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Washington D.C.

March 1881

It was a glum Monday afternoon when Senator Roscoe Conkling entered Riggs House on Fifteenth Street to escape the drizzle. His mood was as black as the ink staining the newspapers tucked under his arm, each heralding James A. Garfield as the twentieth President of the United States.

He crossed the hotel lobby and shoved his damp umbrella at a waiting bellhop. “Are they here yet?” he grumbled.

“The gentlemen are all waiting for you in your private parlor, sir,” the young man replied.

“See to it we are not disturbed, Caleb.”

“Of course, sir.”

“When we have finished, we shall ring for some brandy,” Conkling added, moving off.

“Understood, Senator.”

Without a second look, Conkling strode towards a highly polished wood door positioned behind the concierge’s desk. He paused a moment to straighten his garish paisley tie before he pushed his way inside. Five middle-aged men with cigars smoldering beneath their bushy mustaches looked up to greet him from the table where they were seated. Each of them was an influential politician in his own right, but none as powerful as “Boss” Conkling. They had all sought to help President Grant win an unprecedented third term. But an endless series of deadlocked votes at the Republican Convention dashed their hopes. In an effort to compromise, James Garfield had been selected as the Republican candidate and, like the proverbial dark horse, came out of nowhere to win the White House.

“Thank you all for attending so promptly,” Conkling said, walking around the far end of the table to take his seat at the head. “But as you are doubtless aware, we have a problem.”

He dropped the newspapers he was carrying on the table. The sound of their pages slapping against the bare wood stung almost as penetratingly as the headlines printed across them.

“Have you spoken with Garfield yet?” Herbert Wallace asked.

“In a vague way,” Conkling replied. “And I was left with the impression Mr. Garfield is not in sympathy with Stalwart philosophy.”

“No wonder,” Thomas Platt commented, “the way Blaine monopolizes his company.”

Conkling tensed at the mention of his rival’s name. “Our new president’s unfortunate friendship with the gentleman from Maine is the least of our concerns.”

“Indeed. We must begin preparing a strategy for appointment hearings,” William Reed added.

“And what makes you think any of our recommendations for appointments will be accepted?” Stephen Bowers countered.

“What makes you think Garfield would dare reject them?” Reed replied.

“Gentlemen, if I may,” Conkling interrupted. “I should like to shift the discussion to a proposal I recently received regarding an unconventional, but I think, ingenious method of solving our present quandary.”

Mr. Bowers scoffed. “What do you mean, Roscoe? Is someone else in on this business?”

“Let us just say we are not the only ones with a desire to see Garfield removed from office as swiftly as possible.”

Murmurs of interest and confusion rose around the table as the gentlemen began speculating over Senator Conkling’s remark.

“Gentlemen, please,” Edward Samson spoke over the others. “I fear we are being hasty. We have yet to allow President Garfield the opportunity to cooperate with us. Once he is actually settled into the White House, he may be more than willing to see things our way, if properly persuaded.”

“Which is precisely my proposal, Edward,” Conkling responded. “To enlist someone with the proper means of persuasion to send this upstart running all the way back to Ohio.”

“And who is this someone, Roscoe?” Bowers inquired.

Conkling smirked. “I think Mr. Richter could explain that better than I.” He stood and crossed the room to knock on an adjoining door. Then, turning the knob, he pulled it open and peered inside to offer a silent gesture. A moment later, a burly-looking man with a brutal sort of face followed him back to the table. “My friends,” Roscoe continued, “Meet an expert in the art of persuasion, Mr. Archibald Richter.”

Conkling reclaimed his seat while Richter slowly looked around the table at each man’s face. More than six feet tall, he towered over them all, but he did not speak.

“Well, sirrah?” Mr. Bowers demanded. “We are waiting.”

“We know,” Richter finally replied in a low, sinister voice.

“We?” Reed questioned, irked by Richter’s smug manner. “Explain yourself, demmit! Who is this we you speak of?”

“My employer heads a large organization,” Richter explained. “One dedicated to shifting power into the...proper hands.”

“Mr. Richter is merely one of the organization’s agents of change,” Conkling added.

Richter inclined his head in agreement. “Our organization has deemed your cause compatible with our own interests and so we are prepared to put an end to your waiting.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” Mr. Samson demanded.

“You desire to be rid of Garfield to clear the way for General Grant to resume office,” Richter stated bluntly. “We possess the means to make that happen. Our only requirement is one man.”

“Nonsense,” Reed complained. “Legally, Garfield cannot be eliminated or replaced without another election.”

“Illegally, death or disgrace are the only other options available to see Garfield deposed,” Samson added, “and either avenue results in Chet Arthur taking his place, not General Grant.”

“At least Arthur is a loyal Stalwart,” Platt pointed out.

“Loyal to Roscoe is what you mean,” Samson corrected.

“It is all the same,” Platt remarked. “But why quibble over semantics? Roscoe is the Stalwarts. Or do you find fault with both?”

“The fault is in the nature of man. How can we truly know where Arthur’s loyalties lie? He may be willing to offer lip service to our party now. But if he were ever given any actual authority....”

“You suspect him of duplicity?” Reed questioned.

“I suspect any man caught in the grip of ultimate power.”

“Including me, Mr. Samson?” Senator Conkling probed.

Samson fell silent and his refusal to reply provoked a sudden outcry among the group until Mr. Wallace shouted over them all.

“Enough! This bickering is pointless since we all know it will require a great deal more than one man to induce fortune to smile upon us again.”

“I assure you, our method is sound,” Richter argued. “We have never failed to secure our aims.”

“There is always a first time,” Samson pointed out.

“Not for my employer,” Richter stressed vehemently.

“Perhaps we might share your confidence, were we to know your employer’s identity,” Bowers suggested.

“I am not at liberty to divulge such information.”

An uproar of dissatisfaction filled the room. Finally, Mr. Reed shouted over the others to get Senator Conkling’s attention. “What manner of swindle is this, Roscoe?”

“You cannot expect us to support this proposal, if you continue to keep us in the dark,” Bowers added.

“Yes,” Samson agreed. “If we are going to risk our reputations, we have a right to demand the name of our co-conspirator at the very least,” Samson finished.

“For now the only name you need to know is Charles Guiteau,” Richter interjected.

“Guiteau?”

“Who is he?”

“Never heard of him.”

“I have,” Samson finished. “Guiteau is that loony who has been wandering around Washington for the past few weeks. My aides tell me he thinks he deserves all the credit for getting Garfield elected and he expects to be rewarded for his efforts with an appointment to the Paris consulship.”

There was a burst of laughter. “I wish him luck with it,” Bowers said sarcastically.

“He must be daft,” Platt remarked.

“He is a loyal Stalwart,” Conkling asserted.

“So loyal,” Richter added, “that it has unhinged his mind. If we were to play upon his present frustrations over the consulship, by emphasizing Garfield’s unsuitability for office, it is a certainty Guiteau would be compelled to take action.”

“Guided by our bidding, he could make it very uncomfortable, even impossible, for Garfield to remain in the White House,” Conkling explained. “And once Guiteau ousted the president from office, political power would revert to the Stalwarts.”

“It seems doubtful even the most irksome pest could force Garfield to just resign,” Wallace remarked.

“I agree,” Reed added. “Exactly what do you expect this Guiteau to do?”

“You need not worry about the particulars,” Richter answered. “All you must know is my organization guarantees you will be rid of Garfield...permanently.”

“I do not care for the sound of that,” Samson admitted.

“Neither do I,” Bowers said. “We must know what actions we are condoning.”

“Gentlemen, your anxiety is quite understandable,” Richter replied. “But trust me, the less you know the better.”

“Yes,” Conkling agreed. “We dare not run the risk of allowing Guiteau’s actions to be linked to any of us.”

Mr. Samson scoffed. “And how is that to be avoided? There is certain to be a connection, if we are seen meeting with the man.”

“You will never have to meet with him. We will see to it Mr. Guiteau stumbles upon the proper motivation,” Richter explained.

“How?” Samson demanded.

Richter shrugged. “Snippets of conversation between passing strangers, newspaper editorials...there are any number of ways. Believe me, Guiteau will get the message and to coin a phrase, ideas leave no trail to follow.”

“Well, gentlemen?” Conkling chimed in. “What do you say? Shall we put Mr. Richter to work for us?”

“I should like to see evidence of his effectiveness first,” Reed replied. “Something tangible to support these grandiose claims.”

There was a murmur of consensus among the others.

“Would that be possible, Mr. Richter?” Conkling asked.

Richter scowled. “If you insist.”

“No one will be hurt I trust,” Wallace hurried to clarify.

Richter crossed his arms and ignored Wallace’s concerns.

“Keep an eye on the newspapers gentleman,” he said. “Three weeks from today, they will report an event that should provide all the proof you require....”
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Chicago

April 1881

KIDNAPPING RING STRIKES AGAIN

Girl vanishes without a trace in shocking midday abduction!

Amanda Brown folded up the latest edition of the Times to gaze at the hustle and bustle on Washington Street. She never liked reading newspapers, but Christopher Garrety assured her keeping abreast of current events was vital for anyone hoping to be accepted into the ranks of Allan Pinkerton’s famed detectives.

Unlike other investigators of the day, Allan Pinkerton had seen the wisdom of employing women in his important work over twenty years ago. His Female Detective Bureau was just another branch of a thriving and highly regarded network of trained professionals. And depending on Mr. Garrety’s ability to persuade his employer, Amanda could soon be following in the footsteps of such revered pioneers as Kate Warne and Hattie Lawton.

Shivering against the cool morning air, Amanda set down the Times on her lonely, wooden bench and tightened the shawl around her shoulders. Impatient for Mr. Garrety to return, she stood and began to pace. Activity seemed a better distraction than the gloomy headlines vying for her attention. But the sound of distant church bells tolling the hour only heightened Amanda’s mental agitation.

Almost thirty minutes had passed since Chris left her alone to wait and wonder. She looked up at the façade of the building housing the Pinkerton Agency, as if to will the bricks themselves to accept her. But the trademark “all-seeing” eye, imprinted on the second story window, just glared down at her in a most disapproving way.

Unsettled, Amanda looked away and widened her circle, heading for the corner. Everywhere she went in Chicago proved how different it was from the isolated, country life she had been living these past twenty-three years. She only hoped she could prove Mr. Garrety right and live up to the change of city life.

She stopped under the shade of a large sycamore lining the street. Glancing back to her bench, Amanda’s pulse began to pound when she noticed Mr. Garrety scanning the area for her. She called out to him and jogged back to the bench, relieved to see the smile on his handsome face. He gently took hold of her arm when she reached him.

“I thought for a moment you changed your mind,” he teased.

“After all these weeks of traveling and preparation,” Amanda said, pausing to shake her head. “Never.”

“Are you ready?”

“Have I been accepted?”

“Not yet. Mr. Pinkerton wants to meet you first.”

“Your endorsement was not enough to persuade him?”

“I am just a humble field agent.”

“But an awfully successful one,” Amanda reminded him.

“Luck has been on my side once or twice,” Chris deflected humbly. “Most notably when I convinced you to partner with me.”

“That is kind of you to say, Chris.”

“It is truth, not kindness, Amanda. You are a woman of rare talents.”

“Talents you enumerated for Mr. Pinkerton?”

“Naturally.”

“Just what did you tell Mr. Pinkerton about me?” Amanda pressed. “You did not have to bring up the circumstances of my leaving Copper Creek?”

“Why should I?” Chris replied. “You learned your lesson.”

Amanda bowed her head.

“Hey,” he chided, forcing her to look at him. “None of that. We left regret behind us, or so I thought?”

Amanda nodded.

“I have never seen an expression more lacking in conviction,” he chided. “What is troubling you?” He took hold of her hands and clasped them warmly in his own.

“Nothing...exactly,” she assured him. “I just—”

“Have a case of nerves,” he interpreted.

Amanda let out a sigh confirming his guess. “I would hate to disappoint you.”

“Impossible.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because I can see how extraordinary you are and I know Mr. Pinkerton will see it too.”

Amanda looked up into his tender gaze. “Truly, Chris?”

“You still have to ask?”

“With everything that’s happened...this seems so unreal.”

“Will you forget about the past,” Chris interrupted. “None of the troubles you faced back home matter anymore. From today you start a whole new life.”

“A better life?”

Chris shrugged. “That depends on you, my girl.”

Amanda gave him a gentle smile. “Then what are we doing wasting time down here when Mr. Pinkerton is waiting for me?”

“That is the Amanda Brown I know,” he grinned, tightening his grip on her hand.

“Chris,” she uttered, tugging at his arm to hold him back. “Wait, will you? I....”

“Well? Out with it,” he urged.

“I can never tell you how grateful I am. For everything.”

He winked and squeezed her hand. “No need to thank me, yet. Wait until Pinkerton pins a badge on you.”

“Do you think he will?”

“Only one way to find out,” he prompted.

Amanda nodded encouragingly and together they passed through those seemingly impenetrable doors to meet the first challenge of her new future...obtaining Allan Pinkerton’s approval.

