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  To John Birgel and Dennis O’Dell



 


“I got a revolver to protect us,” said Miss Constance, “and I soon had use for it.”

—New York Times, June 3, 1915
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OUR TROUBLES BEGAN in the summer of 1914, the year I turned thirty-five. The Archduke of Austria had just been assassinated, the Mexicans were revolting, and absolutely nothing was happening at our house, which explains why all three of us were riding to Paterson on the most trivial of errands. Never had a larger committee been convened to make a decision about the purchase of mustard powder and the replacement of a claw hammer whose handle had split from age and misuse.

Against my better judgment I allowed Fleurette to drive. Norma was reading to us from the newspaper as she always did.

“‘Man’s Trousers Cause Death,’” Norma called out.

“It doesn’t say that.” Fleurette snorted and turned around to get a look at the paper. The reins slid out of her hands.

“It does,” Norma said. “It says that a Teamster was in the habit of hanging his trousers over the gas jet at night but, being under the influence of liquor, didn’t notice that the trousers smothered the flame.”

“Then he died of gas poisoning, not of trousers.”

“Well, the trousers—”

The low, goosey cry of a horn interrupted Norma. I turned just in time to see a black motor car barreling toward us, tearing down Hamilton and picking up speed as it crossed the intersection. Fleurette jumped up on the footboard to wave the driver off.

“Get down!” I shouted, but it was too late.

The automobile hit us broadside, its brakes shrieking. The sound of our buggy shattering was like a firecracker going off in our ears. We tumbled over in a mess of splintered wood and bent metal. Our harness mare, Dolley, faltered and went down with us. She let out a high scream, the likes of which I had never heard from a horse.

Something heavy pinned my shoulder. I reached around and found it was Norma’s foot. “You’re standing on me!”

“I am not. I can’t even see you,” Norma said.

Our wagon rocked back and forth as the motor car reversed its engine and broke free of the wreckage. I was trapped under the overturned rear seat. It was as dark as a coffin, but there was a dim shape below me that I believed to be Fleurette’s arm. I didn’t dare move for fear of crushing her.

From the clamor around us, I gathered that someone was trying to rock the wagon and get it upright. “Don’t!” I yelled. “My sister’s under the wheel.” If the wheel started to turn, she’d be caught up in it.

A pair of arms the size of tree branches reached into the rubble and got hold of Norma. “Take your hands off me!” she shouted.

“He’s trying to get you out,” I called. With a grunt, she accepted the man’s help. Norma hated to be manhandled.

Once she was free, I climbed out behind her. The man attached to the enormous arms wore an apron covered in blood. For one terrible second, I thought it was ours, then I realized he was a butcher at the meat counter across the street.

He wasn’t the only one who had come running out when the automobile hit us. We were surrounded by store clerks, locksmiths, grocers, delivery boys, shoppers—in fact, most of the stores on Market Street had emptied, their occupants drawn to the spectacle we were now providing. Most of them watched from the sidewalk, but a sizable contingent surrounded the motor car, preventing its escape.

The butcher and a couple of men from the print shop, their hands black with ink, helped us raise the wagon just enough to allow Fleurette to slide clear of the wheel. As we lifted the broken panels off her, Fleurette stared up at us with wild dark eyes. She wore a dress sheathed in pink taffeta. Against the dusty road she looked like a trampled bed of roses.

“Don’t move,” I whispered, bending over her, but she got her arms underneath herself and sat up.

“No, no, no,” said one of the printers. “We’ll call for a doctor.”

I looked up at the men standing in a circle around us. “She’ll be fine,” I said, sliding a hand over her ankle. “Go on.” Some of those men looked a little too eager to help with the examination of Fleurette’s legs.

They shuffled off to help two livery drivers, who had disembarked from their own wagons to tend to our mare. They freed her from the harness and she struggled to stand. The poor creature groaned and tossed her head and blew steam from her nostrils. The drivers fed her something from their pockets and that seemed to settle her.

I gave Fleurette’s calf a squeeze. She howled and jerked away from me.

“Is it broken?” she asked.

I couldn’t say. “Try to move it.”

She screwed her face into a knot, held her breath, and gingerly bent one leg and then the other. When she was finished she let her breath go all at once and looked up at me, panting.

“That’s good,” I said. “Now move your ankles and your toes.”

We both looked down at her feet. She was wearing the most ridiculous white calfskin boots with pink ribbons for laces.

“Are they all right?” she asked.

I put my hand on her back to steady her. “Just try to move them. First your ankle.”

“I meant the boots.”

That’s when I knew Fleurette would survive. I unlaced the boots and promised to look after them. A much larger crowd had gathered, and Fleurette wiggled her pale-stockinged toes for her new audience.

“You’ll have quite a bruise tomorrow, miss,” said a lady behind us.

The seat that had trapped me a few moments ago was resting on the ground. I helped Fleurette into it and took another look at her legs. Her stockings were torn and she was scratched and bruised, but not broken to bits as I’d feared. I offered my handkerchief to press against one long and shallow cut along her ankle, but she’d already lost interest in her own injuries.

“Look at Norma,” she whispered with a wicked little smile. My sister had planted herself directly in the path of the motor car to prevent the men from driving away. She did make a comical sight, a small but stocky figure in her split riding skirt of drab cotton. Norma had the broad Slavic face and thick nose of our father and our mother’s sour disposition. Her mouth was set in a permanent frown and she looked on everyone with suspicion. She stared down the driver of the motor car with the kind of flat-footed resolve that came naturally to her in times of calamity.

The automobilist was a short but solidly built young man who had an overfed look about him, hinting at a privileged life. He would have been handsome if not for an indolent and spoiled aspect about his eyes and the tough set of his mouth, which suggested he was accustomed to getting his way. His face was puffy and red from the heat, but also, I suspected, from a habit of putting away a quart of beer at breakfast and a bottle of wine at night. He was dressed exceedingly well, in striped linen trousers, a silk waistcoat with polished brass buttons, and a tie as red as the blood seeping through Fleurette’s stockings.

