The Captain nodded. “A hurricane last month! Our chief officer almost went overboard when the railing near the deckhouse gave way. We’ve got twenty feet of new railing there to prove it.”

      I couldn’t imagine the ship tossing more than it was right now. The constant motion churned my stomach relentlessly. A young waiter who didn’t know any better set down a plate of fish in front of me. Though a delicacy on any other day, today the aroma of fish while out at sea was too potent a combination for my imagination. My stomach rebelled mightily.

      “Excuse me,” I whispered as I dashed out of the room, pushing aside any waiter who got in my way.

      This trip may not have been one of my better ideas. Almost eighty days? I could endure only ten days in that mad house and at the time it seemed forever.  The cold sea air reminded me of the constant cold in that place, and my empty stomach brought back thoughts of the stale bread and rancid butter too terrible to eat.

      Eighty days! Even if I went by land as much as possible, I’d still have to cross the Pacific upon my return. I leaned into my hands and let myself have a moment of pity. On the bright side, my dress was still clean.

      When my hands stopped shaking, I rejoined the dinner party.

      The men stood, solemnly nodding as I returned to my seat and the next course. Alas, it was not meant to be. Off I went again. Oh, the laughs they must have been having at this young girl’s expense. Once I had gotten rid of everything I could get rid of, I walked along the deck, trying to reach an agreement with my insides. Dare I return to the table? It would be so easy to settle into my bunk for the night. But if I gave up now, how easy it would be for me to give up later in my journey.

      “Welcome back,” said the Captain.

      “Good job,” said one of the men. “You stick to it and you’ll find your sea legs yet.”

      Before he had yet finished his congratulations, I had run out of the room for a third time. If I were a dog, I would have been returning to the table with my tail between my legs. As it was, by the time I made a showing, the dinner was over and the rest of my party was sipping tea, quietly satisfied with their first meal onboard.

      “Would you like some dessert?” asked the Captain politely and with a twinkle in his eye.

      “No, thank you.” I replied. “But thank you for the meal. It was excellent.”
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            IN WHICH A BEWILDERED ELIZABETH BISLAND FINDS HERSELF ON A TRAIN GOING WEST INSTEAD OF PREPARING FOR A DINNER PARTY.

          

        

      

    

    
      AS THE TRAIN slows to a stop at the Chicago station, I peer into the dark to find my contact. I’m not sure how we will find each other, since I don’t know who I am looking for. But then, this whole adventure is something of the unknown and ridiculous.

      Mere hours ago, I woke up as usual to a leisurely breakfast and looking forward to a regular dress fitting and preparations for a five o’clock tea. Before I can fully comprehend what I have agreed to, I am bound on a train west and to further parts unknown, and all alone!

      Once Molly had gotten over the shock of me leaving, she was more than willing to make apologies for our guests and help me with other cancellations and arrangements. As I packed and repacked, she peppered me with wild ideas.

      “I think you should call your trip ‘Eighty Days Around the World to Find a Husband.’ As I recall, Phileas Fogg found himself a wife on his trip.”

      “The readers of The Cosmopolitan don’t want to read about romance. They read the magazine for intellectual stimulation.”

      “I’m a reader of Cosmo, and I want to read about romance.”

      Molly was incorrigible.

      “At least find someone to compare to Mr. Wetmore so you can judge whether you’ll give a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ when he finally bends his knee.”

      When I left home, I smiled and shook hands and received best wishes and kisses and hugs and last minute directions. To all, I appeared an excited traveler, but I hid how deep my worries plumbed. About how important it was to make all my connections and follow the myriad of instructions as best I could. For if I make a mistake – Oh! Will I get back on track, or will I find myself lost and abandoned on the far side of the world?

      With great force of character, I push these thoughts out of my mind before they overwhelm and make me quit before reaching California. Like Molly said, it’s best to look at the adventure full on and with positive outlook.

      At least my new hat, a fashionable glazed black sailor’s, is distinctly becoming, and my new black dress fits me very well. I could not have planned it better but for bewildered Mr. Wetmore to have slipped me a big bunch of pink roses at the last minute, which complemented my traveling ensemble nicely. He is a dear man, and I suppose we shall discover which truism is correct: absence makes the heart grow fonder…or out of sight, out of mind!

      If only I had had time to think about the trip ahead of time, I may not feel so lost right now, descending the train with my large Gladstone bag filled to bursting and a shawl strap slung on my shoulder. Nellie Bly is the more efficient packer, I will concede, as evidenced by a good-sized steamer trunk that will have to be carried for me, but I will be the most comfortable.