******
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A number of men and women passed hurriedly on the stairs, as Chris and Amanda climbed to Allan Pinkerton’s second story office. On the landing, they turned down a narrow hallway, stopping when they reached a modest wooden door. Amanda held her breath while Chris turned the knob and ushered her inside. The next instant her eyes beheld a beehive of activity strung out across rows of desks littered with papers and stacks of amber colored files.

A few workers, most of them women, looked up from their tasks to note the newcomers, captivated by Christopher Garrety’s dashing figure. An irrational pang of jealousy poisoned Amanda’s thoughts at the string of simpering smiles left in Chris’ wake. Trying to scrutinize the faces of each flirtatious miss, and compare them with her own assets, Amanda was jarred from her task when Chris stopped abruptly outside Mr. Pinkerton’s door.

“Here we go,” he announced.

“What?”

Without another word, Chris drew Amanda across the threshold of Mr. Pinkerton’s private office and soundly closed the door behind them.

An imposing-looking man sitting behind a large, battered desk looked up at their entrance. He had dark, penetrating eyes and a full, graying beard.

“Sir,” Garrety began. “This is Miss Brown.”

Allan Pinkerton did not reply at once, but stared intently at Amanda, silently taking her measure.

“I am delighted to meet you, Mr. Pinkerton,” Amanda said.

“Tell me, Miss Brown,” Pinkerton began, dispensing with formalities, “why do you think you can be a Pinkerton operative?”

“She is very quick-witted, sir,” Garrety offered. “And as I mentioned before she—”

“I trust the lady can speak for herself, Mr. Garrety?” Pinkerton snapped, revealing a hint of his Scottish burr.

Chris cleared his throat. “Your pardon, sir.”

“No need for pardon, Mr. Garrety. Just silence. Miss Brown, I believe you had something to say?”

“Yes,” Amanda continued. “Well, I...I have learned a great deal about the work you do here from Chr..., Mr. Garrety, and I believe I could be an asset to your agency.”

“So I gathered from Mr. Garrety. But I was hoping you could be a little more specific as to how.”

“Specific?”

“Yes,” Pinkerton confirmed, rising from his chair. He tucked one hand into the pocket of his vest and casually walked around his desk to perch on the edge.

“I am not sure I can be more specific, Mr. Pinkerton,” Amanda admitted. “I have no previous experience as a detective.”

“Neither did most of my operatives,” Pinkerton replied. “Especially the women. One in particular....” His voice trailed away as he retreated inside himself to dwell on a cherished memory.

“Sir?” Christopher prompted.

Shaking off his daydream, Pinkerton rallied. “Forgive me,” he replied. “I was merely considering Miss Brown’s potential to meet the high standards set by the supervisor of my Female Detective Bureau. Or rather the former supervisor.”

“You mean Mrs. Warne?” Amanda asked.

Mr. Pinkerton arched his brow in surprise.

“Mr. Garrety told me about her,” Amanda explained. “And he suggested I read about some of her cases. Particularly her last—”

“I thought Miss Brown could have no better role model than Mrs. Warne,” Chris interrupted, aware the untimely death of Kate Warne was still a source of great sorrow to his employer.

“Indeed,” Mr. Pinkerton agreed. “Mrs. Warne’s talents were exceptional, as was her eye for detail and observation. She came to me as a green widow, desperately in need of work. But over time, she set a high standard for all the women who followed her. Though I must say, few could match her level of expertise.”

“To be sure,” Amanda acknowledged. “And I realize, Mr. Pinkerton, I still have much to learn. But I am more than willing to do whatever is necessary. My mother’s proclivities required our family to move around quite a bit, so I am accustomed to life on the road. I have few friends, which means there would be little danger of any personal associations interfering with my assignments. But most importantly, I believe in what you are doing here, Mr. Pinkerton, and I would dearly love to have the chance to help you make our nation safer for every decent citizen.”

A strained silence fell over the room as Allan Pinkerton looked down to reflect upon Amanda’s reply. He let out a subtle sigh before he rose from his seat and stepped toward Amanda, saying, “I presume Mr. Garrety has impressed upon you the incredible risk you would be accepting to all manner of danger, including death, should you become one of my operatives?”

“He has.”

“Then you should also be aware it has been suggested by other members of this agency that I disband my Female Bureau.”

“But surely, you would never do that, sir?” Chris objected.

“Not so long as I have a say,” Pinkerton replied. “I know too well the benefits of a woman in worming out secrets from places where it would be impossible for a male detective. However, my influence has become increasingly limited since my sons began taking over more of the daily operations of the agency. In all fairness to you, Miss Brown, I cannot guarantee you the promise of a future with this agency where none may exist.”

“I understand,” Amanda said.

“And you still want to try?”

“More than anything, Mr. Pinkerton.”

“In that case, I think you will make an excellent addition to our ranks.” The aging Scotsman stood and smiled down at his new recruit, as he extended his hand to her. “Welcome to the Pinkerton Detective Agency, Miss Brown.”

******
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When they were back out on the street, Amanda squealed with delight. Tossing her hands up, she spun around and stretched up on her tiptoes to give Chris a kiss on the cheek.

“Hey,” he teased, “What did I do to deserve that?”

“I told you I was grateful and I meant it. Oh, Chris!”

Amanda spun around again with boundless exuberance.

“I told you not to worry,” Chris replied, smiling.

“How soon do you think I will be assigned to my first case? We will be working together?”

Chris grimaced.

“What is that look?” Amanda asked warily.

“Nothing. Nothing,” he repeated cheerfully. “Only....”

“I thought so,” she accused. “There is something wrong.”

“Now, Amanda, you must not make wild assumptions.”

“Assumptions nothing! I know you, Christopher Garrety, so you may as well tell me now what you are hiding.”

“Amanda—”

“You no longer want to work with me,” Amanda cut him off. “Is that it?”

“Of course not,” he insisted. “I told you when you agreed to leave Copper Creek with me that we would be together and we will. Only....” He shrugged as his words trailed away.

“Only?” Amanda pressed.”

“Only that sort of decision is not mine to make.”

He saw her eyes widen with fury at his betrayal and hurried to add, “Depending on the assignment, I must work with whomever the agency feels best for the case.”

“I see.”

“I do not think you do,” Chris hurried to explain. “I will not have you believe me a liar. I told Mr. Pinkerton about our plans and he had no objections. But before we can team up, he reminded me you must complete a trial period.”

“A trial period?”

“It is standard practice for all new operatives. In this way, Mr. Pinkerton can test your abilities and see how well you handle yourself in the field.”

Amanda made a face. “I thought that was why I spoke to Mr. Pinkerton today. That my answers to his interview questions would be enough to prove my worth. And they did.”

Chris shook his head gently. “Your answers only earned you the chance to try. You will not become a full-fledged detective until you complete your training.”

“How long will that take?”

“It depends on how quickly you learn.”

“And what must I learn that you have not already taught me?”

“Amanda, our discussions barely scratched the surface. There is a great deal you need to know before Mr. Pinkerton can send you out on an assignment. For your own safety, as well as the others working with you.”

“Oh. I had not realized....” Her words trailed away, as she cast her gaze downward with a defeated expression.

“Hey,” Chris said, taking her by the shoulders. “You must not permit a little delay in our plans to beat you. Where is the girl with that fiery spirit who left Missouri with me?”

“Slowly drowning in a sea of impatience,” Amanda replied. She sighed. “Forgive me, Chris. It is not my intention to complain. I am just so tired of waiting for my life to begin.”

“Is that really the reason for your discontent or are you still brooding over Reverend Kohl?”

“I told you that was over and I meant it. I do not love Henry Kohl. I realize now I never really did. But that whole affair with him is just another example of what I thought I was leaving behind. I have wasted so many years dreaming and hoping and waiting, only to be disappointed in the end. I thought this time I finally found something real. Something that really mattered.”

“You have found it and I refuse to allow you to turn back now merely because you must comply with a few formalities. There was no deception in my motives when I told you I wanted you for my partner. I need you, Amanda. I am certain we will make an unstoppable team. Unless you stop us before we even get started.”

The gravity in his voice shook Amanda from her doldrums.

“Alright,” she nodded. “I will do it. For us.”

“For us,” Chris repeated, gazing into her eyes.

Like so many other instances before, Amanda was transfixed by that unyielding blend of longing and masculinity in Chris’ face. If she were really honest, it was the promise of growing closer to him that enticed her to the life of a Pinkerton more than the occupation itself. She could not lose her ties to Chris now.

Amanda’s eyes dared to trail down to his lips, which seemed to part in response to her thoughts. Chris’ hands reached for her waist and then, in one breathless moment, the clanging of a trolley car passing on the street returned them to their senses.

Blushing slightly, Amanda took a step back and Chris let his arms drop from her sides.

“What shall I do first?” Amanda asked, trying to appear unaffected by their proximity.

“First, I will take you to the boarding house where most of our female agents reside when they are in town and see you settled.”

“And then?”

“Then, I will escort you to supper tonight to celebrate your start with the agency.”

“It sounds wonderful,” Amanda replied. “But how is supper with you going to help me train as a Pinkerton?”

Christopher smirked. “It will serve as your first opportunity to employ all your feminine wiles to extract a man’s darkest secrets.”

“Yours?”

“Why not? We might both be surprised what you uncover. Unless you feel unequal to the challenge?”

“Mr. Garrety,” she replied, taking his arm. “I never back away from a challenge.”

“Delighted to hear it,” Christopher smiled, wrapping her hand around his arm to lead her down the street.

******
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When Mrs. Esther Davis answered the door at Number 27 Parker Street, Amanda was not at all sure she would like living under her roof. But the moment she recognized Christopher Garrety, Mrs. Davis’ gruff exterior melted in an effusion of hospitality. She welcomed Amanda inside the two-story row house and assigned her one of the best rooms. After a few formalities and some tea, Chris left with a promise to return at seven o’clock for their supper engagement. That left Amanda the rest of the afternoon to meet some of her fellow boarders.

Apart from Mrs. Davis, who was a widow and a retired operative, three other women were currently in residence. Amy McCullough was the most senior. An agent for the past fourteen years, she had a detached demeanor and a stern countenance, which demanded respect and compliance to her every wish.

Marion Green was several years older than Amanda and unbelievably pretty. Her golden hair, sparkling blue eyes and pink, dimpled cheeks belied her incredible intelligence which served as the downfall of more than one man during her three-year career.

The last of the trio was a slender, mousy girl with a kind face and sweet demeanor named Penelope Newlan. Known to her friends as Penny, she had an uncanny knack for memorization, as well as an insatiable hunger for reading. Her work over the last two years had been limited to the agency’s business in Chicago.

As Amanda surmised, more women would move in and out of the house as their assignments required. There was even the possibility Amanda would have to share her accommodations with another female detective should demand exceed Mrs. Davis’ six bedrooms. But for now, Amanda had a small, neatly appointed space all to herself.

One window, a full bed, a matching dresser and bureau set, along with a rocking chair and a large washbasin furnished the room. Fresh linen was provided every week and meals were prepared three times a day; though most of Mrs. Davis’ tenants were never around to partake of her culinary skills. Work at the agency during the day precluded attending the noon meal. An assignment in the guise of a social obligation in the evening often kept them away from supper and more often than not, those late night rendezvous ran into early morning, preventing anyone from returning home to enjoy much more than a cup of coffee for breakfast. Mrs. Davis was delighted to think Amanda’s amateur status would enable her to appear regularly at the dining table. However, Amanda quickly disabused her of that expectation, at least for her first evening.

******
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As promised, Chris returned to the house at seven sharp. Amanda was finishing putting up her hair when Marion Green knocked at her door to inform her of his arrival.

“Yes,” Amanda called, mumbling over the pins in her mouth.

Marion swept into the room. “You better get a move on, honey. It’s not a good idea to keep gorgeous waiting for you downstairs.”

“You mean Mr. Garrety?”

“Who else? You know, Mr. Pinkerton should pay him extra for recruiting so much raw female talent for the bureau.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I doubt there is a woman at the agency who does not owe her calling to Mr. Garrety’s considerable charms.”

“Surely you are exaggerating, Marion. I doubt someone like Miss McCullough signed on because of Chris.”

“No. But then I am not convinced McCullough is human.”

“And what about Penny?”

“Even her,” Marion asserted. “Oh, never let that prim exterior of Penny’s fool you. If she thought Chris Garrety would give her a second look, she would go to hell and back for him. Any of us girls would.” She paused, amused by the look of concern souring Amanda’s expression. “That is not to say a girl cannot have a little fun when the mood strikes Chris to give her some attention. But, ah, just a friendly word of warning....Best not to give him your heart, Amanda. He will break it as quick as the wind shifts.”

“Of course,” Amanda agreed, offering on a fake smile.

Marion gave her a wink and then stepped out of the room.

Amanda turned back to the mirror to study her reflection. Was she really such a simpleton? Had she allowed herself to be beguiled by Christopher Garrety out of sheer desperation to escape her troubles at home? She scowled and shook her head. The bright-eyed, auburn-haired girl looking back at her from the glass was most attractive. Why shouldn’t Christopher Garrety or any other man be genuinely interested in her? Sheriff Mitchell had been. So had Frank Foster and even Henry Kohl, once.

