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For Judy, Danny, and Noah and the dogs, past and present, that have graced our lives: Albie, Salina, Jamba, and Tot…

… and for Mary Levy Goldiner, Annie’s granddaughter, who, when we first met by telephone more than fifteen years ago, introduced herself by saying, “Peter, this is your long lost cousin, Mary.”






Written for Mary,

October 6–November 6, 1947,

New York, New York

Do not open before August 31, 1961 (your 30th birthday).

—scrawled on a large manila envelope found shortly after the writer’s death from a stroke on November 11, 1947








One

Dearest Mary,

I’m an old woman now. Exactly how old depends on which of the many stories I’ve told over the years you choose to believe, for I have not always been the most reliable witness to the events of my own life.

I was born in Boston on Christmas Day of 1876. Or perhaps Boston in 1873. Or maybe it was Pennsylvania that same year. Or Poland in 1871. Or Russia in 1869. The official records of my life—the various birth certificates of my children (your mother, aunts, and uncle), my marriage registration, census records, and the like—could be used to prove any of these. But I will tell you this: my parents, your great-grandparents, came to this country from a village near Riga, Latvia, then part of the Russian Empire, in 1875, and I came with them. I was five years old.

When I was a young woman, I did some wild things and they had disturbing consequences for our family, but we’ll come to that. I had four siblings, including a twin brother Jacob, but he was born five years after me. Jake, as we called him, died on Boston Common on May 12, 1894, after an argument with our father Levi. He flew out of the house, got drunk, fell asleep, and froze to death… in mid-May. But my father died in 1887, seven years earlier, as did my mother, just two months after my father. Be patient. I will explain.

When you were a little girl I told you bedtime stories about a bicycle trip I made as a young woman, and, as children do, you had a million questions and always wanted to know more. Rooted in a real experience, those stories became more and more outlandish as we added new adventures and new characters over the years. We traveled together in our imaginations to far-off, mysterious lands and met all kinds of colorful and sometimes dangerous characters. We created a world known to just the two of us, and what fun we had in that private world! As you became a teenager, story time became more of a conversation between two women, one grown old and another on the cusp of adulthood. With less imagination and more memory, you learned over the years the outline of the journey I had made as a young woman, but I left much unsaid that I want to say to you now. But some of what I am about to tell you would be hard for a young girl of sixteen to understand, which is why I hope your mother, to whom I plan to deliver this for safekeeping, has honored my request that it not be given to you until your thirtieth birthday or, if she doesn’t live to that day, that you have honored my request that it not be opened until then.



When my parents died in early 1887, it fell to my older brother, your great-uncle Bennett, then twenty-one, and me, barely seventeen, to care for our younger brother Jake, age ten, and our baby sister Rosa, who was just eight years of age. The eldest sibling, my sister Sarah, had married and moved to Maine. Jacob was not my twin, and he obviously didn’t freeze to death in the month of May after fighting with our father, but it was a story I told often, even to you, to test the credulity of people. I’m sorry you never met your great-uncle Jacob; he had an innate gentleness about him.

The next year, 1888, almost a year to the day after my mother passed away, I married your grandfather, Simon “Max” Kopchovsky, a simple peddler, who, at twenty-six years of age, was several years my senior. I was still a young woman, just in my late teens, but it was not uncommon for girls to marry at that age back then. My parents arranged the marriage, my father having met Grandpa at shul.

Our first child, Bertha Malkie, was born in December of that year. We called her Mollie, but we never told you about her, and unless your mother has shared the secret, her existence will be news to you when you read this. She died when she was just twenty-three. Well, she was dead to me anyway.

Your aunt Libbie, our second child, was born in March 1891. And your uncle Simon, named for his father, unusual in a Jewish family, was born in May 1892. Barely out of my teens, I had three children of my own to take care of, and my younger brother and younger sister, too. Your mother Frieda, born in 1897, was our youngest.

In the early 1890s, we were living in a tiny third-floor apartment in one of the tenements that lined Spring Street in Boston’s West End. The West End in those days was a community of many tongues: Hebrew, German, Polish, Italian, Yiddish, Portuguese, and several others. It was a veritable Tower of Babel. There were even many Negro families in the neighborhood, and Irish, too.

Running errands, if the weather was warm and the tenement windows thrown open to catch the sea breeze, I could smell the pasta sauces, the boiled cabbage and the corned beef, the chicken broth and the pierogis. In every apartment were people who had come to America from all corners of the world, and who crowded into its cities and slums with their undiminished optimism about life in America.

About a third of Boston’s Jews lived in the neighborhood; most, like Grandpa, were devout and Orthodox. Grandpa spent most of his life in shul, while I tended to the children as most Jewish mothers did. We Jews prized family and education above all, and it was expected that I, as a Jewish mother, would attend to nothing else.

But it wasn’t enough for me. I wasn’t put on the earth to spend my life cooking and cleaning and changing diapers. It seemed like every year I had another baby under my apron. Life was full of drudgery.