      Not knowing what occasions I will be dressing for, I have packed as much variety as possible: two cloth gowns, half a dozen light bodices, and an evening silk. I wish I could have packed more of my winter and summer wardrobes, but the decision was made and I have what I have.

      Wisely, I took the precaution of carrying plenty of pins and hairpins. I have had previous experience with their vicious ways and know that in critical moments they tend to play hide-and-seek. The only sure preventive is to have geologic layers of them all through the trunk, so that a shaft might be hastily sunk through one's belongings at any moment with a serene certainty of striking rich deposits of both necessities of female existence.

      “Excuse me, Miss Bisland,” says the conductor. “Can I help you any?”

      I glance up and down the station and find no one who looks like they are looking for me. “Yes, sir. Is there another location where I can meet my party?” They are supposed to assist me making my connection onto the next train. The emptiness of the station works its way down into my toes. Hopefully this is not a sign of future missed meetings and bungled up appointments. What a beginning!

      “Well now, this is usually where people meet up, but I can escort you around the station until we find who you are looking for.”

      We wander until the poor conductor, endlessly checking his pocket watch, must return to his main duties. He leaves me at the near-empty lunch hall where I sit all alone on a high stool at the counter and eat. Finally, I slide away into the night, feeling very homesick, very cross, and haunted by the bittersweet suspicions of the happy results of a tea-and-ham dinner.

      I make it onto the correct train and, after much futile wrestling in the small space of my sleeping car, manage to change into my nightgown. Immediately, I am out for the night, only vaguely annoyed at the coffin-like smell of the compartment.
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      NORMALLY I ENJOY a leisurely morning, but when I pull up my curtains the next morning, I am delighted to see the sun about to rise. It strikes me that this daily occurrence parallels God’s original command of “Let there be light!” and it happens every day without me. It is balm to my soul, and I am renewed and confident that I can continue on this journey with or without humanly help or companionship.

      “Good morning,” I crow later as I find an empty seat across the aisle from a gray-haired couple. They are darling and likely number one hundred or more years between them.

      “Good morning, dear,” says the woman. “Where are you traveling to today?”

      I smile as I say, “Around the world.”

      The two laugh as if I were joking.

      “Really, I am,” I explain. “You have heard of Nellie Bly, the stunt reporter?”

      “Are you she?” asks the fellow eagerly.

      I shake my head vigorously. “No, but I am in a race against her. She left yesterday morning going east by ship, and I left last night going west by train.”

      He makes a clucking sound. “She’s got a head start on you, then.”

      Hmm. “So who are you two?” I ask, changing the subject.

      The woman looks pleased that I asked and she leans forward to confide in me. “We are on our second honeymoon. I’ve always wanted to see the winter orange blossoms in California, so we are on our way to Los Angeles.”

      The two go back to making doe-eyes at each other and I return to watching the fields outside the window. The man’s discouraging comment presses heavily in my mind. I will have to find every way possible to shave off minutes, hours, and, if I can, days.

      That night at Council Bluffs, Omaha, I catch just the kind of break I am hoping for.

      “Miss Bisland? This way, please.” A kindly fellow reaches for my bag, which I heartily hand over. He leads me across the platform toward a short train, painted all in white and with the name The Fast Mail. “Did you need to go into the station and freshen up?” he asks.

      “No, I’m fine, thank you.” What I want is to curl back up in a cozy bed – preferably my own at home, but a sleeper car will do.

      “You are in for a treat on this train,” he chatters on.

      “Why is that?”

      “This here is our new mail-train. We’re testing it out to see how fast it can go across the continent.” He smiles easily at me. “Just like you. Seems we’re all in a race these days.” He holds out his hand for me to shake. “Edward Dickson, General Manager.”

      My mood lifts immediately. In addition to the mail car, there is only one sleeper and the General Manager’s private car. We are as light and fast as a train can be.

      Before we get started, I am invited to look into the mail car, which is lit up by globe lamps strung overhead. Several clerks with green eye shades are busy at work sorting letters. Even they are in a race to finish their sacks and move on to the next. I feel it is a great conspiracy we are all caught up in, to move faster, faster, faster!

      The pace is tremendous from the start and, as we begin the climb up the Great Divide, my hopes continue to rise alongside. Already I am settling into my role as circumnavigator of the world.

      In the morning I find myself in the plains. I am the only woman aboard, and as such, content myself with watching the landscape grow more desolate and wildly drear, like the cursed site of some prehistoric Sodom sown with salt. The land is gray, covered thinly with a withered, ashen-colored plant. Settlements are few and far between.

      From time to time, we pass a dwelling, a square cabin of gray unpainted boards, always tightly closed and the dwellers always absent, somewhere on business. The only distinct proof I ever see of the human habitance of these silent, lonely homes is a tiny pair of butternut trousers fluttering on the clothesline. The minute American citizen who should have occupied these trousers is invisible and I greatly fear they are his only pair.