Perhaps Chris’ true feelings were unimportant. He had fulfilled his promise to give her a new start and that was all that really mattered. Wasn’t it? Amanda looked down at her lap, trying to remember the night almost two months ago when Chris came to her with his proposition. Arrested, disgraced and heartbroken, Amanda’s dismal existence seemed about to become even bleaker until Chris intervened. He arranged to have the criminal charges against her dismissed and offered her an escape from her shame by becoming his partner.

‘With your nerve and cunning, we could make a good team’, he told her. Amanda hardly believed him then. Now, she still had to wonder if her talents were really his motivation for helping her. Amanda knew too well she had never been good for much of anything. But every moment since she gambled on Christopher Garrety’s promise, he had persuaded her otherwise.

Chris gave Amanda a new perspective, a wellspring of confidence and most importantly, hope; the hope life could be different from her previously subsistent existence. As such, it was only natural she would develop a deep and abiding affection for him. Who could help it, with so much to be grateful for? But more recently, Amanda sensed their relationship had grown beyond gratitude to something far more personal, perhaps even permanent. Now she wondered if such a feeling was only a wish. A wish, never to be realized.

Amanda paused to consider and decided this must be the case or Marion’s comments would never have troubled her so deeply. Would they? She pondered a moment more, worried by the strength of her own uncertainty. Am I expecting too much from Chris? Or am I right to indulge my instincts about him?

She knew Chris almost kissed her on the street that afternoon. That moment alone must be evidence of his true feelings. It had to prove there was a desire for greater intimacy between them, not only in her own heart, but his as well.

Then why did he stop himself from kissing you, a nagging voice in Amanda’s head demanded. If he really loved you, nothing would have prevented him.

“Because he has too much respect for you,” she told her reflection. “As a gentleman, he would never go that far without being certain of your feelings.”

She paused, dazed by the revelation of her own words. “That must be it. He is in ignorance of my true feelings! If I tell him....”

Bolstered by a rush of excitement, Amanda hurried to finish pinning up her hair and dabbed on the last precious drops of perfume she brought with her from her mother’s dress shop. Delighted with both her appearance and her plan, she rose from her dressing table and started for the door when a new whisper of doubt crept into her thoughts.

What if Marion is right about Chris? Declaring my love for him might scare him away and that would ruin everything.

Tortured by uncertainty, Amanda turned back into her room. Outside, the hall clock struck seven. The last gong echoed with a note of finality. The time for indecision was over. Tonight, she would have to ferret out the truth about Chris and herself or there would be no point in pursuing a career as a Pinkerton. Glancing back at her mirror, Amanda adopted a carefree expression and started down the stairs.
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Chapter Two
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“Glory, what a heavenly sight you make, Miss Brown.”

“Not at all, Mr. Garrety,” Amanda returned, when she reached the bottom of the stairs. “Besides, you doubtless make similar declarations about every female of your acquaintance.”

He kissed her hand. “You know me so well. However, I assure you I have never meant it so sincerely before.”

Amanda smiled and took his arm.

“Where are we going tonight?” Amanda asked.

“That is meant to be a surprise. But I promise you will not be disappointed.”

“How intriguing,” Amanda teased. “Then by all means, do not hold me in suspense a moment longer.”

Chris grinned and led her to the door.

“Have a pleasant evening,” Marion called tauntingly from the landing.

Amanda glanced back at her. “I intend to,” she replied, pausing to give Chris a sassy look. Then with a simple, “Goodnight,” she slipped out the door with Chris close behind.

“Say, what was that about?” Chris demanded, when he joined her outside.

“What do you mean?” she replied, innocently.

“You and Marion. What are you two up to?” he persisted, grabbing her elbow.

Amanda stopped walking and looked directly into his face.

“Not a thing. I am surprised a simple farewell should cause so much concern.”

“I have good reason to be concerned when it comes to you and Marion.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“Because I know her.”

“So she told me,” Amanda confessed. “Not to mention your close association with most of the other women at the agency.”

Chris smirked.

“You do not deny it?” Amanda pressed.

Chris shook his head. “I know a great many women...in a professional capacity.”

Amanda scoffed.

“You do not believe me?”

“I did once,” Amanda answered sharply, before she started to walk away.

“Amanda, you disappoint me,” he said jogging after her.

“I assure you, Mr. Garrety, the feeling is mutual.”

“Amanda, stop,” he ordered, pulling her aside.

“Why should I?”

“Well, for one thing you do not have the least notion where you are going. And for another, it does not suit you to be jealous.”

“Jealous!”

“Yes, jealous. I have seen that green-eyed monster too many times before not to recognize it on the spot.”

“You are imagining things. I have absolutely no reason to be jealous.”

“No, you do not,” Chris agreed.

Amanda gave him a skeptical look and tried to pull away.

“Listen,” he continued, holding her back. “I am the first to admit I have a well-earned reputation as a ladies’ man. And I do not deny I have had my share of affairs. But I am not the sort of heartless rogue Marion Green would have you believe.”

“If you are so innocent, why would she lie to me? She has absolutely no reason to tell such tales about you other than a genuine desire to protect a member of her sex.”

“Ha!” Chris protested. “Protect you! Marion has no interest in protecting you. She only wants to get rid of the competition.”

“Competition? Me?”

“And why not?”

Amanda blushed. “I never realized you felt...that is I was unaware you and Marion are involved.”

“We are not involved. At least, not anymore.”

“Oh?” Amanda prompted, desperately hoping he would divulge the details.

“Last year, she and I were assigned to work a case together and, in the heat of the chase, one thing led to another and, well.... Anyway, after we got back home, whatever madness that compelled me to find her so enchanting passed. So, I broke things off and, needless to say, Marion did not handle my rejection well. Ever since she has been bent on poisoning any woman I show any interest in with her selfless innuendo.”

Startled, Amanda stared at him in a peculiar way.

“Amanda,” Chris continued, worried by the look on her face.

“Hmm?”

“Were you listening to me?”

“I was.”

“Then what is wrong?”

“You said Marion was bent on poisoning any woman you show any interest in.”

“Correct,” he confirmed. “So?”

“So, does that mean you are interested in me?”

He grinned, impressed at how cleverly she cornered him into a confession. “I thought that was obvious,” he replied, moving closer to Amanda and looking at her in that unsettling way of his.

“Your interest in all women seems to be notorious,” Amanda replied, dodging his advance. “What I want to know is why Marion should single me out as a particular threat.”

Chris reached out and took hold of her shoulders. She felt a charge rush along her spine at his touch and stepped back to break the devastating effect it had on her resolve.

“You have yet to answer my question,” she pressed.

“Perhaps that is because I have no answer,” he replied, closing the gap between them again. “At least not a single answer.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean Marion’s resentment toward you could stem from any number of sources. The rosy hue of your complexion, the melodious tone of your voice, the fire behind those brilliant, blue eyes, or the audacity of that tongue of yours.”

“Audacity!” Amanda bristled.

“Exactly,” Chris pursued. “It so deftly traps a man into saying things he should not even be thinking.”

“Why should he not?” Amanda asked, surrendering to his allure.

“Because our kind of work does not mix with romance.”

“Such logic did not prevent you from romancing Marion.”

“She was different.”

“How?”

“She is not you,” Chris confessed. “Amanda, I promised you more than a moment of passion. I promised you a partnership. A real partnership. It would be unfair of me to jeopardize that.”

“Would it?”

Chris looked down at her delicate face, alight with anticipation, and he felt a powerful sensation grip his heart. Before Amanda realized what was happening, Chris drew her close beneath the shadow of Mrs. Davis’ stairwell. Their eyes met in a silent exchange until his gaze drifted down to her lips.

“Amanda,” he began breathlessly, holding her close. “You cannot know how long I have wanted....”

“Wanted what, Chris?” she asked earnestly, resting one hand against his chest. “Tell me.”

Her touch broke the spell he was under causing him to sigh and shake his head.

“Chris, I never asked you why you offered to help me,” she persisted.

“I told you my motives were entirely selfish,” he tossed off. “I saw your potential and I wanted to use it to my advantage.”

“I refuse to believe that,” Amanda replied.

“It is true.”

“It may have been true once. But I know now there is more going on behind that handsome face of yours than you let on.”

“You think so?” he teased.

“I know so.”

Chris covered her hand, still resting on his chest, with his own. “You are probably the only one that does, Amanda.”

“It is nothing to be ashamed of.”

“It is a weakness I cannot afford to advertise.”

“Chris, tell me just once and I will never ask again, what do I really mean to you?”

His lips parted, ready to utter a casual retort, but he could not bring himself to speak. He knew he must never tell her the truth and risk throwing her off course. He must not complicate her life any further with professions of devotion that would only hurt them both later on, so he gave the only response he could. He raised her fingertips to his lips and kissed them.

“Chris?”

“Come on,” he said, lacing her arm through his. “Your supper is getting cold.”

Wordlessly, they walked hand in hand to the corner where Chris hailed a hack to ensure they could make their reservation on time.

******
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They rode in silence through the heart of downtown Chicago until the driver pulled up outside a colorful little café on Jefferson Street. The cheerful glow of candlelight poured out of the windows lining the front of the building. Above the intricately carved door was a sign bearing the name, Helen’s.

“I hope you are hungry,” Chris said, helping Amanda out of the hack. “Helen Mills makes the best food in Chicago.”

“Do you come here often?”

“It is my only real home,” Chris admitted, escorting her to the entrance. “But a lot of Pinks are partial to Helen’s cooking.”

As soon as Chris opened the door, Amanda could understand why Helen’s was so popular. The delicious aroma of fresh baked bread and savory spices rushed to greet her. Most of the dozen or so tables near the front were occupied with convivial groups or courting couples talking in an animated manner. A small bar to the right of the door was partitioned from the restaurant by a latticed wall. It was also flooded with customers.

Amanda had barely taken in her surroundings when she was greeted by the establishment’s namesake. Helen Mills was a warm-hearted woman in her mid-forties. Her broad smile and twinkling eyes made Amanda feel at ease right away.

“So, this is the young lass you told me so much about, Chris!” Helen exclaimed, fixing her attention on Amanda.

“In person,” Chris affirmed. “And prettier than I described, right, Helen?”

“I expect, ‘tis her auburn hair. Everyone knows red-heads make the most attractive women,” she replied, patting her own ginger curls.

“How right you are,” Chris agreed, smiling as he bent to kiss her brow.

“Shameless flirt,” Helen teased, patting his cheek. “You will never be able to let this one out of your sight, Miss Brown.”

“And well I know it,” Amanda played along.

“A fine way for my two best girls to talk!”

“’Tis only the truth,” Helen said. “And a relief to my mind to learn there is at least one female prepared to keep you on your toes, Christopher Garrety. This one has sense. Hold on to her, eh?”

“Thank you, Mrs. Mills,” Amanda said.

“Call me, Helen, dearie. Everyone does.”

“If you have finished disparaging my character,” Chris interjected, “may I inquire if our supper is ready, Helen?”

“You may address me as Mrs. Mills,” Helen teased.

“Aw...why?”

“Because Helen is reserved for my friends and you must not count yourself among them as it has been an age since you last bothered to call upon me.”

“I was away on family business,” Chris explained. “You know that.”

“Phaa!” Helen scoffed.

“It is true,” Amanda said. “He left to claim his late father’s homestead in Copper Creek.”

“And I stayed on to win over Amanda in the bargain,” Chris finished. “She is to be my new partner. Mr. Pinkerton admitted her to the agency this afternoon and she begins her training tomorrow.”

“Does she now?”

“I naturally thought to bring her here to celebrate. But if you are too busy with petty grievances to show a little hospitality....”

“Who says I am?”

“I thought you—”

“Now, there is your trouble,” Helen interrupted him. “You never were any good at thinking, Mr. Garrety!”

Amanda could not help laughing and the others soon joined her.

“Guilty as charged,” Chris admitted with a smile. “But do my shortcomings mean you refuse to serve us?”

Helen winked at him. “Not at all. Come with me, loves.”

Without warning, Helen took Amanda’s hand and led the way to a private table at the back of the restaurant. It was a booth, enclosed on three sides, with a red curtain hanging down in front for privacy. Helen stepped aside to allow Amanda to sit and was amazed to find Chris had not followed them to the table.

Helen looked around and let out a sigh of exasperation when she spotted him lingering with a colleague at the bar.

“That man!” she complained.

Amanda looked past her. “Who is he?” she asked indicating the gentleman speaking with Chris.

“Looks like Eric,” Helen answered.

“Eric?”

“Eric Masterson,” Helen supplied. “He is a Pinkerton too. Used to be Chris’ partner.”

“Oh?”

Sensing Amanda’s concern, Helen patted her shoulder. “That was before Eric decided to work on his own.”

“I see,” Amanda replied.

“No need to fret, now,” Helen counseled. “I’ll shoo Eric away and send Chris right over with a bottle of my best wine.”

Amanda smiled gratefully and watched Mrs. Mills trudge off. True to her word, she sent Chris over. But instead of the wine, he brought Mr. Masterson with him. Eric was roughly the same age as Chris, short, with sandy blond hair, clever grey eyes and angular features that blended into a pleasant, if not handsome, face.

“Amanda, meet an old friend of mine, Eric Masterson.”

“Mrs. Mills told me a little about you,” Amanda replied. “How do you do, Mr. Masterson?”