The sounds and smells of the neighborhood tempted me. There was a big, wide world beyond the banks of the Charles River, and I wanted to see it and smell it and taste it.



One day, about a week after Valentine’s Day 1894, I’d been shopping for Shabbat dinner—a brisket of beef, some potatoes, and, a miracle for February, even a sad-looking cabbage. The streets were icy, and the wind stiff off the ocean. A perfectly miserable day in what was always a perfectly miserable month in Boston. Just as I approached the front door of our building I slipped on the icy cobblestones, and the groceries went skidding halfway across the street. I wasn’t hurt—well, maybe my pride a little—and I gathered the groceries, whisked myself inside, and sat on the first-floor landing to collect myself. I was exhausted, physically and emotionally.

Unlike almost every other woman I knew, I had a job, part-time, outside the house. It was scandalous in a small way, and though no one had the nerve to say it to my face, all our Jewish neighbors thought my working was a dereliction of duty and inappropriate. You’d have thought I was running a charnel house out of our apartment. But three days a week, for eight hours a day, I went door-to-door to businesses in downtown Boston selling advertising space in several of the Boston newspapers. My brother Bennett was a newspaperman, and though he was dubious about it, I pressured him into helping me get the job. Truth be told, we needed the money. Grandpa had a little cart from which he peddled sundries, but really his full-time job was prayer. If nothing changed, the life that lay ahead would be spent in housework and borderline poverty. And things were hard in 1894. President Cleveland was presiding over what came to be called the Panic of 1893, an economic depression that would last until 1897. Grandpa wasn’t much of a breadwinner, and I wanted to work. I liked to work. But it was also a necessity. Still, I believed I was destined for bigger and better things.

By the way, early in his first term as president, in the late 1880s, Cleveland’s sister, Rose Elizabeth, served as unofficial First Lady of the United States, for the president was then a bachelor. There were whispers even then that Miss Cleveland, who went by “Libby,” preferred the intimate company of women. The chatter intensified when she was seen regularly with a Massachusetts woman, Evangeline Simpson. (When Evangeline died in 1930, she requested to be buried in Italy next to Libby.) It all had a whiff of scandal about it, but ever since I was a young girl of about fifteen, I admired Libby. I would read about her performing her duties as First Lady in the newspapers. Over the years, when rumors about her sexuality would surface, I took a quiet satisfaction in it. Why shouldn’t a woman be free to love another woman? In my experience, men are no bargain. It’s not a coincidence that I named my second daughter, born in 1891, Libbie, though we spelled it a little differently.

As I sat on the first-floor landing on that frigid February day, the question rattling around inside me, though it was not yet fully formed and I could not have stated it with the clarity I am able to now, was whether my life’s story as a woman already had been largely written for me. Was it already written, too, for the two young girls to whom I was now struggling to be a mother? Could a woman step from the line? Could she control her own life and body? Could she dance while others sat up straight and proper? This is why women like Nellie Bly, Susan B. Anthony, and Annie Oakley were so fascinating to me and millions of women of the time. They got us thinking about what was possible. I was particularly taken with Nellie Bly, and as I sat there in the cold hallway of the apartment building, my mind landed, as it so often did, on a story I had followed as a young woman with bated breath as it unfolded regularly in the pages of the New York World newspaper.

The World was the most sensational and widely read newspaper of the day, copies of which would usually arrive in Boston a day late. The World reported the serious news, but there were also stories of the bizarre rituals of African tribes, two-headed children, miracle cures, and other curiosities. Those sections of the paper were like the freak show at the circus. And were they ever delicious!

The World was the crown jewel in the newspaper empire of the great Joseph Pulitzer, and they were the first to have a celebrity woman writer, a woman of considerable gumption and daring who would go to great lengths for a story. Once, she even had herself committed to a mental hospital so she could write about it from the inside. That was Nellie Bly—at least that’s what she called herself. She was born was Elizabeth Cochran.

When I was in my late teens, in 1889, Bly undertook the most amazing stunt of her career, and it made her very, very famous. She set out to travel all the way around the world and get back to where she started, Jersey City, in fewer than eighty days. Some years before, the author Jules Verne had published a series of articles that would become his famous book Around the World in Eighty Days, in which a man named Phileas Fogg sets out, on a bet, to prove that a traveler could, by ordinary conveyance, circumnavigate the globe in eighty days.

Well, Nellie Bly’s brainstorm was that she could make a faster circuit of the earth than the venerable Mr. Fogg and that the attempt could be a lucrative publicity stunt for Mr. Pulitzer, who would fund the mission and publish her accounts in serial form in his newspaper. And so it was that I, like nearly every other American who could read, followed her adventures with barely contained excitement, wishing desperately that I, then of tender years, could be like her. After all, since arriving in Boston as a little girl, I had rarely been beyond the city limits.