His companions tumbled out of the car and gathered around him as if standing guard. They wore the plain broadcloth suits of working men and carried themselves like rats who weren’t accustomed to being spotted in the daylight. Each of them was unkempt and unshaven, and a few kept their hands in their pockets in a manner that suggested they might be reaching for their knives. I couldn’t imagine where this gang of ruffians had been off to in such a hurry, but I was already beginning to regret that we had been the ones to get in their way.

The driver waved his arms and shouted for the crowd to clear the road. The other men took up his command and started yelling at the onlookers and pushing at them like drunks in a barroom brawl—all but one of them, who backed away and tried to run. He stumbled and the men in the crowd easily took hold of him. With twenty or so people blocking the way, the motor car’s engine sputtered and died, but the shouting and shoving went on.

I couldn’t catch Norma’s eye. She was taking them in, too, the outrage draining from her face as she realized that this gang was trouble.

The shopkeepers, clerks, and drivers of other automobiles now stalled along the curb were all barking orders and pointing fingers at once.

“You’re going to pay these ladies for what you did!” one yelled.

“Their horse spooked!” the driver shouted back. “They ran right in front of us!”

A ripple of dissent rose up. Everyone knew that the horse was never to blame in these collisions. A horse could watch where it was going, but an automobile with an inattentive driver could not. These boys had obviously had something on their minds besides the traffic when they roared into town.

I couldn’t leave Norma to face them by herself. I gave Fleurette a firm pat to keep her planted on the buggy seat and ran around to stand next to Norma. All eyes traveled over to me. As the tallest and the oldest, I must have looked like the responsible party.

There was no one to introduce us, but it was the only way I knew to begin.

“I am Constance Kopp,” I said, “and these are my sisters.”

I addressed the men with all the dignity I could muster, considering that I’d just been upside down in an overturned buggy. The driver of the motor car looked pointedly away as if he couldn’t be bothered to listen to me, and in fact made a great show of behaving as if I weren’t standing right in front of him. I took a breath and spoke louder. “As soon as we settle on the damages, you may be on your way.”

The one who had tried to run away—a tall, thin man with droopy eyes and a prominent front tooth—leaned over and whispered something to the rest of them. They appeared to be making some kind of plan. As he hobbled around to discuss the situation, I saw that his limp was caused by a wooden leg.

The driver of the automobile nodded at his friends and reached for the door handle. He was going to push through the crowd and drive off without a word! Norma started to say something but I held her back.

He pried the door open. Seeing no alternative, I ran over and slammed it shut.

This elicited a satisfied little gasp from the bystanders, who were clearly enjoying themselves. I saw no choice but to press my advantage. I stepped up and stood as tall as I possibly could, which meant that I towered above him considerably. He was about to address my collarbone, but thought better of it and lifted his chin to stare me in the face. His mouth hung open slightly, and as I watched, perfectly round beads of sweat bloomed in even rows above his lip.

“I suppose we may require a new buggy, as you seem to have smashed this one beyond repair,” I said. A pin sprung loose from my hat at that moment and rang like a tiny bell as it hit the gravel. I had to force myself not to look down at it and hoped there were no other pins or fasteners working their way loose, as they could in moments of great agitation like these.

“Get offa my car, lady,” he said between clenched teeth.

I glared down at him. Neither of us moved. “If you refuse to pay, then I must see your license plate,” I declared.

He lifted one brow as if issuing a challenge. At that I marched around to write the plate number in a little notebook I carried in my handbag.

“Don’t bother with this,” Norma said from just behind me. “I don’t like them looking at us.”

“I don’t either, but we need his name,” I said in a low hiss.

“I don’t care to know his name.”

“But I do.”

People were starting to crane their necks to hear us argue. I walked back around to the man and said, “Perhaps you’ll save me the trouble of asking the state of New Jersey for your name and address.”

He looked around at the crowd and, seeing no alternative, leaned toward me. He smelled of hair tonic and (as I’d suspected) liquor and the hard, metallic stench that leaked out of all the factories in town. He spat the particulars at me, releasing a wave of abdominal breath that forced me to take a step back as I wrote them down: Henry Kaufman of Kaufman Silk Dyeing Company on Putnam.

“That will do, Mr. Kaufman,” I said, in a voice loud enough for the others to hear. “You’ll have our invoice in a few days.”

He made no answer but swung back into the driver’s seat. One of his friends gave the engine a hard crank and the motor roared to life. They all climbed aboard and the car lurched ahead, clearing a path through the mob of shoppers. Men held their horses back and mothers pulled their children to the sidewalks as the motor car careened away.

Norma and I watched the dust rise up behind Henry Kaufman’s tires and settle back down again.

“You let them go?” Fleurette said from her perch on our buggy’s broken seat. She had assumed the pose of an audience member at a play and seemed very disappointed in our performance.

“I didn’t want to spend another minute with them,” Norma said. “They’re the worst people I’ve ever seen. And look what they’ve done to your leg.”

“Is it broken?” asked Fleurette, who knew it wasn’t but loved to elicit from Norma one of her gloomy predictions.

“Oh, probably, but we can set the bone ourselves if we have to.”

“I suppose my dancing career is at an end.”

“Yes, I believe it is.”

The livery drivers led a shaky but intact Dolley back to us. What remained of our buggy had been moved to the sidewalk, where it lay in a dozen or so pieces.

“I’m not sure it can be repaired,” one of the liverymen said, “but I could send my stable boy around to the carriage shops to inquire.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that,” Norma said. “Our brother will come and fetch it. He drives a wagon for work.”

“But let’s not involve Francis!” Fleurette protested. “He’ll blame it on my driving.”

I stepped between them, not wanting the liveryman to withdraw his offer of help while we squabbled. “Sir, if you could send your boy to my brother’s place of business, I’d be very grateful.” I wrote down the address of the basket importer where Francis worked.

“I’ll take care of it,” he said. “But how are you girls getting home?”

“Constance and I can walk,” Norma said quickly, “and our little sister will ride.”

I wasn’t sure I could walk. I was already stiff and sore from the crash and it would be past dark by the time we got home. But I was in no mood to debate Norma, so I accepted the man’s offer of a saddle for Dolley. We lifted Fleurette into place and wrapped her injured foot in a flour sack before sliding it into the stirrup. Norma took hold of Dolley’s reins and we shuffled down Market, looking more like refugees from a war than three sisters out shopping for an afternoon.