“Pleased, Miss Brown,” Eric returned. “Chris mentioned he had a new partner, but I never expected anyone as lovely as you. I can see now I should spend more time in Chicago, if you are the sort of new talent Mr. Pinkerton is recruiting for the agency.”

“How kind of you to say, Mr. Masterson.”

“Eric, I insist,” he corrected her.

“Have a seat, Eric,” Chris urged, settling beside Amanda.

“Only if Miss Brown does not mind the intrusion?”

“Not at all,” she assured him. “And do, call me Amanda.”

Eric smiled and sat down saying, “I must caution you, Amanda, about the perils of serving as my replacement.”

“Replacement?”

“As hot-head’s new partner,” Eric explained, indicating Chris.

“Oh, quite,” Amanda agreed, jovially. “If only I had been forewarned of his many faults, I may have reconsidered my decision to join the agency.”

“It is still not too late to change your mind,” Eric replied. “But I would urge you not to condemn the entire agency on the basis of one operative’s foibles.”

“Indeed,” Amanda joked.

“You could always request another partner,” Eric pursued, pleased to see how riled Chris appeared. “And if I am not too bold, I should like to recommend myself as a happy alternative.”

“How kind of you. But, alas, I have made my choice and I fear I must live with the consequences.”

“How touching,” Chris said sarcastically.

“You know I am only teasing,” Amanda replied, squeezing his arm affectionately.

“But should you ever reconsider—” Eric began.

“Hey, hey,” Chris interrupted. “Stop trying to steal my partner and explain what is so urgent you had to interrupt our evening.”

“Ordinarily, I would have waited for a more propitious time to warn you,” Eric replied, tearing his attention away from Amanda. “But since you have been away on leave the past two months, I figured you might not have heard.”

“Heard what?”

“There is a traitor in our midst.”

“A traitor? You mean a mole?”

“Nothing but.”

Chris scowled. “How do you know?”

“Over the past ten weeks, three top-secret operations were sabotaged at the last minute. The only way it could have happened is if one of our operatives leaked highly classified intelligence.”

“Any idea who the mole may be?”

“None. And that is the most baffling thing about this mess. Every time we think we have a lead, it turns into a dead end.”

“Did Mr. Pinkerton put you in charge of the investigation?”

Eric nodded. “Though I fail to understand why.”

“He trusts you,” Chris replied. “You have a good head on your shoulders.”

“I fear I need a better one, if I am to have a prayer of uncovering anything.”

“Can we help?” Amanda asked.

“I think so,” Eric replied.

“Now wait a minute,” Chris interrupted. “Amanda has not been trained for anything like this and I am expecting my new assignment at any moment.”

Eric sighed. “Of course. I only hoped you would be willing to keep your ears open and let me know if you overhear anything that might be of use to me.”

“Certainly. That is the least we could do,” Amanda insisted. “Right, Chris?” 

“Well....”

“It would be particularly helpful to me if Amanda could share some inside information regarding the Women’s Bureau.”

“Why?” Chris asked.

“I have a strong feeling the mole may be a woman. But I lack the means of monitoring our female agents in any way that would not arouse suspicion.”

“I would be happy to do it,” Amanda blurted out.

“No you would not!” Chris scolded.

“Chris, how can you say that?”

“Because you do not know what you are promising.”

“I certainly do,” she insisted. “I came here to make a difference and this seems as good a way as any to start.”

“That is the spirit,” Eric cheered.

“Eric, do not make me forget we are friends...,” Chris warned, clenching his hands into fists.

“But we are friends,” Eric replied, “which is the only reason I dared ask for your help. I have always relied on you, Chris, and as I am in such a tight corner, I felt sure I could trust you again to lend a hand...you know, like old times....”

“The old times are no excuse for involving Amanda.”

“Who asked for an excuse?” Amanda interjected. “I believe I have as much invested in the future of the agency as either of you, since Mr. Pinkerton accepted me among your ranks.”

“Naturally,” Chris conceded. “But...”

“And it is my duty now as a Pinkerton to cooperate with any investigation undertaken by the agency.”

“The lady has a point,” Eric remarked with a smirk. “I trust you would not encourage her to shirk her duties on her first day.”

“Never,” Chris asserted. “But my argument is not with duty. It is with common sense.”

“Are you suggesting I lack the sense God gave a goose, Mr. Garrety?” Amanda challenged.

Chris’ jaw went slack as he struggled to form an argument that would diffuse the look of indignation on Amanda’s face and destroy the look of triumph on Eric’s. Looking between his companions, he knew he was defeated and decided to surrender.

“Have it your way,” he grumbled, leaning back in his chair.

Amanda smiled and clasped his hand with gratitude.

“You see, I knew I could count on you,” Eric gloated.

Chris only grunted.

“I will try to learn all I can,” Amanda assured Eric. 

“Splendid.”

“Should I find something, how should I contact you?”

“I am here most evenings,” Eric replied. “Otherwise, Chris knows where I live.”

“And don’t you forget it,” Chris said. “If anything happens to her....”

“Quit worrying,” Eric scolded. “Amanda knows what she is doing.”

“Thank you, Eric,” Amanda said. “I am glad to know someone around here has confidence in me.”

“Every confidence,” Eric insisted. “Just be subtle with your inquiries and if you should stumble across something—”

“I will inform you straight away,” Amanda finished for him.

“Good. I cannot thank you enough.”

Mrs. Mills arrived at the table carrying a tray with two glasses and a bottle of red wine from her private stock.

“Here we are,” she announced, setting down the tray to serve Amanda and Chris. “Your food will be here in a trice.”

“None for me?” Eric mocked.

“Your soup is getting cold, Mr. Masterson,” Helen replied, scowling at him. “At table three,” she finished, raising her thumb to jerk it in the direction of the far corner.

“Well, I can take a hint,” Eric said. “Thanks again, Amanda and ah...do be careful?”

“I will,” Amanda assured him, as he rose from his seat.

“Eric,” Chris called after him. “Hold up a minute.”

Helen put her hands on her hips. “Enough business!” she admonished. “Sit.”

“We need a private word,” Chris explained. “I will be right back.” He started to stand. “Excuse me, will you, Amanda?”

“Of course,” she uttered to his retreating figure.

“Men!” Helen bemoaned, throwing up her hands. She fixed an indulgent smile on Amanda. “You drink up now.”

Amanda lifted her glass and took a sip, which seemed to satisfy Mrs. Mills. She winked playfully and marched off to fetch the first course, leaving Amanda to watch Chris and Eric confer across the room.

******
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“What are you plotting?” Chris demanded in a whisper.

“Whatever are you talking about,” Eric replied innocently.

“We both know you have never had much respect for female agents. Why were you suddenly so solicitous of Amanda?”

“You said yourself she was remarkable. Am I to presume you are a liar?”

“Eric, quit stalling. You have no faith in Amanda or her abilities as an agent, so why not tell me what you are really up to?”

“All I am up to is unmasking the mole among our ranks. If my findings should happen to resolve other blights on the agency simultaneously...all the better.”

“Meaning?”

Eric sighed with frustration. “Must I spell it out for you, Chris?”

“Please do.”

“Very well. Since you insist on putting things bluntly... I feel sure that when I find the mole, I will have also found a way to decommission the Women’s Bureau. Permanently.”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“Really, Chris. We both know it has been ages since the Women’s Bureau has been anything but a liability to the agency.”

“In your opinion, perhaps.”

“It is not only my opinion. Since Mrs. Warne’s death, the Bureau has been a source of ridicule. The police scoff at our female agents. Fellow detectives resent their interference. To say nothing of the general consensus that most of our women are either glorified prostitutes or the mistresses of their male counterparts. If we allow it to continue, it will only demean the credibility of genuine operatives, to say nothing of puffing up the egos of the feather-brained girls who think they have what it takes to make it in a man’s profession.”

“Feather-brained girls like Amanda?” Chris baited him.

“Well...” Eric tilted his head, as if to affirm Chris’ assertion. “In spite of her flaws, I think your latest paramour will be able to make all the difference. Her blind enthusiasm will quickly lead her to suspect one of her colleagues. She will give me her name. I will supply the supporting evidence and there you have it.”

“Yes, whether or not the female agent is actually guilty.”

“A technicality.”

“This is not like you, Eric. I have never known you to cheat.”

“Who is cheating?”

“Is the mole a woman?”

“Do you have any proof the mole is not a female?”

“No,” Chris rasped. “But neither do you and that is my point.”

“Fair play and all that rot,” Eric interpreted.

“Fair play is not rot. You know it would be unjust to charge an innocent woman merely to advance your own agenda. You could never live with yourself.”

“You let me worry about my conscience.”

“No!” Chris raised his voice. The people at a nearby table looked up and Chris smiled apologetically until they looked away. “I refuse to permit you to destroy yourself,” he continued, in a softer tone. “Or Amanda.”

“Ah, so that is the real reason for this self-righteous display. You care as little about the Women’s Bureau as I do. But you cannot risk losing the front it affords to keep your little trollop employed until you have had your way with her.”

Chris lunged at Eric. “Shut your ignorant mouth! My regard for Amanda is nothing like my previous associations with women.”

“Of course not,” Eric replied sarcastically. “Amanda is different.” He sneered and added coldly, “Please. Delude yourself if you must, Chris, but do not expect me to believe such tripe.”

Livid, Chris’ eyes widened with fury and he grabbed Eric’s shirtfront, oblivious to the rapt attention of the other patrons.

“Easy, man,” Eric warned him. “You are creating a scene.”

Chris looked around and was forced to release Eric to appease the censorious looks directed toward him. Grunting, he took a step back and prepared to walk away when Eric added, “Go if you must, but mind this.... Stay out of my business and everything will work itself out. Amanda will never have a clue what is actually going on and I promise, once my investigation is over, you can have her back for...whatever it is you had in mind.” He smirked and offered Chris his hand. “Deal?”

Disgusted, Chris slapped his hand away and belted him in the mouth. Eric tumbled to the floor, overturning an empty table behind him. Everyone’s attention was drawn to the ruckus, including Amanda, who rushed over behind Mrs. Mills to watch.

“What in tarnation is going on!” Helen demanded.

“Just a difference of opinion,” Chris replied.

Eric glared up at him from the floor, clutching his sore jaw.

“This is not finished, Chris.”

“I think it is, Mr. Masterson,” Helen insisted. “I will not have brawling in my place. Out with you!”

Eric got to his feet slowly and headed for the door under Helen’s supervision, while Chris drifted over to Amanda.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he lied.

“It had to be something, if you came to blows with your best friend,” Amanda insisted.

He shook his head. “I was just finding out who my friends really are,” he said, cradling her face in the palm of his hand. “I apologize if I spoiled your evening.”

“You have not spoiled a thing,” Amanda assured him adoringly. “Not a thing.”
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Chapter Three
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The next morning the sound of a busy household roused Amanda from her dreamlike state. Not wanting to surrender the heady feeling she had taken to bed, she kept her eyes shut to preserve her euphoria, despite the persistent knock at her door.

“Miss Brown? Miss Brown, are you awake?”

“Yes, Mrs. Davis,” Amanda replied.

“Hurry yourself downstairs then, while breakfast is still hot. You must not be late for your first day.”

Amanda grimaced and sat up, while Mrs. Davis scurried back down the hall. Turning to the clock on her bedside table, Amanda noted the time was only a quarter past six. Far too early for anyone to be awake, let alone contemplating breakfast. Still, she was determined to make good in her new career, so she forced herself out of bed. After washing her face and brushing out her hair, Amanda cinched her robe shut and stumbled out into the hall. Amy McCullough was passing as she closed her door.

“Good morning, Miss McCullough,” Amanda said.

Miss McCullough gave her a disapproving stare, before she returned Amanda’s greeting. “It is that. However, Miss Brown, I feel you would be better able to appreciate the fact had you not spent the entire evening carousing around the town.”

“I was unaware it was forbidden for me to spend a pleasant evening out with a friend.”

“Indeed not. And had that been the way you spent your time, I would have no objections.”

“Forgive me, Miss McCullough, but I do not see how you could possibly know what I did last night.”

“Then allow me to enlighten you, Miss Brown. I was enjoying a quiet meal at Helen’s yesterday evening, when you and Mr. Garrety arrived. After his disgraceful exhibition with Mr. Masterson, I decided it would be wise if I kept an eye on you.”

“Oh, you did?” Amanda challenged.

“It is my duty to monitor the conduct of my colleagues to ensure they live up to Mr. Pinkerton’s high expectations.”

“And in your opinion, I failed the test?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Miss McCullough admitted. “Mr. Garrety’s fisticuffs with a fellow detective was disgraceful enough, but then your own lack of decorum was appalling. I realize you are new here, but even that does not excuse your willingness to allow Mr. Garrety such liberties.”

“Liberties?” Amanda challenged.

“Come now. There is no point feigning innocence. I saw everything.”

“I do not know what you think you saw, but I have nothing to be ashamed of and neither does Chris...Mr. Garrety.

Miss McCullough pursed her lips. “We shall see what Mrs. Webster has to say about that, after I submit my report.”

“Report?” Amanda fumed. “Why you...you...nosy,... narrow-minded,...prude!”