Bly’s around-the-world trip made her an international star. When she had finished her record journey, not only did she publish a book about it, but McLoughlin Brothers turned her adventure into a popular board game, Round the World with Nellie Bly, a game that became one of my most prized possessions.

With my groceries still in my lap, I was abruptly jolted back to the present when the letter carrier came in the front door to leave the day’s mail. The children were upstairs, in the apartment below ours, being watched by my sister-in-law Baila, Bennett’s wife, who had two small children of her own. She often watched your little aunts and uncle when I was at work or at the markets, and Jake and Rosa were at school or attending to their studies. Thank God.

Anyway, I collected myself and trudged up another flight of stairs to gather the children, and then another to begin getting dinner ready. I was most unhappy with my life, and a wave of melancholy washed over me. Such moods were becoming increasingly common and unnervingly severe, and there were times when I feared they might overwhelm me completely, that I might drown under their weight. There were even times when I felt such drowning would be a welcome relief. My friend Susie, to whom I will introduce you shortly, was my only escape and all that stood between me and a fall into the darkness.



Unbeknownst to me, at around the same time I was enduring yet another day of domestic “bliss,” a group of men, distinguished gentlemen of wealth and industry, were gathered around a large fireplace inside the Algonquin Club on Commonwealth Avenue in the city’s Back Bay neighborhood. No Jews allowed, of course. All the city’s movers and shakers belonged to the exclusive, cigar-smoke-filled club, which occupied a large brownstone building appointed with thick leather chairs, dark mahogany walls, and butlers who would glide silently about the place catering to the whims of the members.

Colonel Albert Pope was one of the club’s best-known members. Pope had been a manufacturer of sewing and other small machines but in more recent years had turned his sights to a vastly more lucrative market: bicycles.

The bicycle craze had started in Europe, mainly in France and England, and spread to the States. But it caught on in a big way with the invention in the 1880s of the “safety” bicycle. Unlike its predecessor, known as the “penny-farthing” in Britain and the “ordinary” in the States, the safety had wheels of identical size and a chain drive that made the bicycle much safer and easier to ride than those machines with the huge front wheel and the tiny back wheel, a contraption so awkward it was difficult just to mount, let alone ride without killing yourself. There were few women athletes in those days, and a handful of them raced those ungainly machines, but as a recreational tool, the bicycle, for many reasons, was off-limits to women. It was considered unladylike for a woman to be seen in public exerting herself on a bicycle or, God forbid, exposing her ankles in the process. The moralists, often backed up by the testimony of medical men, argued that riding a bicycle, which brought a woman’s private parts—oh, let’s call them what they are, you’re a grown woman now—genitals in contact with the saddle, would be sexually stimulating to women, and lead to all kinds of moral decay. It may be hard to believe today, in 1947, but some clever fellow even invented what they called a “hygienic” saddle with a space cut out so a woman’s genitals would hover above open space rather than touch the saddle. You’d have thought that women on bicycles was the end of femininity and a harbinger of the decline of Western civilization itself! Such folly.

For the most part, women didn’t listen, and they were purchasing bicycles in droves. And before you knew it, the bicycle had become a symbol of women’s emancipation. In 1895, Frances Willard, who founded the largest women’s organization in history, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, learned, at the advanced age of fifty-three, to ride a bicycle, and she wrote a little book about it in which she explained why, amid the boom in bicycling among men and women, she took up riding: “I wanted to help women to a wider world from pure natural love of adventure—a love long hampered and impeded, and from a love of acquiring this new implement of power and literally putting it underfoot.” I like to think I inspired Willard to make that statement, but, again, I’m getting ahead of myself.

I loved that little book, and it’s been in the top drawer of my dresser for years. I must have read it a hundred times, and I told your mother that when I die I want you to have it. That little book meant so much to me. When you finish reading this I think you will know why.

At that gathering inside the Algonquin Club, the conversation turned to one of the great debates of the day: the status of women. For years, women had been organizing around the right to vote and were trying to assert themselves in new ways in society. Long under the domination of men, women were yearning for greater autonomy and to be treated as equals. The press even coined a new term for these women: a woman who pushed the boundaries was deemed “a New Woman” or, collectively, “the New Woman.”

In his zeal for profits, Colonel Pope was extensively marketing his “wheels,” as they were often called back then, to women. Though he may not have realized it, he was helping to undermine the very social order so prized by his fellow clubmen. While many of these men saw the push for women’s equality as an amusement, and a trifling one at that, underneath their smugness and contempt lurked a real fear that the world as they knew it might well be thrown off-kilter if this women’s movement got out of hand.

As I later learned, someone in the gaggle of men chatting with Colonel Pope remarked on the journey of one Thomas Stevens, who left San Francisco on a high-wheel in 1884 and arrived back almost three years later to claim the distinction of being the first person to go around the globe on a bicycle.

“Surely no woman could match such a feat!” someone declared, and the issue was joined. As the debate raged, Colonel Pope immediately saw the possibilities. The entire argument over the rights of women, over women’s equality—and it was a debate that was sweeping the nation—could be used to sell countless bicycles to women eager to claim their independence.