      But at night! The stars are huge and fierce, keen and scintillant as swords. The plains, though dull if you aren’t looking for interesting ways to describe them, allow for a night sky like nowhere else.

      Through the Bad Lands we speed, but not fast enough. Five hours away from Ogden, we are two and a half hours behind our appointed time. The General Manager takes to pacing the length of the train. Whenever he stops in our car, he fills everyone in on his race.

      “I’ve just telegraphed an engineer by the name Downing to meet us at the next stop.” He jingles the coins in his pockets as he paces. “If we don’t make our time, we won’t win the mail contracts.” Mr. Dickson stops and grabs the seat in front of me, squeezing so his knuckles turn white. “I don’t know what your race is worth to you, Miss Bisland, but mine is worth three quarters of a million.”

      After he storms off to the engine room, I think about what my race is worth to me. Certainly my reasons for going are different from Nellie Bly’s. She likes to be the first woman to do anything. The more daring the adventure, the better.

      But me? To do my duty as an employee. To help my magazine succeed. To have a little adventure of my own. To test myself, perhaps. Do I have what it takes to be a daring soul?

      I smile.

      I must, for here I am, though somewhat paralyzed at the thought of what will happen once I leave America.

      Presently, the train arrives at the next station and a gentleman of Irish extraction climbs into the cab and remarks with jovial determination, “Howdy, folks! I’ll get us to Ogden – or hell, on time.” He turns to me and tips his hat before he is off.

      The grade at this part of the road has a descent of ninety-three feet in a mile, and the track corkscrews through gorges and canyons with but small margin between us and destruction. To these considerations Mr. Downing is cheerfully indifferent, and pulling out the throttle, he lets the engine have her head at the rate of sixty-five miles an hour. Red sparks fly off the back wheels.

      The train rocks like a ship at sea, and sleepers hold to their berths in terror, the more nervous actually succumbing to mal de mar. The plunge of the engine that now and then whimpers in the darkness is felt through the whole train, as one feels the fierce play of the loins of a runaway horse.

      “Do you play whist?” Mr. Dickson asks me, discreetly averting his eyes from my clenched fists.

      “I do,” I say, forcing myself to breathe, and then join him and several others at a table. There will be no sleeping tonight, and I hope a game of cards will take my mind off my eminent death. As I recall, Phileas Fogg was known to play the game unceasingly on his trip around the world. Perhaps it was to keep his mind off these frightening fits of travel.

      Not far into our game, one of the train officers joins us and stands fidgeting at the General Manager’s elbow.

      “Yes, what is it?” Mr. Dickson asks, not looking up from his hand.

      “I don’t like the sound of the engine, sir. I think we should slow ‘er down before she blows.” He whispers loud enough for everyone to hear. “Or we’ll jump the tracks.”

      I am in full agreement with the officer and listen closely for Mr. Dickson’s response.

      Undisturbed, he takes the odd trick with the thirteenth trump. He looks over his shoulder at a passenger who appears to be quite afraid and says, “It is episodes such as this in American life that make us a nation of youthful gray-heads. Don’t worry. Downing knows what he’s doing.”

      “But Antelope Gap is coming up. The reverse loop?”

      Looks are exchanged, and then we feel the wheels lift off the tracks on one side of the car. There is nothing to be done but hold on and pray. We land back on the tracks, and before another breath can be taken, we’re wheels up on the other side.

      When righted with a shudder, Mr. Dickson sends word to Downing to slow down. That word is ignored. He takes one look at me and goes to pull the brake. The train slows, but not by much.

      To our enormous relief, we arrive in Ogden on time.

      Mr. Downing dismounts with alacrity from his cab, saying “Ah! These night rides are prone to give a man a cold.” Patting his belly, he saunters off to a pub with a swinging Venetian door, and we never see him again.

      The ride takes on a seemingly leisurely pace after that. My heart no longer resides in my throat and the others seem visibly relieved as well. We take to looking out our windows for signs of life and point them out to help each other recover from our thrill ride. There are frequent jack rabbits, the occasional coyote, and now and then an arrangement of tepees.

      Indians crowd about the train at every stop. The women who are carrying children allow us to view their babies in exchange for small current coin.

      “May I look?” I ask a pretty mother who takes my coin and turns her papoose to me. It is a portable wooden cradle, the original Baby Bunting. The contented baby is asleep, nestled in a cozy bundle of rabbit skins – presumably those for which “papa went a-hunting” if the Mother Goose rhyme were to be believed. A sister, about six years old, clings to her mother’s leg and stares at me with big, dark eyes set into her smooth skin and framed by Vandyked locks. Old women squat in the dust, huddled in blankets and fair ignore us all.