Ordinarily, I would have considered getting run down by an automobile to be the worst sort of catastrophe that could befall the three of us. But this was not to be an ordinary year.
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THE NEXT MORNING the sun worked past the half-curtained windows and hit the mirror on the wall opposite, casting a blinding light across my bed. Even at that early hour, the air was heavy and unbearably hot. I kicked the blanket away and tried to sit up. As soon as my feet touched the floor I knew I’d been hurt worse than I had realized. My right arm was useless, the shoulder red and hot and bruised so badly that I could hardly bear to move it. With some difficulty I opened the top buttons of my nightgown and slid out of it. I was hardly able to stand, but after a few attempts, I forced myself upright and struggled into the first dress I could find that didn’t require me to raise my arm above my head.

Walking was nearly impossible. My hip felt like it had been pushed out of joint. I couldn’t quite hold myself upright, and every time I put weight on my left leg, my knee cried out in pain.

This was not the soreness of a hard day’s work. It felt more like the aftermath of a beating. I made my way to the hall and kept one hand on the rail as I shuffled downstairs.

I found Fleurette in the kitchen, eating a boiled egg with a spoon.

“Bonjour,” she said. After Mother died last year, Fleurette took to imitating her speech mannerisms. Mother, having grown up in Vienna with a French father and an Austrian mother, spoke French and two distinct styles of German. Fleurette preferred the French for its romantic flourishes. Norma and I found the affectation tiresome, but we had conferred on it and decided to ignore it.

“Let me see your foot.”

She lifted her skirt and presented a badly bandaged ankle. The cloth was stained a rusted brown. I am sorry to admit that it was a stagnation of dried blood, and not our poorly situated pins, that held the bandage in place.

“Ach. We did not take very good care of you last night.”


  “Je pense que c’est cassé.”


“Surely not. Can’t you move it? Stand up.”

Fleurette didn’t move. She picked at her egg cup and kept her eyes down. “Norma said to tell you that Francis—” But before she could finish, there was a rattle at the kitchen door and my brother let himself in.

“Which one of you was driving?” he said. With Mother gone, Francis had taken on the proprietary air of the man of the house, even though he’d been married and living in Hawthorne for years.

Fleurette—who looks people square in the face when she lies to them—turned to Francis and said, “Constance, of course. I’m too young to drive, and Norma was reading the paper.”

“It doesn’t matter who was driving,” I said. “That man aimed his machine directly at us. Dolley could have been killed.”

“I could have been killed,” Fleurette said with a dramatic roll of her eyes. She shifted around in her chair to give Francis a look at the purple bruise emerging just above her knee. He turned away, embarrassed.

“She’ll be fine, won’t she?” he asked, and I nodded. He held the door open and gestured for me to come along for a private scolding and an examination of the wreckage he’d just delivered.

Outside was a wide and airy barn that housed Dolley, an occasional goat or pig, and a dozen or so chickens. The eaves had been extended on one side to accommodate Norma’s pigeon loft. The imbalance between the two sides of the building made it seem in constant danger of losing its footing. Next to it, facing the drive, was the entrance to our root cellar. A few summers ago, Francis had laid the stone walk that led us there.

He spoke in a low voice so Fleurette couldn’t listen in from the kitchen door. “Who is this man, this Harry—what was it?”

“Henry Kaufman,” I said, “of Kaufman Silk Dyeing Company.”

That brought him to a stop as surely as if he’d walked into a wall. He planted his feet and looked down at them with a long and loud exhale. This was a mannerism of our father’s, one I had almost forgotten until Francis reached the age at which exasperation became an everyday emotion. Francis had our father’s light brown hair and his pale Czech features, but where our father had managed to take a high forehead and light, intelligent eyes and make himself into something of a ruffian, Francis took the same features and composed them into those of a serious gentleman, with perfectly slicked and combed hair and a mustache that turned up neatly at the ends.

“He’s a silk man? Are you sure?”

“One can hardly picture him running a factory, but that’s the address he gave. He’s on Putnam with all the others.”

He shook his head and squinted at Norma, who had heard us coming and backed out of her pigeon loft. She took her time locking it behind her. Norma had cut her hair short this spring, insisting on doing it herself and chopping at it until her brown curls framed her face unevenly. In the last few years, she’d taken to wearing riding boots and a split skirt that fell to just above her ankles. In this costume she would climb ladders to repair a gutter or traipse down to the creek to trap a rabbit. Fleurette used to sing a little song to her that went, “Pants are made for men and not for women. Women are made for men and not for pants.” Norma took offense at the song but nonetheless insisted that what she wore could not be considered pants in the least.

“You aren’t hurt,” I said, as she walked up. At least one of us could still move.

“My head aches terribly,” she said, “from listening to Fleurette go on about how she was nearly killed yesterday. She talks too much for a girl who is almost dead.”

“I wondered why she was up so early. She’s been rehearsing her story for Francis.”

“Listen to me, both of you,” Francis said. He put a hand on each of us and led us down the drive to his wagon. “This man Kaufman. What exactly did he say?”

“As little as he could before roaring off in that machine with all his hoodlum friends,” I said, as I reached up with my good arm to help Francis pull the tarpaulin off the back of his wagon. “But I let him know that he should expect—Oh.”

The buggy was a horror of splintered wood and twisted metal. Until now I hadn’t thought about exactly how it had looked when we left it in Paterson, but here it was, this fragile veneer of wood panels and leather and brass fittings that had done so little to shelter us from the force of Henry Kaufman’s automobile.

Norma and I stared at it. It was a wonder we’d survived.

Francis removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t be out here all the time looking after you girls.”

“We haven’t asked you to look after us,” I said. “We only needed our buggy brought here, and that wasn’t too much of a bother, was it?”

“No, but without a man around the place—”

“We haven’t had a man around the place since you married!” I interrupted. “And what difference would it have made? He hit us broadside with his automobile. There was nothing you could have done.”

“It doesn’t matter. You shouldn’t be out here by yourselves,” Francis said, “especially now that you’ve lost your buggy. Wouldn’t you rather stay in town with us?”