Pope was a quick thinker. He listened quietly as the men, engulfed in a cigar-smoke fog, appeared to come to a consensus that no woman could do what Stevens had done. Pope cleared his throat, and all eyes turned to him, for he was the biggest fish in this stuffy little pond.

“Is there one among you brave and opinionated souls willing to put your money where your mouth is?” he asked. Nervous glances were exchanged. “I will wager twenty thousand dollars to ten that it can be done, and I will find the woman to do it!” declared Pope.

Now, you may be wondering how I know all this since I obviously wasn’t there. It was recounted to me weeks later by someone close to Colonel Pope, a man who worked in his bicycle store on Washington Street.

After a moment’s silence, John Dowe, his fortune made in the sugar trade, raised a hand. “I’ll take that wager, Colonel.” And with that, one of the butlers was dispatched to bring pen and paper. For the next hour the terms of the wager were argued over and agreed to. Pope could select any woman he wanted for the task, and she would be obliged to meet several conditions in order for the colonel to claim victory. First, she would begin her journey penniless, earn her way around the world, and send home no less than five thousand dollars above her expenses, an enormous sum in those days and a considerable one even today. She was not to accept anything of value without performing some task in exchange. Not just a mere test of a woman’s physical strength and endurance, this would be a test of a woman’s resourcefulness and her ability to fend for herself in the world. Second, the trip had to be completed within fifteen months. This was a clever suggestion by Pope. It added yet another dramatic twist to what would already be quite a bit of theater: a race against time, as it were, just as Phileas Fogg’s and Nellie Bly’s adventures were paced against the clock. Third, to prove she had been around the world, the woman would collect the signatures of American consuls in various cities identified in advance. Finally, she would be required to ride at least ten thousand miles and would receive prize money, a breathtaking ten thousand dollars, put up by Colonel Pope, if she succeeded. One newspaper called it “one of the most novel wagers ever made.” Indeed, the wager would be irresistibly alluring to the papers, always on the lookout for stories that could grab a reader’s attention and hold it.

Dr. Albert Reeder, a local physician and an Algonquin member trusted by both Dowe and Pope, agreed to hold the money wagered in escrow until the outcome was determined. All that was left to do was to find the woman bold enough, maybe even just crazy enough to accept the challenge.



Let’s be honest. I wasn’t a good mother, and I have tried, as a kind of restitution, I suppose, to be a good grandmother to you, my only grandchild. I mean, what kind of mother leaves three young children and a husband behind to go gallivanting around the world on a bicycle? I was supposed to love my babies, but I felt, to be frank, detached from them. All the women around me spoke of the “maternal instinct,” but I didn’t have a nurturing bone in my body. I didn’t neglect them—well, not until I got on that bicycle—and they were always well fed and had clean clothes to wear. I have my regrets now, but that’s water over the dam. I’ve never been given much to introspection or looking back, and I still think psychiatry is a bunch of hooey. But it’s a fair question you might have: Why was I so distant from my own children? How could I leave them behind for a lark around the world on a wheel? Why didn’t I have the maternal instinct almost all the women around me did?

Who can really say? Why do some people prefer vanilla and others chocolate? Why do some prefer egg whites and others egg yolks? Why are some shy and introverted, and others outgoing and extroverted? It’s just the way we are, gifted at birth with traits we might be able to suppress but never entirely erase, and some do a better job of conforming than others, though not, I should say, necessarily to their benefit. I can’t tell you why I am the way I am any more than I can tell you which came first, the chicken or the egg.

But, you might ask, why are some people capable of coloring outside the lines and others not? I was hardly the only child living in America who had been abruptly uprooted at a tender age and brought to a strange country where we didn’t even understand the language. I wasn’t the only teenage girl in the West End whose marriage to an older man she didn’t know had been arranged by her parents. And I certainly wasn’t the only young mother overwhelmed by the responsibilities of being a wife, mother, and homemaker. But I was the only one who broke free to pedal around the world. A restless, spirited, contrarian nature plus opportunity equals rebellion.

So how was I, a Jewish mother with three small children (your mother was not yet born), who had never even ridden a bicycle before, chosen to settle Colonel Pope’s wager? Can you imagine a less likely candidate for such a thing? I was only about five feet three inches tall then (I’ve lost an inch or two in my old age) and weighed about a hundred and ten pounds. The only muscles I had I earned from lugging groceries and babies around.

It was mid-March, a few weeks after that day I slipped outside the apartment and scattered the groceries, the day I was, for the umpteenth time, wondering if this was all there was to be in my life. For about a year, I had been calling each week at Colonel Pope’s bicycle store on Washington Street, the largest of his many shops that sold Columbia bicycles, Pope’s brand, to take their adverts for the various newspapers I served as an ad agent. I made my money by commission, and they were a reliable customer, advertising almost daily, such was the interest in bicycles in those days. There, I would sit in the small, cluttered office of the store manager, a kindly man named Alonzo Peck, and discuss their advertising needs for the coming week. Peck was a likable, well-meaning fellow, with a well-groomed handlebar moustache and a head nearly devoid of hair (which had the effect of making his ears seem especially large), and was always well dressed, a loyal foot soldier to the domineering Colonel Pope.