      The night before reaching San Francisco, we find our first trees again at a little wayside eating station where a long row of poplars stands up stiffly in the dusk near our path. I’ve never been so happy as to step off that train and drink in the soft and spring-like air, pleasant with a smell as of white clover. Could this really be November? It is like the first breath from a promised land after long wandering in a country of wilderness and drought.

      At fifteen minutes past nine, the nose of the ferry-boat from Oakland touches the San Francisco wharf. We have crossed the continent in four days and twenty hours – thanks to Mr. Downing – and the distance between New York and the Western metropolis is reduced by a whole day. A great achievement. There are crowds of reporters waiting in the soft rain to interview everybody: General Manager, engineer, conductor – even me.

      “Miss Bisland!” calls a young man. “Ted, editor from the Examiner,” he says by way of introduction, “and my colleague Annie Laurie. What do you think of rainy San Francisco?”  He holds his hand palm up to catch the drops.

      I smile at the pair of young reporters who look about my age. He is tall and too thin and eager. She is average height and chubby. Regarding the town through New York eyes, I answer, “Your buildings are shorter than those we have in New York. Only three or four stories, it looks like. But they all appear new and fresh.”

      “On account of the earthquakes and our relatively young city” he explains. “But we haven’t had one in a while, so they’ve started to build taller.” He points to a few of the more recent buildings that have begun to climb, Babel-like, into the dripping skies. Looking between Miss Laurie and myself, he says, “I’ll leave you two to talk while I get my other interviews. Don’t you go anywhere, Miss Bisland.” He joins the crowd around Mr. Dickson.

      “Have you felt an earthquake?” I ask Miss Laurie, expecting the earth to shift at any moment.

      The girl shakes her head. “I’ve only been here six months,” she says, “like most of us.” She arches her arm toward the other reporters. “This is still a new town, new people arriving every day.”

      “Yes, indeed.” The place seems charged with a disrespectful sort of youth.

      “Are you looking forward to your trip?” the girl asks.

      “Now that I’ve had some time to sleep on it, yes I am,” I answer truthfully. “Though I do wish I’d have more time to spend during my stops. I’m especially interested in seeing Japan and China.”

      “What about Nellie Bly? Do you think you’ll see her along the way?”

      Oh, I hope not! But I can see Miss Laurie’s eyes appear to light at the name of Bly. Another young stunt reporter in the making. “I doubt it. We’ll likely cross paths and not even know it, like Longfellow’s Gabriel and Evangeline.”

      Once the interviews with Mr. Dickson are over, we make our way through the oozing mud to the station where I am to learn about my ship. Mr. Dickson has taken hold of my bag like it’s his own and leads the way for myself and Miss Laurie while Ted from the Examiner trails along like the young pup that he is.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Bisland, but your ship does not leave for two days,” says the young man behind the counter. “Your magazine has put you up in a hotel near here. I hope you enjoy your stay.” He slides a telegram to me.

      Secretly, I am relieved. I shall get a chance to take in the city after all.

      Mr. Dickson sees me safely inside the Palace Hotel before saying goodbye. He assures me that the hotel, built in 1875, is the largest in the country with over eight hundred guest rooms. “Perhaps I’ll see you tomorrow for lunch?” He glances at Ted.

      Ted from the Examiner steps into the General Manager’s shoes in taking over my itinerary. “A group of us is going out to the Cliff House for luncheon tomorrow. Some newspaper men and some from the mail train. You must join me – I mean us.” He grins.

      “Thank you, Mr. er…Ted. I would very much like that.” After I nod my consent, he is off, leaving me with cheery Miss Laurie, who has a few more questions.

      “Have you been a reporter long?” I ask the young thing as we walk through the lobby and into a square enclosure laid with a vast marble-floored court. The arcade is adorned with palms and ferns and heavy tables where several men are tipped back in their chairs reading their papers and smoking.

      Her smile wavers. “I don’t mind telling you, since you’re a reporter too. But this will be my first big story. You know, one not about flowers or tea settings.”

      Oh, dear. I better have something worth saying for her. But now that I am back on my own two feet, the madness of the adventure is setting in again and threatening to undo me completely. I hope I don’t give her too much of a story.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/amaretto-press-logo-flat-b-and-w--transparency.jpg
(

= 2

N

AMARETTO PRESS





OEBPS/images/updated-liz-and-nellie-cover-with--beige-text.jpg
Nellie Bly and Elizabeth Bisland’s
Race Around the World in
Eighty Days

SHONNA SLAYTON