“I prefer not to live in a town,” Norma said. “Going to town nearly got us killed yesterday, in case you’ve forgotten. We’re much safer here.”

Francis looked down at his feet again—this had been our father’s way of stopping himself from saying something he didn’t want to say—and worked his jaw back and forth for a minute before giving in. “All right. I’ll take care of the repairs. I know a man in Hackensack who can do it. It looks bad, but I think it can be rebuilt. The gears are fine, and most of the panels came apart at their seams.”

“We can arrange for the repairs,” I said, “and Henry Kaufman will pay for it.”

“You can’t make him pay, and you shouldn’t have anything to do with him,” Francis said. “You know what these men are like. Didn’t you see what they did to the strikers last year?”

Francis didn’t have to remind me. Everyone had seen what happened to the strikers. The mill owners got it into their heads that a worker could operate four looms at a time, instead of two, and do it for ten hours a day instead of eight. Three hundred mills shut down. Factory workers in New York City walked off the job in solidarity. The streets in Paterson were choked with outraged strikers. Even the children who worked as pickers and twisters in the mills took up their placards and marched.

The mill owners used their considerable influence to have the police turn up at rallies and arrest as many people as the jails would hold. When the police were overwhelmed, the silk men hired their own private force. That’s when houses started burning down. That’s when speeches were interrupted by gunshots. That’s when bakeries and butchers were warned not to sell food to the strikers. Eventually the workers were too starved and defeated to do anything but return to their looms.

The silk men behaved as if they owned Paterson. But none of them had the right to run us down in the street and get away with it.

“Mr. Kaufman doesn’t frighten me,” I said. “He will pay what he owes.”
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THAT BUSINESS about us moving in with Francis began on the evening of our mother’s funeral, after a supper of ham sandwiches and pickles and Bessie’s lemon cake. While Norma and Fleurette washed the dishes, I sat with Francis on his back porch and watched him fill his pipe. From the lane behind the house came the sound of his children playing some game whose rules were known only to them, but which seemed to involve tossing a stick through a large metal hoop. I settled into a reed chair next to him and breathed my first calm breath of the day. It did not last.

“You know Bessie and I would love to have you girls come live with us,” Francis said once he’d gotten his tobacco to smolder.

I groaned and kicked my feet up on the porch rail. “That was very unconvincing. Besides, you don’t have room for the brood you’ve already got.”

“Well, the uncles don’t have room for you back in Brooklyn, either. I don’t know where else you’d go.”

There had been a sudden shower after the burial, but the sky had cleared while we were eating our supper. Against the gathering dark the first few stars appeared. I looked up at them and realized that on that night, and forever after, my mother would be sleeping outdoors, under the stars, under her blanket of earth. She despised dirt and rarely went outdoors, and would have been horrified by her new circumstances if she’d given any thought to it at all before buying that burial plot.

“Why do we have to go anywhere?” I said.

“You can’t stay on the farm by yourselves. Three girls, all alone out there?”

“How is that so different from when Mother was alive? Are four girls any better than three?”

If Francis understood that I was teasing him, he didn’t show it. He tapped his pipe and thought seriously about it for a minute. “Well, the only reason you were out there in the first place—”

I leaned over and shushed him when I heard Fleurette in the kitchen. We waited with our heads inclined toward the window, but we couldn’t tell where she’d gone.

Francis lowered his voice. “All I mean to say is that she’s nearly grown now. What are you going to do when she’s ready to go off and get married? Live out there like a couple of old spinsters?”

The idea of Fleurette as a bride sent a jolt through my rib cage. “Marriage? She’s only fourteen! Besides—” Before I could finish, Fleurette’s voice sailed through the window screen.

“I’m fifteen!”

Francis rubbed his eyes and shifted around in his chair to face me. “You girls are my responsibility now, and you should be with us. You could help Bessie around the house, and you could . . .” He trailed off, having exhausted the list of things he thought the three of us could do.

I rose to my feet, shaking out the gray-and-black tweed Fleurette had chosen as my mourning costume, and bent over Francis’s chair.

“We can manage on our own,” I whispered. “And if Bessie needs as much help as you say, we’ll hire out Fleurette for the summer. She needs something to occupy her time.”

“I’m not for hire!” Fleurette shouted.

 

AFTER THAT, Francis turned up every few months with another well-intentioned scheme to guarantee some sort of future for the three of us. The fact that we were unmarried and lacking an income that would keep us for life had not bothered him as much while Mother was alive. But he seemed to feel that he had inherited us when she died. He had grown into the sort of man who worried constantly over his small responsibilities: his snug little house in Hawthorne, his generous and resourceful wife, his secure employment, and his two healthy and well-behaved children. It did not seem to me that he should have any worries at all, but Francis was a man who brooded. Lacking any troubles of a more serious nature, he took to brooding over us.

Most men of his age had an unencumbered female relative or two tucked in an attic bedroom, so he must have seen it as inevitable that he would eventually take on a few as well. He did understand that we would have to be kept occupied, so his schemes always included tedious domestic employment for the three of us.

The house next door to his was put up for sale, and he suggested buying it and having us run it as a boarding house—on his behalf, of course, with the rents going to pay the mortgage. We refused, as we had no interest in becoming boarders in our own boarding house.

He then offered to hire me and Norma to tutor his children, even though they were learning their letters and numbers in school and didn’t require the services of two grown women. Fleurette, he suggested, could take in work as a seamstress. When Francis talked about bringing in other people’s torn and rotten clothing for repair, I just looked at him as if I’d never seen him before and wondered aloud if he remembered anything about the woman who raised him.

That’s not to say that I didn’t worry about what would become of us. We’d tried to find a few tenant farmers, but there was enough land for sale that no one particularly needed to rent from us. We had been forced to sell off a lot every few years just to keep going and were left with an oddly shaped thirty-acre parcel not accessible by any road but Sicomac, where the house was situated. It would be difficult to sell any more of it without building a new road right through our land, and, besides, I thought it best to keep what little land we still owned, as property seemed to be the best insurance against penury in old age.