On that day in mid-March when I called on him, I chanced to see a familiar figure looking over the new 1894 models that had recently arrived in the showroom, a young, light-skinned Negro woman about my age, perhaps a little younger. I’d never met her and did not know her name, but I must have seen her dozens of times, always fleetingly, sometimes in our West End neighborhood, sometimes downtown, sometimes in the Public Garden or the Common, and always speeding by on a wheel. She was ubiquitous on her bike, a familiar sight in the city, but no one really seemed to know who she was.

That day, as I sat down with Alonzo Peck, he seemed unusually excited and eager to share some news.

“Mrs. Kopchovsky! As always I have been looking forward to your visit, and today I have good news to share!”

“And what is that?” I asked.

He fairly burst with pride as he told me he’d been made a captain.

“A captain in what?” I asked. “Have you joined the navy?” He was too old to be joining the navy, but I asked anyway. He laughed heartily.

“Oh, Mrs. Kopchovsky,” he chortled. “That’s a good one! Of course not. A captain in the League of American Wheelmen.”

The L.A.W., as it was called, was an organization well known to Bostonians and beyond. It was organized by Colonel Pope to advocate for the betterment of roads for cyclists, who often had to contend with roadways covered in deep sand, or so badly rutted as to be virtually impassable, especially in wet weather when they turned to mud. Few roads were paved in those days, and those that were mostly were made of cobblestone, hardly conducive to riding a wheel. The whole effort became known as the Good Roads Movement. As usual, though, Colonel Pope was thinking ahead. The first gasoline-powered automobiles had started to appear in Europe, and he foresaw the day when he would, with both feet and a lot of capital, jump from bicycles into the automobile trade. The Good Roads Movement was designed to serve the needs of cyclists, but it was also a stalking horse for the coming age of the automobile. The L.A.W. was rigidly structured, and Alonzo was proud of having been made a captain in the organization’s hierarchy.

“You know, Mrs. Kopchovksy,” he said, “I don’t meet many women with a sense of humor, or at least not willing to use it so easily in the company of men. You’ve a lot of pluck.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” I replied, giving him a mock salute, which set off another round of hearty laughter on his part.

When he regained his composure, he looked at me as if a light had gone on in his head.

“You might be just the person,” he said, almost to himself, his fingers stroking his impressive moustache.

“Excuse me? Person for what?” I replied.

Alonzo continued stroking his moustache, an affectation common among hirsute men.

“A week ago, the colonel summoned me to his office, and told me he wanted me to be on the lookout among our customers for a young woman with spark and determination, someone who might be fearless enough to take an extraordinary journey,” Alonzo answered. He leaned forward and spoke in a near whisper.

“Please keep this between us for now,” he continued, and he then proceeded to tell me the story I’ve told you about the wager Colonel Pope had entered into with John Dowe.

“Alonzo,” I said. It would have been unseemly in public but in private I often called him by his first name. We had become well acquainted in our weekly meetings, chatting about family, business, the weather, and life; the usual things. “You know I have a husband and three small children to care for. It would be impossible.” In fact, it seemed utterly preposterous. Until he said this:

“You could become the next Nellie Bly!”

I shook my head and smiled. I was flattered. I was intrigued. That would be a dream come true. But I knew in my heart it was completely out of the question. Besides, I’d never ridden a bicycle in my life!

“Well, I would love that,” I said. Nellie Bly was everything I wanted to be: independent, wealthy, a globe-trotting celebrity, a woman unbound by convention and tradition, a woman who called her own shots. “But the children…”

“I know,” Alonzo said sympathetically. “It’s just a thought. You’re clever and cheeky enough, though. The woman the colonel chooses has to be possessed of more than strong muscles. She will have to be resourceful, daring, and, of course, good at making a spectacle of herself. This is, after all, going to be one of the greatest publicity stunts of all time, and you’re already in the advert business. It’ll put Barnum and Bailey to shame.”

“I’m sure you’ll find the right woman,” I parried. “There doesn’t seem to be a woman in Boston these days who isn’t riding a wheel. There’ll be one plucky enough for this. As a matter of fact, maybe there’s one here in the store right now.”

“What do you mean, Mrs. Kopchovksy?” he asked as I gathered my things and we walked out into the showroom.

“Over there. The Negro woman admiring that new wheel.” I moved my chin in the direction of the woman across the showroom who was running her hand along the frame of a beautiful new Columbia. “Do you know her? I see her all over the city in all seasons going here and going there on her wheel. She seems to be everywhere, but nowhere for very long, as she is constantly on the move.”