“Well!” Miss McCullough blustered. “I take exception to your unreasonable attitude, Miss Brown. Though I hardly expected more of you.” Tilting her head back with an air of superiority, Amy McCullough turned and stormed off in a huff, leaving Amanda to stew in her own frustration.

For an instant, Amanda considered following her to continue the argument, but reason told her venting her anger would only lead to more trouble. So, mustering all her self-control, Amanda stiffened her spine and continued downstairs, determined to forget the incident.

Penny Newlan was sitting alone at the dining table when Amanda arrived. She was sipping a cup of tea and reading a book on the dynamics of firearms when Amanda slumped down in the chair beside her. Penny’s oblivious response to her presence was a welcome change after her upsetting encounter with Amy McCullough. Still disgruntled, she reached for a piece of toast on the plate in front of her and began munching vociferously until Mrs. Davis came through from the kitchen.

“Honestly, Penny, where are your manners,” she admonished. “Could you not cease burning your eyes out on those books of yours long enough to share a decent meal with Miss Brown?”

Embarrassed, Penny closed her book and blushed. “I am sorry, Miss Brown.”

“There is no need to apologize,” Amanda replied. “I was rather enjoying the silence.”

Penny nodded, unsure what to say.

“Would you care for some coffee?” Mrs. Davis asked Amanda.

“Why not.”

“Coming right up,” Mrs. Davis said, bustling back into the kitchen.

Amanda and Penny sat in an awkward silence staring at the abundance of flowers sprawled across the wallpaper in Mrs. Davis’ dining room until Penny thought to ask, “How do you like Chicago so far, Miss Brown?”

“I cannot say as I do...like it, that is.”

“Oh? Your pardon again,... I did not mean to bring up a—”

“Forget it,” Amanda interrupted. “I am only grumpy because it seems I do not get along with anyone here.”

“Except Mr. Garrety?”

“Well, yes, I....” Amanda stopped abruptly, her eyes widening in surprise. “Please do not tell me you were spying on us last night too?”

“Of course not. That is Amy McCullough’s stock in trade.”

“You mean she has done this before?”

“Constantly,” Penny replied. “She checks up on all the new girls who come to work for the agency.”

“All?” Amanda repeated in disbelief.

“Yes. I think she feels it her duty to account for the respectability of every girl that dares to follow after Kate Warne. Mrs. Warne was her mentor, you know. I think by monitoring the new female agents, she feels she can prevent them from undermining Mrs. Warne’s legacy. Then of course, there has been a lot of talk about the future of the Women’s Bureau.”

“Mr. Pinkerton mentioned that when I saw him yesterday,” Amanda replied. “Are things really so bleak?”

“Bleak enough,” Penny answered. “But this is not the first time the Bureau’s been threatened. So long as Mr. Pinkerton’s still in charge, I doubt there is any real cause to worry.”

“I think Miss McCullough would disagree with you. She sounded rather desperate to keep her job.”

“You tangled with her?”

“This morning, outside my room,” Amanda explained, “she threatened to report my lack of decorum to our superiors because I failed to measure up to Mr. Pinkerton’s high expectations.”

“You must not let it bother you,” Penny replied. “Despite her delusions of grandeur, Amy has no real authority. She has been pestering the department heads with reports on new girls for so long they no longer pay her any heed. I doubt you will hear anything more about the matter.”

“That is something of a relief.”

“However, she was right about one thing. Mr. Pinkerton requires all of his operatives to comply with a strict code of behavior.”

“Here we are,” Mrs. Davis interrupted, returning with Amanda’s coffee. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked, setting the cup down on the table.

“No. Thank you, Mrs. Davis.”

“Then you best finish with that on the double and get dressed.” She paused to look at the watch pinned to her blouse. “It is almost seven and you cannot give Mrs. Webster a favorable impression if you are late for orientation this morning.”

“Yes, Mrs. Davis. I will hurry,” Amanda replied, as the landlady retreated back to her kitchen.

“Golly, I should be off too,” Penny agreed, reaching for her book.

“Wait,” Amanda said. “Before you go, I think you should tell me more about this code of behavior, before I get myself in any deeper trouble.”

“It is pretty straightforward,” Penny began. “Drunkenness, gambling and slang are all strictly prohibited. Stay away from low dives or places of ill repute, when at all possible. Never accept bribes or take any reward money for solving a case. And above all, a Pinkerton agent must never compromise with criminals, refuse to work with local law enforcement, or take on any cases for the purpose of initiating a scandal.”

“Oh, is that all,” Amanda said sarcastically.

“It is not so much and certainly most of it must be second nature anyway.”

“Maybe for you.”

Penny took off her glasses and set them on the table beside her book. “Are you going to tell me now that you have some dark and terrible past?”

“No. But I have done things...made mistakes—”

“Everyone makes mistakes,” Penny interrupted. “That does not preclude you from doing things right from here on out.”

“You are kind to say so.”

“No. It is the truth. I know I may not look it, but I have made my share of mistakes too. And since joining the agency, I like to feel I have been able to do a little good to make up for them. In time, you will too.”

Stunned by this plain, gentle girl’s kindness, Amanda felt a lump rise in her throat. “I really feel I owe you an apology, Penny.”

“For what?”

“I misjudged you. When we first met I thought—”

“I can imagine,” Penny interjected. “Forget about it.”

“But I want to apologize.”

“There is no need. Being a dull intellectual is part of my cover. If people failed to treat me as though I were invisible, I would not be doing my job properly.” She smiled and Amanda could not help smiling too.

“Suddenly, I think things are going to work out after all.”

“Good,” Penny said, collecting her possessions from the table.

“Provided I can avoid Marion and Miss McCullough for the rest of my training period,” Amanda amended.

“What happened with Marion?”

“She tried to convince me I should stay away from Chris Garrety for my own good. What she failed to mention was she and Chris had once been involved and the motive behind her friendly warning was entirely selfish.”

“Mmh. She looked a little green after the two of you left.”

“Really? I am glad to hear it.”

“Then you will be thrilled to hear she is gone.”

“Gone?”

Penny nodded. “Not long after you and Mr. Garrety left the house, a messenger came with a telegram for her. She barely opened it when she darted up to her room, threw a few things in a bag and bolted.”

“Did she give you any idea where she was going?”

“None,” Penny replied. “But this is not the first time she left in a hurry. I expect she will turn up again in a week or so.”

Amanda’s mind began to race. Marion’s odd behavior triggered a notion that only gained plausibility the longer she pondered it. Perhaps Marion Green was the mole Eric Masterson sought. No, Amanda told herself, that would be too good to be true. Still, it seemed worth investigating.

“Penny,” she began casually. “Is it possible Marion left on a case?”

“I doubt it. For one thing, our operatives are routinely given more than a moment’s notice before they are expected to travel for an assignment and for another, I would know about it.”

“How?”

“I work in the department that coordinates agent dispatches and corresponding intelligence. Marion’s orders would have come across my desk for filing if she was being deployed for the agency.”

“Then her departure must involve a personal reason.”

“I guess, although I cannot imagine what it would be. She claims not to have any family and she seldom concerns herself with anything other than work. The agency is her life.”

“Are you girls still chattering away!” Mrs. Davis scolded, sticking her head out the swinging door.

“We were just leaving,” Penny said.

“I should hope so.”

Penny rolled her eyes. “We better scoot,” she said to Amanda. “See you later.”

Amanda smiled gratefully, while Penny hurried off. But instead of following after her, Amanda paused to sip her coffee and reflect on the astounding possibility that she had uncovered the missing link in Eric Masterson’s investigation.

******
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A little more than an hour later, the authoritative tone of Hannah Webster’s voice managed to penetrate Amanda’s calculating thoughts.

“The best advice I can give you ladies about this profession is to abandon any of the romanticized notions you may have about the life of a detective. For women especially, this work is a thankless endeavor.”

Mrs. Webster looked particularly stern in the early morning light as she paused to scrutinize the reaction of the four young women seated before her. Each of them did their best to appear unaffected; however, Amanda Brown was the only one who seemed genuinely indifferent to such bluntness. Mrs. Webster took the girl’s aloofness as a challenge.

“Mr. Pinkerton sent you to me to introduce you to the ways in which this agency functions,” Mrs. Webster continued, “as well as to offer you an honest assessment of what you may expect should you become licensed members of this organization. As the current Supervisor of Women Agents, this is a responsibility I do not take lightly. Your proper training and instruction is paramount, not only for your own survival, but that of this department. Therefore, I would ask, if any of you have even the slightest doubt about continuing, you declare your uncertainties now.”

Mrs. Webster halted her steady, commanding rhetoric to offer her audience the chance to respond. While there was some restless fidgeting, no one spoke.

“Very well. We shall continue with the roll and go from there.” Mrs. Webster moved behind her desk to pick up the file she collected earlier from Mr. Pinkerton’s secretary.

“Lucy Johnson.”

“Present, ma’am.”

Mrs. Webster looked up from the page to note a short, slender girl with hair as dark as molasses and a round, eager face.

“It says here you are a native of Chicago, Miss Johnson.”

“That is so, ma’am.”

“Have you traveled much?”

“No. But a desire to do so is one reason I decided to work for Mr. Pinkerton,” Lucy replied. “I have always wanted to see the world and meet new people.”

“If you succeed in your training, Miss Johnson, I can promise you plenty of both. Though not for pleasure, mind you. Traveling for the agency will not be the same as taking a personal holiday. It will be your duty and a most serious business.”

“Naturally,” Lucy acknowledged. “I fully intend to treat it as such. But would it be wrong, Mrs. Webster, for me to enjoy my surroundings in the process?”

Mrs. Webster smiled inwardly. Such a sweet and candid nature would ensure Lucy Johnson could make friends easily and that ability would serve her well as an agent. “No, indeed, Miss Johnson,” Mrs. Webster admitted. “Not wrong at all.”

Lucy smiled gratefully and Mrs. Webster continued the roll.

“Mercedes Vasquez.”

A dark-skinned beauty with raven hair and a mature figure rose to acknowledge her name. “Sí, Señora.”

“I understand from Mr. Pinkerton the recent death of your husband prompted you to come all the way from New Mexico to join us.”

“Sí...that is, yes, Señora,” Mercedes replied, with a pronounced accent. “I have hope to make my Estebán proud of me by helping to stop the sort of greedy men who cause his death.”

“With such certainty of purpose, Señora , I have no doubt you will do well,” Mrs. Webster assured her. “Having once been married myself I can say, without the least conceit, women such as us often make the best operatives simply because we posses more life experience and lack the sort of sentimentality known to hamper an assignment.”

Mercedes bowed her head in appreciation and reclaimed her seat, allowing Mrs. Webster to continue.

“Katherine Phillips.”

“Right here.” A tall, masculine-looking woman with freckles and a long braid of sandy-colored hair waived her hand. “But you can call me Kat, everybody back home does.”

“And where is home, Miss Phillips?”

“Tennessee, naturally.”

“You come to our agency highly recommended for your skills in marksmanship. I can assure you Mr. Pinkerton will have plenty of use for your special talents.”

“I should damn well hope so, after I busted my rump to get here. Course, I reckon the satisfaction of puttin’ a few jaspers in their place with a bullet should more than make up for it.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Webster replied, rather put off by Kat’s rough demeanor. “And finally, Amanda Brown.”

Amanda smiled weakly and bobbed her head. “I am very happy to be here, Mrs. Webster.”

“Mr. Garrety advised me of your enthusiasm for our work, Miss Brown. He seems to feel you possess the natural instincts to make a good detective.”

Amanda nodded in affirmation of the claims made about her, afraid to confirm them verbally for fear of appearing smug.

“What do you hope to gain by becoming a detective, Miss Brown?”

“Gain, ma’am?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Webster pressed. “We have heard from everyone else. What is it that brought you here?”

“Well, many things, Mrs. Webster,” Amanda began. “I guess most of all it was a desire to be useful. To feel I belong somewhere and to something.”

Mrs. Webster bobbed her head. “A rather broad motive, but effective to be sure. Such a personal incentive should take you far, Miss Brown.”

“I hope so, Mrs. Webster.”

“I think you all will,” she added. “Just keep in mind, from today on, you are accepting a sacred duty. When I started at this agency, during the height of the late war, Mr. Pinkerton, himself, instilled in us a sense of pride, that as his operatives, we would be serving our country as nobly as those on the battlefield. And though the war has ended, that fact remains true to this day.”

When Mrs. Webster finished, Lucy Johnson raised her hand.

“Yes, Miss Johnson?”

“If our role is as important as you say, why is Mr. Robert Pinkerton attempting to dismantle the Women’s Bureau?”

Mrs. Webster sighed. “I have never condoned gossip among our ranks, Miss Johnson. Nor would I ever participate in such a puerile exercise. However, in fairness to all of you, I cannot deny the rumors you may have heard regarding our branch. Suffice it to say, there are those who would prefer the Women’s Bureau did not exist and so Mr. Robert has seen fit to keep our department under close scrutiny.”

“Pero, por qué?” Señora Vasquez asked.

“Why?” Mrs. Webster shrugged. “I could repeat any number of trumped up causes from finances to ethics. But in truth, the real reason is simply one beyond our control. We are women and that is reason enough for men to disapprove or even despise our participation in what they view as a purely masculine profession.”