Norma was terribly attached to the farm and refused to consider going anywhere else. She found rustic living more agreeable and, like many people who prefer the countryside, possessed a disposition that lent itself to living quite a distance from the nearest neighbor. She was distrustful of strangers, impatient of polite talk and frivolous society, indifferent to shops, theaters, and other diversions of city life, and unreasonably devoted to the few things that did interest her: her pigeons, her newspapers, and her family. She wouldn’t leave the farm unless we carried her off. But Francis was right—if Fleurette was to have a future, it surely wouldn’t be out in the countryside, stitching buttonholes and tossing corn to the chickens.

Something would have to be done about the three of us. I was tired of hearing my brother’s ideas, but I hadn’t any of my own. I did know this: a run-in with an automobile was not to be taken as evidence of our inability to look after ourselves. It was nothing but a mundane business matter and I would manage it without any assistance from Francis.
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  July 16, 1914



 


  Misses Constance, Norma, and Fleurette Kopp




  Sicomac Road




  Wyckoff, New Jersey



 


  Dear Mr. Kaufman,



 


  I write to supply you with an accounting of the damages inflicted upon our buggy by you and your automobile on the afternoon of July 14. The damages visited upon my sisters and I are considerable as well. Dear Fleurette is but fifteen years of age and now suffers from a badly broken foot and a dread of motor carriages which will no doubt impede her advancement into the coming engine-powered age. But I confine myself at present to the harm done to our buggy.




	4 (four) hickory spokes @ $1 each, cracked: $4


	1 (one) carriage lamp, smashed: $3


	1 (one) whip socket, dislodged and lost in the commotion: $1


	1 (one) oak panel, splintered to bits: $8


	1 (one) complete hood assembly, bent beyond repair: $10


	Assembly and re-attachment of disparate pieces: $24


	Total (due in full promptly upon receipt, as we are at present without a buggy): $50



 

  We appreciate your prompt payment by return post. We remain,



 


  Yours in a state of caution along our town’s ever more crowded avenues,




  Misses Constance, Norma, and Fleurette Kopp



 

“I am not afraid of automobiles,” said Fleurette from the divan.

“Of course you are,” I said. “Now, be quiet and rest your foot.”

“I can rest my foot without being quiet.”

“Those figures are too high,” said Norma. “He won’t take it seriously and he’ll throw it in the trash.”

“I’m including the time for a hired man to work on it,” I said.

“I don’t recall anything about a hired man. Read it again,” said Norma.

“Don’t,” said Fleurette. “I’m tired of Mr. Kaufman.”

“Then I’ll post it.”

“I’m not fifteen, either,” said Fleurette.

I thought it should’ve been obvious to her that fifteen was a more tender age than sixteen and the violation therefore more grievous.

Fleurette grumbled and shifted in the silk peignoir she’d chosen for her convalescence. A pattern of peacock feathers ran along the collar, which she thought made her look glamorous. We’d been overindulging her since Mother’s death, and I realized I would have to put a stop to that. Her taste for luxurious fabrics alone was going to ruin us.

I rose with some difficulty to get a stamp. My shoulder had calmed considerably since the collision, but every morning brought a fresh insult: an ankle that couldn’t take my weight, a rib that cried out when I took a breath. Fleurette couldn’t get her foot into a shoe, which made her something of an invalid. It fell to Norma to look after both of us and go out for whatever supplies we needed. Without our buggy, she had the choice of taking a long walk in hot weather to the trolley in Wyckoff, or saddling Dolley and riding her in. Naturally, she chose the latter. She’d already been as far as Paterson and back twice in the last few days, balancing a basket of pigeons on Dolley’s rump and releasing them along the way.

For years Norma had been entranced with the idea of carrier pigeons and their utility in transmitting messages between people living in the countryside, or soldiers at war, or doctors wishing to monitor the progress of far-flung patients (the idea being that a doctor would leave several pigeons with his patient, to be dispatched at intervals with reports of the patient’s progress). Telegraph and telephone wires would never stretch far enough to reach everyone who needed to send a message, she reasoned, and could not be trusted for the transmission of private information anyway, because the operator was privy to every word. But a properly trained and equipped pigeon, released hundreds of miles away, would fly a direct course at great speed, through storms or enemy fire, to bring a message home.

To prove this point, Norma was in the habit of taking her pigeons as far away from home as she could and sending them back with tiny missives strapped to their legs. Having no news of any importance to relate to us so soon after leaving the house, she sent us newspaper clippings instead. Norma read half a dozen papers every day and took it as her moral obligation to have an opinion on all the doings in northern New Jersey, not to mention New York and the rest of the world. She spent the better part of every evening with her newspapers, stashing clippings in drawers all over the house for future use. It was not unusual for one of us to go looking for the sugar or a pincushion and instead find an announcement titled “Diplomat’s Wife Impaled on Fence.”

She rigged up a tripwire in the pigeon loft so that a bell would ring near our front door when a bird arrived carrying the news of the day, as selected by Norma for its dramatic nature or the instruction it might offer. Variations on “Girl Fined for Disorderly Housekeeping” arrived any time I failed to do my part of the washing up. “Large Percentage of Women Recklessly Follow Prevailing Fashions Without Knowing Why” was delivered after Norma objected to Fleurette’s silk tunic embroidered with birds of paradise, her attempt to copy the fashions of Paris. “The Morals of a Woman Are Read in Her Gowns” came the next ominous message.

Fleurette devised a way to get revenge by replacing each objectionable headline with one of her own and leaving it for Norma to find. Norma would discover “Piles Quickly Cured at Home” tied to her pigeon’s leg band, or “Imbecile Sister Reported Missing.”

Although Mother hated the birds and wouldn’t go near the pigeon loft, she had encouraged Norma’s interest in them, believing that girls should have hobbies that kept them entertained and close to home. She made no secret of the fact that she hoped raising baby birds would encourage a mothering instinct in Norma that would lead her to marriage and children. Exactly how Norma would find a husband, living out in the countryside as we did, was never explained. And Mother seemed oblivious to the fact that Norma was so opinionated, so argumentative, and so set in her ways that no man would ever dare take up with her. It didn’t help that Norma had all the girlish charm of a boulder and had never shown the slightest interest in romantic love or child rearing. Mother had been right that pigeons made a good pastime, but Norma was in no danger of becoming engaged as a result.