“Ah, yes, of course,” said Alonzo. “Kittie Knox. She’s making quite a name for herself in the cycling world, and running into some strong headwinds, too. Some don’t welcome her presence in the L.A.W. or at the racetracks, seeing as how she is a mulatto woman.”

“Interesting,” I said. Such prejudice was not at all surprising. “But she would seem to be the answer to your search, would she not? Young, athletic, and experienced on the wheel? Have you proposed the colonel’s scheme to her?”

“It’s quite out of the question, Mrs. Kopchovksy,” he said, “for obvious reasons.”

“Well, it’s not obvious to me, Alonzo,” I said, though it was perfectly obvious what he was suggesting. I just didn’t like it, and I wanted Alonzo to acknowledge it explicitly, for I simply believed that if women should be the equals of men, that applied to people of the Negro race, as well. Alonzo shifted uncomfortably. He was an open-minded man; the colonel not so much.

“I did raise her name with the colonel,” Alonzo replied sheepishly. “You are quite right. She would be an ideal candidate. Experienced on the wheel, young, adventurous, and audacious, too. Everything you have said. But the colonel wants a woman all women will identify with, and a Negro woman will not do. He is firm about that. And the obstacles she would face in the going because of her race would make her success nearly impossible. The decision was not mine, Mrs. Kopchovsky, as I’m sure you understand.”

The last he said as an apology. I think he knew that while the colonel had a point about the obstacles, he only had a point because Negroes, like women, were second-class citizens and a Negro woman even less than that. He was eager to change the subject.

“Just think about it,” he said, as he helped me on with my coat. “You might really be just the woman to do this.”

I smiled politely and thought to myself, I think you might just be right.

“Good day, Captain!” I said, and again lifted my hand to my forehead in a salute.

“Good day, Mrs. K,” he answered, straightening his back and returning my salute. He held the door for me, always a gentleman, and I stepped out into the late winter sunshine on Washington Street.






Two

That night, as usual, Grandpa ate in virtual silence as the children fussed about. Grandpa had arrived in Boston as a young man from Ukraine. He spoke English with a heavy accent. When he wasn’t in shul he was often bent over a prayer book he kept on a small table next to the one comfortable chair in our living room. He was a kind and gentle man, but an inward-looking one. It’s why I enjoyed my job so much. Talking to Alonzo and other customers was often the only conversation I would have for days on end, though Bennett and Baila lived just one floor down and I had a warm relationship with them. We often talked, of family matters mostly, world events, politics, and the like. Grandpa wasn’t much for conversation, and he was also a passive man, a counterpoint to my flintiness.

By the time I’d gotten the children settled down for the night in the small room that was our second bedroom, and finished the dishes, Grandpa was asleep in his chair, as usual, his prayer book open and resting upside down on his chest. I flopped onto a kitchen chair, weary from a day of work selling adverts (I often walked several miles) followed by several more hours of domestic labor that started as soon as I walked through the door and retrieved the children from Bennett and Baila’s. As our household grew, Jake and Rosa, now in their teens, took to sleeping regularly at Bennett and Baila’s, for their apartment had a small den ours lacked that could be used as a makeshift bedroom. Both were quiet and studious and occasionally helped out watching the children, sometimes ours and sometimes Bennett and Baila’s.

It was just before midnight when I washed my face and brushed my teeth to get ready for bed. How many nights had Grandpa slept in that chair, snoring heavily, slumbering too deeply to come to the bedroom? Countless. I slid under the covers and looked through the window. I could see a few stars twinkling brightly in the clear night sky. Maybe, just maybe, my own stars were starting to align, too.



Albert Augustus Pope, the colonel, was a Civil War veteran, a man of about fifty when I first saw him in his store, though we had never formally met. He was a man of great distinction and regal bearing, with a full white beard and moustache and a full head of silver hair. He’d fought at Antietam when he was just nineteen, a brutal day that saw the deaths of nearly eighty men from his unit. He would live to fight another day at Fredericksburg, Vicksburg, and Knoxville, facts I would learn later in my life when I became more curious about his, given the impact he had on me. Everything Pope touched seemed to turn to profit. By 1894, he had been in the bicycle trade for nearly two decades.

A week after Alonzo Peck first told me of Pope’s plan to find a woman for his great publicity stunt, I saw Alonzo again while making my usual rounds. Though I mentioned it to no one, not even Grandpa, especially not Grandpa, I had become obsessed with the proposition. I could think of little else. I was looking for an escape. Maybe it would be by bicycle.

“Good morning, Mrs. Kopchovksy,” Alonzo said when I found him buried in his ledger books in his cramped and cluttered office.

“Good morning, Captain.” I stood up straight and gave him another mock salute. It was becoming a ritual we both enjoyed.

We chatted about the weather; a touch of early spring was in the air. The snow that lined the sides of Washington Street was draining into puddles in the roadway. I was looking for an opening to raise the subject of the publicity stunt without seeming overeager, in case a candidate had already been found.