“Surely, Mr. Pinkerton will not allow these dissenters to succeed in their attempts to do away with the Women’s Bureau,” Miss Johnson pursued.

“No,” Mrs. Webster agreed. “He has always been a broad-minded man. Of course, his enlightened views are due largely to the remarkable abilities of my predecessor. When Kate Warne was head of the Women’s Bureau, they worked side-by-side during the war and he always considered her one of the agency’s greatest assets. But her death, combined with the erosion of years, has left him in a weaker position to defend those of us who remain against naysayers.”

“Surely more recent accomplishments by current female agents are argument enough to keep the Bureau running,” Amanda remarked.

“One would hope,” Mrs. Webster replied. “But in the face of prejudice and the suggestion female agents serve only as a corruptive influence on their male counterparts, it has become an uphill battle.”

Amanda considered Mrs. Webster’s reply and Marion Green immediately came to mind.

“Horse puckey!” Kat Phillips interjected. “I’ve always been of the opinion there ain’t nothing a woman can’t do, if she’s decided on it. Besides, I’ve known plenty of men who can be pretty corruptive themselves without nobody’s help.”

“You have a point,” Mrs. Webster admitted. “Nevertheless, this debate has only served to keep us from the business at hand. For now, there is nothing any of you need worry about except schooling yourself in the techniques and methods we will be discussing over the next few weeks. However, before we abandon the topic all together, I will add this. Most people, including the men employed by this agency, consider a female detective to be synonymous with a doxy. I want to correct that misconception this instant. There may come a time when it becomes necessary for you to employ feminine wiles to encourage a man to divulge important information. But, more often than not, your job will be to befriend the girlfriends or female relations of a suspect. Winning the confidence of a fellow woman, when done properly, is an art far removed from the cheap tricks of a loose woman. Some of the most valuable information you garner for the agency will be collected by befriending another woman. Men so often brag and boast in the presence of their women or else simply ignore their presence while discussing business affairs, making these women a font of valuable information. Once you learn to win the trust and friendship of such women, you shall possess the key to discovering almost anything you could wish to know...without compromising your virtue.”

“Is it really that easy?” Amanda asked.

Mrs. Webster arched one brow and replied derisively, “Nothing about this business is easy, Miss Brown. Or have I failed to make that point clear?”

Slightly embarrassed, Amanda blushed and bowed her head, allowing Mrs. Webster to continue the morning’s lecture. However, nothing she said the rest of the morning penetrated Amanda’s brain. She was too wrapped up in her own speculations to concentrate on anything other than how fabulous it would be to start her career by exposing the duplicitous traitor in their midst.
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Chapter Four

[image: ]




At noon, Mrs. Webster ceased her oration to allow the class a brief respite. Not wanting to risk upsetting Chris with her suspicions of Marion, Amanda decided to take advantage of the recess to go back to Helen’s and look for Eric Masterson. There was a line of hungry patrons waiting outside the front door when Amanda arrived. Unable to wait for admittance, she decided to go around back and found the kitchen door wide open to allow the intense heat emanating from Helen’s ovens to escape the room. Adopting an attitude of importance, Amanda strolled inside and made it all the way to the swinging doors when a waiter rushed through from the opposite side and knocked her down.

“What are you doing back here?” he demanded, towering over her. “Who are you?”

“Amanda Brown,” she asserted, getting on her feet.

“Who?”

She finished brushing off her skirt and scowled. “For your sake, I will pretend you never said that,” she admonished. “But just this once...” She bobbed her head for emphasis. Then she pushed the swinging door open and strolled out into the dining area, leaving the waiter in a paralyzed state of confusion.

The tables were all occupied and a quick survey of the room revealed no sign of Eric. She decided to try the bar instead, with equally negative results. Amanda was trying to decide what to do next, when Mrs. Mills spotted her and rushed over to greet her.

“Back so soon?” Helen remarked with a smile.

“I was looking for Mr. Masterson,” Amanda explained. “Have you seen him today?”

“Given up on Chris already?”

“No. Nothing like that. I merely have some news to share with Mr. Masterson.”

“Hmmh. Well, I told him not to come back for a while.”

“No. Why?”

“Self-preservation,” Helen explained. “The mood he was in last night, another row seemed inevitable and my place could not weather the abuse.”

“This is awful.”

“Why?”

“I must speak to him and I have no other way to locate him.”

“Is it really so important?”

“Vital. Would you happen to know where he lives?”

Mrs. Mills pursed her lips and hesitated.

“Do you?” Amanda pressed. “Helen, please.”

“Does Chris know about this?”

“After what happened between them, I prefer Chris knew nothing about this.”

“I will not help you make a fool of him,” Helen insisted.

“Of course not. My reasons for finding Mr. Masterson are strictly professional.”

“Well...if that is the case, I guess it would be alright. You can find Eric on Wesley Street, the Belvedere Apartments, Room 186.”

“Thank you,” Amanda replied, beaming. “I will never forget this.” She squeezed Helen’s fingers and started for the door.

“Just make sure I never have any reason to regret helping you,” Helen called after her.

Amanda tossed a reassuring smile back over her shoulder, before disappearing into the crowd coming through the front entrance. Outside, Amanda hailed a hack and gave the driver Eric’s address. In less than fifteen minutes, she was knocking on the door of Room 186.

“Miss Brown?” Eric Masterson said in surprise when he opened the door. “What are you doing here?”

“May I come in?”

“Of course,” he replied, standing aside to let her pass. Amanda crossed the threshold and took three steps inside before the sound of the door closing behind her urged Amanda to blurt out her news.

“I know who the mole is.”

Eric arched one brow in skepticism. “Already?”

“I mean I think I know,” Amanda amended.

“Excellent. Have a seat and tell me all about it.” Eric crossed the floor to pull out one of the few chairs in his sparsely furnished apartment and offered it to her. Amanda sat and nervously waited while he settled himself opposite her.

“Now,” he continued. “Start at the beginning.”

“I was speaking to Penny Newlan this morning,” Amanda said. “And she told me some very peculiar things about Marion Green.”

“Marion Green,” he repeated, writing the name down on the notepad he extracted from his pocket. “Go on.”

“It seems she left Mrs. Davis’ last night in a hurry and without any explanation.”

“And?” Eric prompted.

“And it is not the first time she has done this.”

“Is that all?”

“All?” Amanda said in confusion. “Do you not think it odd for her to disappear so often and without the foreknowledge of anyone at the agency?”

“It certainly has a suspicious air about it that would make anyone curious. Still, I would hardly call Miss Green’s proclivity for privacy damming.”

“Maybe not, but I still think she is worth investigating.”

“Because you genuinely believe she is the mole or because you want to cause her a little grief for capturing Chris’ fancy?”

Amanda blinked, stunned Eric should react so churlishly to her sincere desire to help.

“You did know Marion and Chris were a couple before he left for Copper Creek?”

“He told me,” Amanda said.

“Then you cannot really expect me to take your claims seriously.”

“Of course I do or I would never have come all this way to make them.”

Eric sighed and flipped his notepad shut. “I appreciate the attempt, Amanda, but unless you can give me something a little more concrete, I fear you have only wasted your time and mine.”

“I see,” she grumbled, trying to control her anger.

“I am sorry,” Eric said.

“So am I,” Amanda huffed, quickly rising from her chair. “I promise I will not make the mistake of troubling you again.”

She started for the door, but Eric circled around and barred her way.

“Move aside!” Amanda ordered.

“Come now, Amanda,” Eric countered, grabbing her arms to keep her from reaching the knob. “This is no way to act.”

“Let go of me,” she demanded, struggling against him.

“Your attitude is hardly professional,” Eric pointed out, still holding her at bay.

“My attitude!” Amanda rasped. “You are the smug know-it-all who is too thick-headed to listen to anyone else.”

“That may be,” Eric conceded, releasing her arms. “But at least I am not so deluded by my own sense of entitlement that I expect instant success with anything I decide to try.”

Offended, Amanda squealed and stomped her foot.

“Please, do not scuff the floorboards,” he goaded her. “I am only boarding here.”

Amanda clenched her fists. “You are insufferable! I cannot imagine why I ever offered to help you.”

“Because you were trying to run before you could walk,” he countered seriously.

She started for the door again, but he pushed her back. “Look,” Eric continued. “All I ask is that you take a little more time to be sure before you go making accusations. Dig a little deeper. Then if you find something, I will be here to listen.”

Appeased somewhat, Amanda relaxed and took a step back.

“I suppose that is fair.”

Eric nodded. “I never meant to hurt your feelings, but it is better if you learn right away that nothing comes easy in this business. You must earn every crumb of information you gather during an investigation, with a lot of hard work.”

“I understand. Believe me, I am all too aware there is much I have yet to learn. But that is why...Oh, no!”

“Amanda? What is wrong?”

“What time is it?

Eric paused to pull out the watch from his vest pocket. “About two minutes past one. Why?”

“Blast! I am late!” Amanda rushed to the door. “Mrs. Webster only let us go for an hour. I must return to the agency.”

“You will never make it on foot.”

“I will take a hack and ah, if it is all the same to you, I would rather Chris never knew I was here.”

“He will not learn of it from me,” Eric agreed.

“Thank you. And I am sorry too.”

“You will keep me informed?”

Amanda nodded.

“Good. Now, hurry.”

He opened the door for her and Amanda rushed out. Once she had gone, Eric took out his notebook again and smirked.

“Marion Green it is,” he mumbled to himself. He crossed to the table to fabricate a few more notes to flesh out Amanda’s report. Then he tossed his pencil aside, secured the notepad in his breast pocket, and donning his hat, headed out the door.

He whistled as he locked his apartment and proceeded down the hall, pleased his plan was working so well.

******
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It was a few minutes past four in the afternoon when Amanda trudged through Mrs. Davis’ front door and gratefully shut the world out on the other side.

“Rough first day?”

Startled, Amanda looked into the parlor.

“Chris,” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought I might check in and see how you were doing,” he replied, crossing the floor to meet her in the archway. “Mrs. Davis said I could wait for you. But if you prefer not have a visitor....”

“No,” Amanda assured him. “You are about the only person I do want to see.”

Chris smiled appreciatively. “Want to tell me all about it?”

“Not really.”

“That bad?”

“It was mind numbingly brutal. Mrs. Webster must love the sound of her own voice.”

“She is impressed with her own importance,” Chris admitted. “But she will not be your only instructor.”

“Thank heavens.”

“Barbra McMillian should take over on Monday.”

“It cannot come soon enough.”

There was an awkward pause in the conversation until Chris thought to ask, “Anything else happen today?”

Her meeting with Eric sprang immediately to mind, but she was not about to start a quarrel with Chris. So, she shrugged and said, “What am I thinking? We should have a seat.”

She went into the parlor and perched on the far end of the sofa. Surprised by her abruptness, Chris followed and sat close beside her, noting how hard she was trying to appear relaxed.

“I thought we might go back to Helen’s for dinner,” Chris began.

Amanda blushed with guilt. “So soon?”

“I thought you enjoyed yourself?”

“Of course. Only....”

“There is nothing preventing you from going back? Is there?”

Amanda swallowed. Could he know I have already been back? No, she thought. How could he?

“Amanda?”

“No,” she blurted out. “Yes. That is... I would rather stay in tonight,” she corrected, trying to appease the look of consternation on Chris’ face. “I am tired after so much talking today. But I feel sure Mrs. Davis could have no objections if you joined us here.”

Hesitant, Chris started to shake his head. “It might be awkward with Marion around.”

“Not at all,” Amanda corrected him. “She left last night.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Apparently, it is quite the mystery.” Amanda bit her lower lip, as soon as the words were out of her mouth.

“Sounds like just the sort of news Eric would love to exploit.”

Amanda blushed and looked down at the rug. Misinterpreting her reaction, Chris edged closer to her on the sofa and reached out to take her hand.

“Sorry,” he said. “I did not mean to bring up a sore point. Fact is, I really came here to tell you I changed my mind.”

Amanda turned towards him. “About Eric?” she asked in surprise.

“No. I still think it would be a mistake for you to trust him. But I do trust you and if you want to help with his investigation, then so do I.”

“You mean it?”

“I figure the best way to find the mole and protect the innocent is to work together to uncover the truth....provided that is acceptable to you?”

“Chris, you are a wonder!” Amanda cried, leaning in to kiss his cheek.

“There is one condition, however,” he amended, holding her at arm’s length. “I do not want you to take any information you may uncover to Eric...at least not without me. Deal?”

Amanda’s face paled.

“Why?” she asked, trying to appear nonchalant.

“Because Eric intends to use this investigation as an excuse to dismantle the Women’s Bureau. If we are not careful about the type of evidence we hand over, he could easily twist our findings to suit his own purposes.”

“No. He hardly seems the sort of man to be so underhanded. You must be exaggerating.”

“He told me as much last night,” Chris explained.

“Is that why you hit him?”

“I hit him because he said he intended to let you do his dirty work for him.”

“I do not understand.”

“He figures if an accusation against a female agent is made by another female agent, it will only strengthen his argument.”

“How?”

“It will lend legitimacy to the complaint, not to mention making him appear impartial when he presents a case to close the Bureau on corruption charges. Which, by the by, is his sole aim. Then, you will not only be out of a job, you will be the one all the other women will blame for losing theirs.”