At least Norma had some satisfactory means of occupying herself. I found the demands of farm life to be dull and unnecessarily difficult. When Francis married and moved into town several years ago, Norma happily took charge of the barn and its occupants. Fleurette kept up with the sewing and the washing, and the three of us took turns at cooking. I was left with the disagreeable task of weeding and watering the vegetable garden. I hated spending all that time bent over in the dirt for a basket of wormy cabbages. All I ever wished for was a good clean job in an office and a salary that would allow me to purchase a cabbage if I wanted one, which I didn’t think I would.

There was a time when I tried to find a life for myself away from the farm. First I sent away for a course to study to be a nurse, but Mother, with her dread of filth and disease, was so horrified by the idea that I had to put it aside. Then I took up a course in law, having heard that there was a woman lawyer in New Brunswick and thinking I could petition to join her firm. Believing this line of work would force me into close quarters with criminals and drunks, Mother was even less pleased. I completed my coursework nonetheless, but when the time came to send it back to New York and request the next lesson, my papers were gone. Mother would not admit to it, but I knew she took them.

Now I was starting to wonder if I would live my whole life out here. I worried that I was destined to die in the same bed my mother had died in, leaving behind nothing but a cellar full of parsnips and uneven rows of stitches along cuffs and collars that nobody even remembered me making.

 

WE WAITED A WEEK for a response to our letter. There was enough nursing to keep me occupied, and to make me wish I’d taken that medical course. Twice a day I washed and bandaged Fleurette’s foot, hardly daring to press too hard against it to feel for broken bones. She insisted that we not send for Dr. Winter, a musty old man with watery eyes and hands that shook as they reached for his patients’ unclothed limbs. I didn’t blame her for wanting to keep him away. But all I could do was clean her scrapes and scratches and require her to rest. This meant that I also had to bring her meals on a tray and answer a little bell she’d found in our sewing basket and kept on hand to ring whenever she was thirsty or tired or bored, which was most of the time.

The only place I could go to escape the sound of that bell was Mother’s old room, which stood exactly as it had on the day she died, with her robe still hanging on the closet door and her hairbrush still on the dresser, a few wiry white hairs rising from it.

For months I couldn’t go into her room at all. But lately I’d taken to slipping in when I wouldn’t be noticed, and sitting on the edge of her bed the way I did when she was sick. During the last few days of her life her eyes would often flutter open, seeing nothing, and remain locked in a gaze that never shifted. I had to put a mirror to her mouth to make sure she was still breathing. I spent hours on the edge of that bed, watching her drift close to death and rise away from it, over and over.

The bed, which had belonged to her mother, was an old-fashioned heavy antique brought over from Austria, with rosettes of carved walnut along the headboard that served no purpose other than to gather dust. As I sat gingerly on the edge, the sheets crackling with starch, I realized that no one had been in to clean in months. It was Fleurette’s job to dust, which explains why it accumulated in our house the way it did.

The walls were papered in a pale green and white pattern of chrysanthemums that had faded terribly and started to lift away, revealing cracked plaster and horsehair. Something would have to be done about this room. Even Mother—with her dread of change and her attachment to tradition and the heavy dark rituals of grief—would surely not object to me dismantling this shrine to her final years and making something useful of it. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it yet. For years I just wanted to be free of her, and now I found myself clinging to the only traces of her that remained.

Fleurette always addressed Mother in French, but I knew that Mother preferred the German of her girlhood in Austria. I would never hear the language spoken in this house again if I didn’t continue to whisper it to her.


  “Mama, wär es nicht endlich Zeit, dass wir was mit Deinem Zimmer machen?”


I received no answer. Perhaps Mother didn’t care what happened to her room. I took a deep breath. Her violet-scented powder still hung in the air. From somewhere downstairs a door slammed, and Fleurette, having given up on her bell, hollered my name.

It had always been Mother’s responsibility to answer to Fleurette’s demands. “Geh amal nachschaun, was sie will?” I asked her.

But Mother didn’t volunteer to go. I rose and closed the door quietly behind me.
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“TRY THE PLUMS,” Fleurette said at breakfast a few days later.

Norma ignored her and kept her eyes on her newspaper.

“Just one. Just a bite.” Fleurette took her butter knife and cut out a perfect triangle of toast and plum preserves. She slid it onto Norma’s plate.

“Look,” she whispered. “C’est tout violet.”

Norma rattled her newspaper and put it between herself and the offending toast.

“That’s more red than purple,” I said, sitting down across from them. “You’ll never win at this.”

Fleurette giggled and took her toast back.

The long-standing and largely one-sided feud between Norma and Fleurette over the regal hue of their breakfast condiments began years ago, when Norma absentmindedly reached for a jar of pickled red cabbage and spooned it onto her toast. After the initial shock, she found that she liked it a great deal and continued to eat it, every morning, for the rest of her life thus far. Fleurette was only seven or eight when this began and couldn’t understand how anyone could eat such a disagreeable food for breakfast. She asked Norma about it so often that one day Norma finally said, “Because it’s purple, of course. Didn’t you know that eating purple food at breakfast increases one’s height by two inches over a lifetime? It’s why we’re all so much taller than you.”

She waved her newspaper around as if to suggest that she’d read it from a place of authority, adding, “If only there was anything more purple than pickled cabbage, I’d eat that instead.”

Fleurette didn’t know how to tell when Norma was making a joke—none of us did, really, even all these years later—and took the challenge seriously, presenting Norma with any purple food she could find in the morning: jams and preserves, violet pastilles, blueberries and grapes. Every now and then, she resumed the old feud again out of habit. But so far, she’d failed. Not even plum preserves could match the brilliance of Norma’s cabbage.

That’s just how it was with Norma: once she approved of a thing, she adopted it to the exclusion of everything else. If she believed pickled cabbage and toast to be the best breakfast, it would be a betrayal of her principles to eat jam and porridge. If a pair of boots suited her, they became the only style she wore. I’d only ever seen one book on her nightstand (The Practical Pigeon: A Complete Treatise on Training, Breeding, Flying and Uses of Winged Messengers) and suspected that she had read it hundreds of times, having found none better.