“I’ve been thinking about that bicycle trip you mentioned,” I said, understating the level of my interest, which had grown steadily by the day. “Have you found a candidate?”

“The colonel has met with a few, but none have sufficiently impressed him,” Alonzo replied. “Why? Are you considering the prospect? The colonel might find it unseemly for a young mother with children to undertake such a venture. You told me it was impossible yourself.”

“Yes, I know,” I said, lowering my gaze and staring into my lap. Then I lifted my head and looked Alonzo right in the eye. “Can you schedule an appointment for me with the colonel?”

“He’s leaving presently for Hartford to attend to business, but he will return in two days’ time. I’ll have a word with him. If he wants to meet, I’ll send for you. I will give you my highest recommendation.”

A few days passed before one of the shop boys from the store came by Spring Street with a note for me. I was home, washing the children’s clothes in the bathtub, when I heard a knock on the door. The knock-knock didn’t even register with Grandpa, who was deep into his Torah studies in the living room. I swear, that man could focus even with three screaming children bouncing off the walls of the apartment. Inside the envelope was a note from Alonzo: “Colonel Pope would like to see you in his office at the store tomorrow at 10 A.M. sharp. Good luck!”

Nothing had been decided, but I was beginning to feel as if this was somehow my destiny, that my moment had come. That night, I slept fitfully. I breathed a word to no one.



It was about a thirty minute walk from Spring Street to the store on Washington. It wasn’t one of my usual workdays, so Grandpa wondered why I was dressed in my formal work attire. I had arranged the night before for the children to be with Baila for part of the day, telling her I had a date to have tea with a friend. I told Grandpa the same.

“It’s rather early for tea,” he said in his heavily accented English.

“Yes, I know, but Susie is feeling down and asked if I might come early to cheer her up,” I replied. My friend of many years, Susie Wyzanski, lived not far, on the periphery of Beacon Hill. “I’m taking the children downstairs for a few hours. I should be back around noon.”

Grandpa nodded. He was perpetually circumspect. It was always hard to know what he was thinking.

It was an unusually pleasant day for late March, clear and mild, with a slight southerly breeze. I even spotted little clusters of crocuses in the tiny gardens in front of the brownstones on Charles Street.

I expected to be nervous. Not only was I growing more and more attached to the idea of the undertaking, but Colonel Pope had a reputation for being imperious. A man of his station did not suffer fools gladly. But my confidence was up, perhaps because I knew that was the impression I had to make: that I was a woman undaunted, that I was self-possessed, unafraid, and even cheeky. With each step I felt as though I were walking into a new, uncharted future, one I would embrace without fear. I would impress the great Colonel Pope as one of those “New Women” the newspapers were always writing about, ready to take on the world and make it my own.

I knew I was getting ahead of myself, but it also crossed my mind that if I were the colonel’s “chosen one,” I might in the process just lift up a few other women who, like myself, were already world-weary at a young age. Mostly I wanted to change my own life, but I glimpsed the possibility that a journey such as this might inspire a few others, just as Nellie Bly’s had inspired me. And maybe, though I could not be the mother the children needed, I could be one of those women they, especially the girls, needed, to show that you can, with enough audacity, map your own path in this world.

Well, at least that’s what I have told myself over the years to rationalize a harsh and selfish decision. But there is some truth to it, and this is certainly the truth: if I couldn’t provide emotionally for my family, at least I could provide materially, and I stood to profit handsomely if I could persuade the colonel that I was his girl.



When I arrived at the store a few minutes before ten, Alonzo was waiting for me in the showroom.

“Are you ready, Mrs. Kopchovksy?” he asked. “The colonel is waiting. Be forewarned, he can be gruff and demanding. It’s how he’s become so successful.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” I said with a grin. Alonzo smiled. He was rooting for me.

He walked me up the stairs to the colonel’s office and knocked lightly on the door.

“Come in!” The voice was deep and resonant. Alonzo opened the door and announced my arrival.

The colonel stood up behind his desk and nodded to Alonzo, who left and shut the door behind him. I glanced around quickly at the rich furnishings. The office was suited to the man.

“Good day to you, Mrs. Kopchovsky,” said the colonel, as he walked around the desk and extended a large hand.

I returned his firm handshake with one of my own. Most ladies of the day would have extended a limp hand to be gently placed in the palm of a gentleman.

“That’s quite a grip you have, Mrs. Kopchovsky,” said the colonel. His tone was serious.

“As is yours, Colonel,” I replied. He arched his eyebrows. I’d taken him a bit by surprise. No man, let alone one of his station in life, expected to be spoken to as an equal in those days, especially a man of advancing years by a woman in her early twenties.

“Please. Have a seat,” said the colonel, gesturing to a leather chair in front of his desk. “Would you like a glass of water?”

“I suppose it’s too early for whiskey, so yes, thank you,” I replied.

Colonel Pope seemed startled momentarily; then a small grudging smile gradually worked its way across his face.