Suddenly sick, Amanda clutched her stomach and shot up from the couch.

“Amanda? What is it?”

Too ashamed to explain her folly, she hurried over to the open window and tried to take a deep breath.

“What has upset you?” Chris asked, rushing up behind her.

“I wish you told me all this last night,” Amanda bemoaned.

Chris scowled and forced her to face him. “Why?”

“Because I already went to see Eric today,” she confessed. “And I gave him Marion’s name.”

“Amanda, you never did.”

“It seemed to make perfect sense...this morning.”

Chris sighed with exasperation and started to pace.

“Why would you single out Marion like that?”

“I told you, she disappeared last night without a word to anyone. And Penny Newlan told me she frequently makes mysterious trips that were unrelated to agency business.”

“And so naturally you assumed her reasons for these trips were nefarious.”

“Why should I not? I had no reason to doubt Penny’s word. And Marion certainly proved how capable she is of being two-faced when she tried to poison me against you.”

“So you decided to get even with her.”

“I did not! And stop shouting at me,” Amanda said.

“Very well. I am not shouting now. But you have yet to explain your reasoning. Did you even try to find out where Marion was going before you decided she was the mole?”

“Well...no.”

Chris threw up his hands in frustration.

“But I do not think any real harm has been done,” she continued. “When I told Eric my suspicions, he said the same thing you did....that I lacked enough evidence to prove anything.”

“Oh, I have no doubt he is already busy making up the deficit. And I do mean making it up.”

“I cannot believe that. You cannot believe he would willfully, knowingly, charge a fellow agent with false accusations.”

Chris gave her an incredulous look. “Wouldn’t he?”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I know Eric better than you do.”

Amanda wandered back over to the sofa and sank down on the cushions with a defeated air, while Chris remained by the window to ponder their predicament.

“I suppose admitting how wretched I feel about this would be of no help,” Amanda ventured.

Chris looked up from his trance and offered a sympathetic smile. “It might not be too late,” he replied. “What time did you see Eric?”

“Around quarter to one this afternoon.”

Chris glanced down at his watch. “We might still be able to stop him.” He rushed over to grab her arm and pulled her along after him.

“Where are we going?”

“Upstairs. Marion may have left a clue in her room as to where she went last night.”

“What good will that do?”

“It may disprove your accusation against her and that could save both your necks.”

Amanda fell in step behind Chris as he mounted the staircase. When they reached the landing, Chris immediately turned right and went straight to Marion’s door.

“How did you know which room was Marion’s?” Amanda asked, following Chris inside.

He looked over his shoulder at her and noisily cleared his throat. “We better start looking for clues,” he evaded.

Amanda uncrossed her arms and went over to the dresser, while Chris busily searched inside the nightstand. Among the furnishings supplied by Mrs. Davis, Marion had added distressingly little. Apart from a few bottles of perfume, a small wooden jewelry box, a tattered umbrella and a modish straw hat, there were no personal effects to investigate. It appeared Marion packed most of her clothes, leaving behind empty hangers in the closet and crumpled tissue from the laundry all over the floor.

“Anything?” Amanda asked, when she heard Chris shut the nightstand drawer.

He scowled and shook his head. “You?”

Amanda dropped the lid on the empty jewelry box. “Nothing.”

“Did you try the closet?”

“Empty,” Amanda replied.

Chris sighed. “There has to be something.”

“What did you expect to find?”

Chris shrugged, still looking around the room. “I thought maybe...hello. What is this?”

He stooped down to pick up the trash can beside him and pulled out a rumpled bit of paper.

“What is it?” Amanda asked.

“Salvation!” Chris crowed. “Look.”

He handed the paper to Amanda who instantly recognized the tell-tale stationary of Western Union.

“This must be the telegram she received last night,” she declared, pausing to read the brief message.


TEST RESULTS POSTIVE  STOP  COME AT ONCE TO BEGIN TREATMENT  STOP  DOCTOR BARNES



“Oh, no,” Amanda gasped, handing the telegram back to Chris. “I never thought she could be sick.”

“I had my suspicions something was wrong with her when we were in Mexico.”

“What do you think it could be?”

“I dunno. Obviously something serious enough to send her running.”

“Yes, but where?”

“The address at the top of the telegram says St. Louis.”

“Why would she go to St. Louis, rather than consult a doctor here in Chicago?”

“She probably did not want to risk anyone at the agency finding out about her illness.”

“What difference would that make?”

“Depending on her condition, it could mean her dismissal.”

“And I have put her right under the magnifying glass. Oh, Chris, what have I done!”

He tried to bolster her spirits with a smile. Then a moment later, he added thoughtfully, “We must take this telegram to Eric.”

“To give him more evidence to see Marion dismissed?”

“Better to be relieved of duty for health reasons, than charged with treason and imprisoned,” Chris replied.

“I suppose you are right.”

“Come on. We must hurry if we are to going to keep Eric from pouring poison into Mr. Pinkerton’s ear....”
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Chapter Five
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Chris and Amanda made a mad dash to Eric’s apartment on Wesley Street only to find he was not at home. They quickly redirected their search to his office at agency headquarters and discovered to their dismay he was in a private conference with Robert Pinkerton.

“Do you think Eric is telling him about Marion?” Amanda whispered, afraid Mr. Pinkerton’s secretary might overhear.

“I have no doubt,” Chris replied.

“It has only been a few hours since I spoke with him. How could he find enough evidence to make convincing case against her so soon?”

“By fabricating the evidence,” Chris asserted. Which is why we must intervene...and now!”

Chris stepped around Amanda and approached the secretary’s desk again. “Pardon me, but we simply cannot wait to see Mr. Pinkerton. Could you not find it in your generous heart to let us pass?” He dazzled her with one of his most charming smiles. But the stern-looking widow seemed unimpressed.

“No,” she replied. “Mr. Pinkerton left strict instructions he was not to be disturbed until he finished conferring with Mr. Masterson.”

“I understand. And naturally we would never dream of asking you to contradict a direct order but, you see, we have urgent news pertinent to the subject of Mr. Masterson’s conference.”

“Oh?” the secretary questioned dubiously.

“Indeed,” Amanda confirmed. “We have been informed Mr. Masterson was...misled.”

“Misled?”

“As to the facts supporting his current intelligence for Mr. Robert,” Chris clarified.

“And you desire to correct his mistaken impression?”

“Exactly.”

The secretary smiled warmly before quickly reverting to her sour visage. “No,” she snapped.

“But, ma’am,” Amanda pled.

“Sit over there!” the secretary ordered. “Or I will have you escorted from the building.”

Cowed, Amanda backed down, but Chris refused to comply with such an autocratic decree. Assuming his most imperious glare, he marched to the door and held it open. “Come, Amanda. We are leaving.”

“What,” she replied. “Where are we going?”

“To a higher authority,” he snarled, still glaring at the secretary.

He waited until Amanda was out in the hall before he added, “I fear you will regret your inflexibility, madam!” and slammed the door behind him.

“Where are we going?” Amanda asked, hurrying down the hall after Chris.

“Straight to the top,” he replied. “To see Mr. Allan Pinkerton.”

“Can we?”

“Why not? He will be most interested to learn he has been employing a lying rat.”

“Chris, wait. I am not sure we should do this. It was one thing to confront Eric alone, but to do anything so serious as bringing the matter to Mr. Pinkerton....What if we are wrong in our assumptions about Eric and Marion?”

“You worry too much,” Chris insisted. “Besides, we are here.”

He opened the door and pushed Amanda through, following behind her.

“Chris!” the studious, young lady behind the desk exclaimed. “Back so soon?”

“Hello, Deborah. You remember Miss Amanda Brown?”

“To be sure.”

Amanda offered a feeble smile of recognition until Deborah turned her attention back to Chris.

“Any chance to see the boss,” Chris asked.

“To be sure,” she said again. “But do you have an appointment?”

“Now, Deborah,” he began, leaning over the desk to fix her with his most devastating gaze. “Since when did I ever need an appointment?”

Deborah blushed. “To be sure,” she repeated with a sickening coo. Disgusted, Amanda rolled her eyes and jabbed Chris in the ribs.

“Just let me tell Mr. Pinkerton you are here,” Deborah said, rising dreamily from her chair.

“Ah, what an angel. I can always count on you, beautiful.”

Amanda jabbed him again.

“Hey,” Chris complained, when Deborah was gone. “Easy.”

“I thought we came here to help Marion,” Amanda grumbled. “Not so you could make another conquest.”

“Conquest? Amanda, please. Deborah is sweet child, I admit, but I have no interest in her. You should know that by now. Besides, a little friendliness never hurt any situation.”

“To be sure,” Amanda replied mockingly. Chris was about to admonish her when Deborah returned.

“Mr. Pinkerton will see you now,” she said.

“Thank you,” Amanda said, pushing Chris through Mr. Pinkerton’s office door.

“Well, Mr. Garrety? Miss Brown? To what do I owe this unexpected visit?” Allan Pinkerton asked, coming around his desk to shake their hands.

“We have come about Eric Masterson and his investigation into the rumors of a mole in the agency,” Chris answered bluntly.

“Oh?”

“I am ashamed to admit I may have done something terrible, sir,” Amanda added.

“You have only been with us a day, Miss Brown,” Mr. Pinkerton pointed out. “I doubt you could have committed a serious infraction.”

“Does unjustly accusing a fellow agent of betrayal warrant a serious infraction?” Amanda returned.

Pinkerton frowned and cleared his throat. “Well, Miss Brown, I think you best start at the beginning.”

During the next twenty minutes, Chris and Amanda managed to piece together a complete picture for Mr. Pinkerton of the entire affair from Marion’s catty comments about Chris, Eric’s request for help with his investigation, the fight at Helen’s and finally Amanda’s ill-advised interview with Mr. Masterson that afternoon about Marion Green’s culpability.

“So you see, sir,” Amanda finished, “I allowed Eric to dupe me and Marion is the one who will pay the price for my foolishness.”

“You were hasty in your judgments, Miss Brown. I cannot deny I find that troubling.”

“Amanda has learned her lesson, sir,” Chris interjected.

“I have,” Amanda agreed. “And I will accept any punishment you consider necessary, only, please stop that meeting.”

“What meeting?”

“Eric is meeting with Mr. Robert right now,” Chris explained. “By now he has certainly managed to convince your son of Miss Green’s guilt.”

“With the evidence he fabricated?” Mr. Pinkerton supplied.

“Exactly, sir.”

Pinkerton leaned back in his chair to stroke his beard.

“I doubt there is much I can do at this point. If Masterson’s made his case, the only way to exonerate Miss Green will be to disprove his evidence.”

“We can do that, sir,” Chris assured him. “We found this telegram in Miss Green’s room.” He paused to remove the paper from his pocket and set it on Mr. Pinkerton’s desk.

“It proves not only where she went but why,” Chris finished.

“I was not aware Miss Green was unwell,” Pinkerton remarked, as he read the message.

“I do not think you were meant to know, sir,” Amanda supplied. “And that is my fault too.”

Allan Pinkerton studied Amanda over his square spectacles and smiled in spite of the seriousness of the situation.

“Do not be so quick to take all the blame, Miss Brown,” he remarked. “There is more than enough culpability to go around.”

Amanda felt somewhat relieved by his kindly attitude and returned his smile.

“You two wait here,” Mr. Pinkerton continued, rising from his chair, “while I see what can be done for Miss Green.”

The office became eerily silent after Mr. Pinkerton left. Amanda and Chris both felt as if they were holding their breath. Then the clock on the shelf behind Mr. Pinkerton’s desk chimed six. A minute later, they heard the din of footsteps in the hallway as employees headed home for the night. Soon the noise ceased and the tense silence of anticipation pressed in on Amanda and Chris again.

“I wish Mr. Pinkerton would return,” Amanda finally said.

“The longer he is away, the better Marion’s chances,” Chris reasoned.

“You must despise me, Chris,” Amanda bemoaned. “I know I despise myself.”

“Why?” he chided.

“You convinced Mr. Pinkerton to trust me and I have disappointed you both.”

“Nonsense.”

“No,” Amanda insisted. “I should have trusted you. I should have listened when you warned me not to get involved with Eric.”

“Perhaps. But I failed you in not explaining my reasons for doubting him.” He held out his hand. “Forgive and forget?”

Amanda nodded gently and, pressing her palm against his, repeated, “Forgive and forget.”

Happy to have at least mended their relationship, they sat huddled together until the lingering monotony of waiting forced Chris up on his feet to pace away his anxiety.

“Do you think one of us should inquire what is happening?” Amanda finally asked.

“Maybe. Mr. Pinkerton might—”

Chris’ words were abruptly cut off by Mr. Pinkerton’s sudden return. He looked slightly flushed, if not fatigued, but his spirits seemed high. He crossed to his desk and sat down to meet their expectant faces.

“Miss Green is no longer under scrutiny,” Mr. Pinkerton announced. “She will be questioned upon her return to Chicago, but the danger of an inquiry into her actions will no longer be required.”

“Will she be dismissed on account of her illness?” Amanda asked.

“That all depends on the seriousness of her condition,” Mr. Pinkerton replied. “If it could potentially create a hazard to either herself or a fellow operative, I will have no other recourse.”