At breakfast I read aloud my second letter to Henry Kaufman. Before I got past the salutation, Norma interrupted.

“I don’t like this Kaufman,” she said.

“Well, of course you don’t like him,” Fleurette said. “None of us do.”

“What I mean to say is that I don’t like us writing letters to him,” Norma said. “We shouldn’t be carrying on a correspondence with a man like that.”

“It’s an invoice, not a correspondence,” I said. “And this will be the last one. I’ll go and collect from him myself if he doesn’t reply.”

“But do you not agree with me that we shouldn’t . . .”

“Norma! He owes us the money.” Fifty dollars was no small sum to us. We lived on about six hundred a year, and because we were relying mostly on savings, that fifty dollars took one month of independence away from our dwindling funds. I rattled the paper and began again.

 


  July 23, 1914



 


  Misses Constance, Norma, and Fleurette Kopp




  Sicomac Road




  Wyckoff, New Jersey



 


  Dear Mr. Kaufman,




  I trust you have received our invoice for the damages inflicted upon our buggy as a result of the collision with your automobile on July 14. The amount owed remains the same. The buggy remains in a state of disrepair. Anticipating that you are a busy man whose bookkeeper undoubtedly falls behind in his work when business is brisk, I will present myself at your place of business next Tuesday to collect in full if we have not yet received the fifty dollars owed. Until then, I remain,



 


  Yours in a state of cautious expectation,




  Miss Constance Kopp



 

“It’s best not to criticize a man’s bookkeeper,” Norma said without looking up from her newspaper.

“I was only offering an explanation for his failure to respond.”

“You wouldn’t like that, if you were his bookkeeper.” She noticed a strand of pickled cabbage on the back of her hand and flicked it onto her plate.

“I wouldn’t like much of anything if I were Mr. Kaufman’s bookkeeper,” I said, signing my name to the letter.

 

I MAILED THE LETTER on a Thursday. When no reply arrived by the morning post on Tuesday, I readied myself for a visit to Paterson.

“Are we going to town?” Fleurette said when she saw me in my hat.

“I am,” I said. “I have business to do. You’re not well enough yet.”

“But I haven’t left the house in ages.” She flopped into a stuffed chair in our sitting room. She’d wrapped herself in a Japanese shawl and pinned her hair into a complex arrangement of cascading glossy curls, held together somehow by an enormous red silk poppy. The bandage had just come off her foot, and to celebrate her newly liberated appendage, she was wearing ballet slippers.

“Read a book,” I said. “Help Norma in the kitchen if you’re feeling so much better.”

More moaning. More flopping about on the chair. I wished for the hundredth time that we had treated Fleurette less like a curiosity, an exotic bird nesting in our chimney, and more like a child in need of instruction.

I left her to issue her protests to an empty room and went outside to saddle Dolley for the trip into town. Dolley was not happy to see me coming. I was built like a farmer, even taller and broader than my brother. I looked ridiculous on a horse. But there would be no other way to get around until our buggy was repaired.

Norma had been in the barn all morning, mucking out the chicken coop and spreading fresh straw in the horse stall. It smelled of sweet, dry grass. She’d given Dolley a good brushing and was checking her hooves when I walked in. She ran a hand down the mare’s leg until the hoof lifted off the ground for inspection. Animals instinctively trusted Norma. She’d held every sort of claw or hoof or paw.

“I spoke to that boy at the dairy who fixes their wagons,” Norma said when she saw me. “He says it can be put back together. He’ll come over in the evenings and do the job.”

I didn’t say anything. I pulled the saddle off the wall and Norma helped me cinch it into place.

“Mr. Kaufman isn’t going to pay, and we’ll still have to get our buggy repaired,” Norma said. “That boy has all the tools, and he’s just down the road.”

There was no point in arguing over it. Living this far out of town was dull enough without a means of escape. We couldn’t all ride Dolley. “All right. Have him keep a record of his expenses,” I said, “and make sure it comes to fifty dollars.”

Norma finished her inspection of Dolley’s hooves and walked her out of the barn. “We don’t go around demanding money from strange men,” she said, as she watched me hoist myself up.

“This is an exception,” I said.

“Well, then we shouldn’t make exceptions,” Norma replied, and trudged off to pump water for the chickens.

 

THE KAUFMAN SILK DYEING COMPANY sat along the railroad tracks among a string of other dyers, warpers, and winders, bleach works, jacquard card cutters, and suppliers of dyestuffs and intermediates—all housed in low brick buildings that turned their backs to the street. The windows sat high enough off the ground to prevent anyone from looking in, but I could hear the sounds of industry from within: the clattering of machines, the sloshing of dye in tubs, and voices calling to one another in German, Italian, French, Polish—every language but English.

Delivery wagons had worn deep ruts in the street. Dolley picked her way around them, and I watched the small signs stenciled across the metal doors at each factory until we came to Henry Kaufman’s. I heaved myself out of the saddle without any finesse and lashed Dolley to a post. She tossed her head and snorted to let me know she was happy to see me go.

Inside, the coppery sulfuric stench of the dyes hit me with such force that I had to close my eyes and grope blindly for a handkerchief. I coughed and choked and fought the urge to take a deep breath, not wanting to draw any more of it into my lungs. I couldn’t swallow and my vision was so clouded with tears that I could hardly make out the dim figures around me. I almost backed out the door and went home.

Finally I composed myself and saw that I was standing at the edge of a factory floor, looking down a row of enormous troughs, with two or three men attending to each of them. Steam rose up from the troughs and floated to the broad wooden beams overhead. The dye lay in bright pools at the workers’ feet, and to protect their feet they wore wooden clogs stained in shades of deep midnight blue and a bright pink the color of peppermint candy. Everywhere the dye met another color it turned a blackish gray. It took two men to hoist the skeins of silk out of the troughs on their metal poles, and when they did, the dye ran down their arms and into their shirtsleeves. A troupe of girls and young boys pushed brooms around the edges of the room, sloshing the runoff into drains, and a few of them wheeled carts piled high with raw silk. Off to one side, a row of wringers were in constant motion, clattering and groaning as the workers fed the wet skeins through them.