“You are a woman of some humor, I see.”

“And you are a man who seems to enjoy a woman with a sense of humor,” I answered without missing a beat.

“Indeed, but it is rare, is it not, for a woman to be so forward?”

“Women rarely feel they have permission to engage in humorous conversation. It is rare only in that sense,” I replied. “Among ourselves we often display great wit.”

“I see,” said the colonel. His smile had dissipated. He poured me a glass of water.

“Mrs. Kopchovsky, Mr. Peck has highly recommended you for the proposition, the details of which he has already informed you. But I will come straight to the point. Despite the hard times we are in, people continue to buy bicycles at a rapid rate. The market among women, for whom the wheel is still relatively new, has great potential. I want someone in whom every woman can see herself, for the purpose of the proposition is to sell bicycles. The women of this country are restless, but advancing their agitation for the right to vote, for equality, is not my interest. I am in the bicycle business, not the women’s rights business.”

“I do understand, Colonel,” I said.

“You certainly have enough cheek,” the colonel continued. “That you have already made clear. But you are a Jewess, are you not?”

“I am, Colonel.”

“And you have young children, or so Mr. Peck has informed me.”

“Yes, Colonel. Three.”

“And they are how old?” asked the colonel.

“Five, three, and two,” I answered.

“I will not pry into the reasons why you are prepared to abandon them for a time, but it is most unseemly, is it not?”

“It would seem that way, yes. But I can make arrangements for them, and my husband will be here.”

“And your husband? What does he think of this?”

“I don’t honestly know, Colonel. I haven’t spoken of it to him. There’s been no reason. But I assure you I would not undertake such an adventure without his permission.”

I knew this last bit to be false, but it was the only answer to give a man. Grandpa might be unhappy, but he would put up faint opposition if I made clear what I was about to do. He suffered his disappointments in silence.

“Colonel,” I continued, “we are not a family of means. As Mr. Peck surely told you, I am a working woman. I solicit adverts from your business every week. This opportunity, should you see fit to give it to me, is a chance for me to provide for my family. I would be very determined to succeed and claim the prize money. It is enough to fix us for life.”

The colonel nodded. I sensed he was impressed with my motivation, at least the part of it I described to him. I said nothing of my yearning to break free of the bondage of domestic life.

“Kopchovksy. That is your married name, is it not?” asked the colonel.

“It is.”

“And your given name?”

“Anna Cohen,” I replied.

The colonel sighed. “It is even more of a Jewish name than Kopchovksy.”

I nodded.

“Tell me, Mrs. Kopchovksy, what experience do you have riding a wheel?”

“I have never in my life ridden a wheel,” I said with a directness that startled even me. It seemed this would, in baseball parlance, be the third strike. “But I could learn it in a week.”

“You have a healthy reservoir of self-confidence, haven’t you?” asked the colonel.

“Indeed I do, and it is well warranted, I assure you,” I replied firmly. If I had any hope of earning the colonel’s favor it lay in convincing him that I possessed the qualities most needed to succeed in an endeavor sure to be dangerous and grueling. I was quite sure the colonel had never heard a woman speak as I spoke to him that day.

“Well,” said the colonel, as he started to stand up, signaling to me that our meeting was over. “You certainly have pluck, Mrs. Kopchovksy. You are most unconventional. I will need a few days to think it over. Mr. Peck will be in touch with you.”

I rose from my chair.

“May I have that glass of whiskey now?” I asked. My grin and my eyes conveyed that I was joking. At least I think they did, for the colonel made no move to pour me a glass of whiskey and he didn’t smile.

“If nothing else, Mrs. Kopchovksy, you have made an impression,” the colonel said, though his meaning was ambiguous. “Thank you for an interesting conversation. Now, head home, I’m sure your children are waiting.”

As the door shut behind me I took a deep breath and exhaled. There was no telling what impression I’d made, but I was relieved. I’d given it my best shot. What the colonel wanted was a heroine of the wheel, a woman hungry for fame and fortune, who would inspire women who had yet to be infected by the bicycle craze to flock to his stores. I doubt the colonel was even aware of it, but I knew to a certainty that what he was looking for was a woman in form and biology, but one with just enough of the masculine characteristics men of his station so prized in other men, but disdained in women—audacity, ingenuity, resourcefulness, fortitude, toughness, determination, combativeness, cunning, and even ruthlessness. If a woman were to have a plausible chance of accomplishing the formidable mission he had in mind, she would have to be all of those things. I’m not proud to say it now, but a woman willing to abandon her children for many months for a purpose such as this had to be ruthless in some measure. And a Jewish woman in a world rife with anti-Semitism willing to undertake such a journey had to be especially tough. Maybe those strikes against me would turn in my favor as the colonel weighed his decision.

As I walked over Beacon Hill toward home and the husband and three children who demanded my never-ending attention, the gold dome of the statehouse glistened in the early spring sunshine. In that moment I knew I wanted this more than anything I’d ever wanted in my life.
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