A few men looked up at me through the steam but no one said anything. To my right was a long, windowed wall dividing the office from the factory floor. I lifted my skirt and walked over to try the door but it was locked. Through one of the windows, a secretary looked up from her desk and seemed to be considering what to do with me. Finally she rose and led me in.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” I said. “I’m here to see Mr. Henry Kaufman.”

She ushered me through the door and closed it quickly behind us, which seemed to have more to do with keeping the malicious odor out than an eagerness to invite me in.

“Your name?” She spoke with a brisk efficiency. She wore a smartly tailored navy suit with a long plain skirt and a trim jacket, and her hair was tied in a tight bun. After resuming her post behind the desk, she looked at me over the top of delicate gold spectacles and waited for me to explain myself.

I said my name and told her that I had come to deliver an invoice for damages to our buggy. She held her hand out as if she was in the habit of receiving such invoices daily. I gave it to her and she laid it across her blotter, smoothed the folds, and read it slowly. Then she looked up at me with an expression that I could not read. It might have been sorrow or shock or deep skepticism.

“Henry did this,” she said, mostly to herself.

“He claimed that our horse ran in front of him, but everyone along Market saw the accident, and he is most certainly the one who ran into us.”

She waved her hand to silence me. “I don’t doubt your story. Are you sure this took place on the fourteenth?”

She glanced up at me and I nodded.

With a sigh she handed the letter back to me. “He was supposed to meet with our banker. He told me a tire burst.”

She dropped her head into her hands and muttered something I couldn’t hear.

“Forgive me for saying—”

“Oh,” she interrupted, “you’re forgiven. What is it?”

“With the company he was keeping, I don’t believe he was on his way to visit a banker.”

She gave another long, aggrieved exhalation and pushed herself to her feet. “Have you any brothers, Miss Kopp?”

“Just one,” I said.

“Is yours as much trouble as mine?”

“Henry Kaufman is your brother?” I said. “I’m sorry. I thought you were the secretary.”

“I am, according to the letterhead. Marion Garfinkel. My husband’s Ed Garfinkel. We’re in town from Pittsburgh to try to sort out the mess Henry’s made of our factory.” Before I could say another word, she turned and yelled in the direction of a closed door across the room.

“Henry!”

In addition to her desk, there were three others, all occupied by young women working at typewriters and ledger books. The girls ducked down when she shouted. The door didn’t open.

Through gritted teeth she muttered, “If he ignores me one more time—” and marched over to his office. Without turning around to look at me again, she called, “Stay there.”

She rapped at the door and rattled the knob. When it didn’t open, she fumbled around for a ring of keys at her waist and let herself in. “Henry, there’s a girl out here who says—” Then the door slammed behind her, and I heard nothing but muffled shouting.

I fidgeted with my handbag and tried to ignore the curious glances of the other girls. Dolley had been waiting unattended long enough, and I just wanted to hand him my invoice and leave. The shouting had ceased from inside Henry Kaufman’s office. I picked up my letter from Mrs. Garfinkel’s desk and crossed the room, giving the door a quiet knock.

It swung open. Marion appeared to be on her way out, but she stepped aside and swept her arm into the room, inviting me to enter, her lips pinched together in a kind of forced smile.

“My brother doesn’t recall the incident,” she said crisply.

“But I—”

“Tell him yourself, then.”

I had the uneasy feeling that I was being sent in to prove a point, although I couldn’t imagine what that point might be. I took one hesitant step inside and Marion slammed the door behind me. I could hear her shoes clicking across the floor as she hurried to her station.

Behind an enormous oak desk sat Henry Kaufman in yet another elegant suit, his hair slicked back the way men wore it if they were going out for the evening. But with that round, soft face, he looked more like a child trying to dress like his father. He couldn’t have been much younger than me—thirty, perhaps—but he had the pampered manner of a boy who had been too long at boarding school. He would’ve seemed entirely harmless if there hadn’t been a cold distance in his eyes and an angry set to his mouth. Here in this factory, he seemed like a man who didn’t want what he had, but also didn’t have exactly what he wanted.

And in leather chairs all around the room were his friends, his unsavory, no-good friends. There was the droopy-eyed man with the wooden leg, slumped over in a brown suit that was two sizes too big for him, and a beefy character with arms like stovepipes and the broadest set of chins I’d ever seen. The rest were lean and angular types who each seemed to have lost something in a fight: one lacked a third finger on his left hand, one was missing a patch of hair above his ear, and another wore a milky glass eye. They all held cards in their hands, and a bottle of whiskey sat on the table between them.

I wanted out of that room.

“Oh, you’re the one,” Henry Kaufman said. “She came in here talking about a girl wanting money and I told her it could have been half of New Jersey.”

The other men snickered and drew on their cigarettes.

I stood a little straighter and looked down at him with what I hoped was a calm and dignified air. “Then you remember me. I am Constance Kopp, and—”

“And these are your sisters,” he sneered. “Or haven’t you brought them along? Who is the youngest one? Fleurette?”

I felt a little sick when he said her name. “We haven’t had a reply to our letters,” I said, “so I’ve brought you another one. You owe us fifty dollars for the damages to our buggy, and I will take payment now.”

He didn’t accept the letter I held out for him, so I stepped forward and dropped it on his desk.

“I’ll just speak to your father about this,” he said. “Is his business here in Paterson? Or does he . . .” He picked up the envelope and examined our return address. “Or does he work on your farm in Wyckoff?”

He had our address. I should have asked him to make payment at our bank. In spite of the heat, I went very cold.

“You live on Sicomac Road? Down by the dairy?”

He came around the desk and stood right in front of me, easing his shoulder between me and the doorway, drawing a low whistle from one of the men. Henry Kaufman may have been a head shorter than me, but he was stout and powerfully built. He smelled of whiskey, and again of hair tonic and his own factory.

“I’m sure I can find it,” he said in a low voice. “When I get there, tell me, through which window may I find Miss Fleurette’s bedroom?”

He looked over at his friends and they laughed.
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