“Are you going to tell her how you learned of her condition?”

“I have always believed honesty to be the best approach, Mr. Garrety.”

“I would like to be the one to tell her,” Amanda volunteered. “I owe her that much.”

“Are you sure, Miss Brown? I could easily handle the matter without mentioning your name.”

“She has a right to know,” Amanda insisted. “Please, let me face her and apologize.”

Amazed at Amanda’s integrity, Allan Pinkerton nodded. “If you wish.”

“What about Eric Masterson, Mr. Pinkerton?” Chris asked.

“Mr. Masterson has been suspended from his duties.”

“Surely you mean from his current investigation, sir?”

“I mean his authority as a Pinkerton detective.”

“You fired him?”

“His actions warranted nothing less,” Pinkerton confirmed. “Fabricating evidence to frame an innocent party throws into question his entire character. If he was willing to lie and cheat this time, who is to say he would not do so again or has not done so in the past? All of his former cases will have to be reopened and checked for errors and my son has already assigned new operatives to take over his current investigation.”

“You would not consider allowing him a second chance?” Chris urged.

“Mr. Masterson has had more than enough chances to demonstrate his integrity and failed at every opportunity,” Pinkerton assured him. “By breaking the strict code of ethics this agency was founded upon, he has decreed his own fate. I refuse to condone his misconduct any longer by allowing him to continue his irresponsible behavior.”

“I suppose so,” Chris relented.

“I regret to mention this now, Mr. Garrety, but you should be aware, I will expect you to testify regarding the cases you and Mr. Masterson worked together.”

“Of course, sir.”

“As for you, Miss Brown,” Pinkerton continued, shifting his attention to her, “I must tell you, your conduct in this matter has demonstrated to me you are unprepared to be a Pinkerton operative.”

Amanda’s face paled.

“Yet,” Mr. Pinkerton added, “after discussing the matter with both my son and Mrs. Webster, we feel a brief suspension from your training rather than a permanent dismissal would be an appropriate penalty. In this way, you would have time to reflect.”

“Reflect on what, sir?”

“Your goals, ambitions, abilities. We want you to take the time to find out what being one of our employees really means and if you are truly up to the task. To that end, my son suggested we put you to work in our records room.”

“Doing what?” Chris inquired.

“Helping compile important newspaper clippings, amend criminal files, and destroy old records. In this way, she will gain a broader understanding as to the scope of our organization, while at the same time remain...how shall I put it? Out of harm’s way.”

“How long must Miss Brown wait before she can resume her training?”

“Three weeks should be sufficient,” Pinkerton answered. “If, after that time, Miss Brown, you still wish to pursue your detective’s license, we would be pleased to see you resume the training course.”

“Three weeks seems an awfully long—”

“No, Chris,” Amanda interrupted. “Three weeks is more than fair. Thank you, Mr. Pinkerton. I appreciate your consideration.”

“And I appreciate your honesty, Miss Brown. Mr. Garrety was right when he told me you had exceptional gifts. I am glad you are here and I hope when the three weeks have passed, you will still desire to be one of my detectives.”

“Mr. Pinkerton, I have never wanted anything more.”

******
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More than a week had passed since Roscoe Conkling’s select circle of friends gathered at Riggs House to hear Mr. Richter’s proposal. Now, as they returned to the meeting table to discuss the startling revelation of a kidnapping plot, their previous ignorance had been transformed into an odd mixture of fear and disgust.

“You cannot be serious about this, Mr. Richter!” Mr. Samson blasted, tossing his week old copy of the Times down on the table.

“And why not?”

“Because we are not talking about some little girl or naive yokel. Your target is the god damn President!”

“I for one do not understand how this Guiteau fellow is supposed to work into the scheme,” Mr. Wallace remarked. “Is he the one who will do the actual kidnapping?”

“Not likely. He is a pipsqueak compared to Garfield,” Samson replied.

“There is no denying, Mr. Garfield is a big man,” Richter admitted. “Tall, over two-hundred pounds, physically fit.”

“Then how can your kidnappers expect to overpower him?” Bowers interrupted.

“There are plenty of means at our disposal that do not involve physical superiority.”

“I presume you mean drugs?” Mr. Reed interpreted.

“Presume nothing,” Richter warned.

“I for one think the whole plan is ridiculous. It is sure to blow up in our faces!” Samson remarked.

“It will succeed,” Platt insisted.

“How could it, Tom? For one thing, the nation will not just stand around and wonder what happened when the President goes missing. There will be a bloody uproar, followed by a massive search effort. For another, there is no place they could hide Garfield after the kidnapping where he would not be recognized. But even if all that could be overcome, we would have to authorize Richter’s group to hold the President indefinitely.”

“I expect so,” Reed acknowledged.

“There is nothing else we could do,” Samson continued. “We certainly could never set him free.”

“And housing a prisoner for decades could be an expensive proposition, both in terms of funds and risk of discovery,” Bowers added.

“Then we will not hide him,” Platt countered.

“How else are we going to keep him quiet and permanently out of the way?” Wallace asked.

“By killing him,” Samson realized. “But if that is what your employer has in mind, Mr. Richter, I want no part of it.”

“Me either,” Wallace agreed.

“I think it wisest to muddle along and continue to do the best we can with patronage appointments and the influence of our friends on Wall Street,” Reed remarked.

“Jay Gould and William Vanderbilt have already proved to be powerful allies,” Bowers agreed. “And it will only be four years before we can start again.”

“Four years can be an eternity with the wrong President,” Platt remarked.

“Better that than a life sentence in prison,” Wallace replied.

“Or an eternity in hell,” Samson added.

“What do you think, Roscoe?” Reed asked.

The Senator from New York rose and looked around the table. “I admit I see as many pitfalls with this proposal as the rest of you, yet, I am unwilling to surrender and allow Garfield to take the White House.”

“I hate to disillusion you, Roscoe,” Samson interrupted. “But he has already done it.”

“Then I take it none of you are in sympathy with hiring Mr. Richter?” Conkling asked.

“Precisely,” Samson answered for the group.

“It just is not feasible,” Reed added. “Sorry, Roscoe.”

“You will be!” Platt blast.

“Now, Tom, there is no need for animosity,” Conkling interjected. “We asked for our friends’ opinions. We must not be upset because they gave them to us. However, I would ask you all to indulge me a little longer. I am expecting someone who should be able to better explain this little coup.”

“Who?” Samson demanded.

“Mr. Richter’s employer,” Conkling returned coolly.

“Then where is he?” Wallace demanded.

“If you will only be patient, I am sure—”

“Wait or not, I still say we should put the scheme to a vote now,” Platt continued. “That way no one can hide behind Mr. Samson’s yellow spine.”

“I am no coward, Platt!” Edward Samson railed.

“Prove it.”

“I refuse to indulge in cheap theatrics. If you want a vote, then mine is nay, and if the rest of you gentlemen have any sense, yours will be too, regardless of the lies Mr. Richter’s employer may care to tell! If he ever arrives.” Without further ceremony, Mr. Samson got up from the table and stomped over to the door. But when he opened it, he was startled to find a woman waiting on the opposite side. She was decidedly elegant, tall and stylishly dressed. The hint of her profile appeared most attractive beneath the veil dripping from the brim of her hat.

“Pardon me,” Samson uttered.

“I trust you were not leaving, Mr. Samson?”

“You know me?”

The faint suggestion of a smile curved the lady’s full lips. “Not as well as I should like to,” she replied. “But if you will escort me inside to join the other gentlemen, I think we can remedy that.”

“Of course. But,...who are you?”

“My name hardly matters, sir. All you need know is what I can do for you.”

“Madam, you confound me.”

“Just give me a few minutes of your time, Mr. Samson,” the lady replied, taking his arm, “and everything will become clear as crystal.”
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Chapter Six
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“Keeping busy?”

Amanda brushed a stray tendril of hair back from her face and peered over the stacks of newspapers piled up on her desk to answer Christopher Garrety’s cheeky greeting.

“If you call menial labor keeping busy,” she replied.

“It cannot be that bad.”

“Would you want to change places with me?”

“It has only been two weeks,” Chris reminded her.

“Two weeks and four days,” Amanda corrected, “of sorting, stacking and clipping, and if I have to endure one more paper cut, I think I shall scream.”

“Never despair. Your sentence is almost up and your efforts have been making an important contribution to the agency. Maintaining a criminal catalog of photographs, statistics and articles has proven to be a vital tool in fighting crime.”

“Even so, I will be glad when I can relinquish my scissors for a train ticket west.”

“Why there?” Chris asked, perching on the edge of her desk.

“Because out west is where things are happening,” she replied, as though the answer were obvious. “You must have heard about Billy the Kid.”

Chris slowly stood up, unsettled by the mention of that particular name. “I have.”

“I have read of little else since news of the Kid’s escape from those deputies in Lincoln hit the papers. Look, here is one direct from New Mexico.” She paused to rummage through her stack and handed it to Chris.

“Do you not think it would be thrilling to track down a desperado like that?” she mused, while Chris half-heartedly browsed the headlines.

“I will be sure to let you know,” he uttered, dropping the newspaper on her desk.

“What do you mean?”

Chris hesitated a moment, but Amanda’s unwavering stare forced him to confess.

“I was not going to mention it now, but I just received my next assignment....New Mexico on the early morning train to join the search for Billy the Kid.”

“Why are they sending you?”

“Why not me? I am quite a clever fellow, if I do say so myself.”

“I only meant there must be plenty of men already in New Mexico to track him down without sending you so far away.”

“Ah,” Chris said sympathetically. “So that is your objection.”

“What?” Amanda replied defensively.

“You cannot bear the thought of being separated from me.”

“Hardly.”

“Come now. Admit sentiment is making that mask of independence you wear slip a little.”

Amanda crossed her arms.

“There is no need to deny it. In fact, I find it rather endearing to know you will miss me.”

“Miss you! Why you conceited—”

“Ah, ah, ah,” Chris scolded. “Mind your tongue before you wind up saying something you will regret.”

Amanda scoffed.

“I know you want to go with me,” he continued sympathetically. “But there will be plenty of other cases we can share when you are ready. Until then, I hope it will be of some consolation to know I shall miss you too.”

Amanda’s demeanor softened with the affection in his voice.

“Will you Chris?”

“Every minute.”

Unconvinced, Amanda slumped back in her chair. “You are only saying that.”

“Perhaps,” Chris admitted. “But then, it would be most churlish of you to deprive me of a moment of pleasure before I deliver the rest of my news.”

He started to grin and his expression was infectious.

“The rest of your news? What...,” Amanda replied, struggling to contain herself. “Christopher Garrety, it is cruel of you to taunt me this way. Tell me now or I will—”

“Smother me with kisses,” he interrupted, “when I tell you I managed to liberate you from this paper prison and garner an assignment for you too.”

“No. I cannot believe it. My own assignment. Chris, how?”

“I cannot legitimately take the credit for it,” he explained. “It was Mrs. Webster’s idea, but when she suggested your name to Mr. Pinkerton, I gave you a glowing endorsement.”

“Mrs. Webster recommended me? I was not aware she had returned from her last assignment.”

“Just,” Chris confirmed. “She sent me down here to fetch you and say she and Mr. Pinkerton are waiting in his office to brief you on your first assignment.”

Amanda jumped up and gave him a peck on the cheek.

“Why, Miss Brown, you forget yourself,” he teased, touching the cheek she had kissed.

“Will you come on,” she insisted, ignoring his bait and pulling him along behind her. “I must not keep them waiting!”

******
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“You want me to go to Washington D.C.?” Amanda repeated.

“Yes, but you will serve primarily as an observer,” Mr. Pinkerton replied. “Mrs. Webster will be in charge of the mission.”

Hannah Webster stepped around Mr. Pinkerton’s desk to move closer to Amanda who was seated near the window. “I have several matters to attend to for the agency while in Washington,” she explained. “Among them will be a host of receptions where I have promised to introduce my niece.”

“Then there will be three of us going?”

Mrs. Webster smiled indulgently at Amanda’s naiveté. “No, Amanda. You will be posing as my niece in order to assist me.”

“I see,” Amanda replied.

“Over the years, Hannah has made several crucial connections among Washington’s social elite,” Mr. Pinkerton elaborated. “It will help to affirm her cover and foster her present inquiries, if you were to play the part of her niece. In that way, you can easily accompany her wherever necessary without raising suspicions.”

“More importantly, Miss Brown, I think this will be a relatively safe arena for you to begin some practical application of the techniques introduced during training,” Mrs. Webster finished.

“If you are certain I can be of help, I am more than happy to go with you,” Amanda replied. “But you remember, I have had very little training...outside the records room, that is.”

“We remember,” Mr. Pinkerton assured her. “But we both feel you have learned enough to succeed in this assignment.

“May I ask what specifically you want me to do?”

“Listen. Watch. Get a feel for reading people and judging their politics,” Mrs. Webster replied.

“I fear when it comes to politics I am rather ignorant,” Amanda admitted.

“Which will only help lend authenticity to your cover,” Mr. Pinkerton explained. “Trust me. No one expects a young lady to be well versed in politics.”

“Quite the contrary,” Mrs. Webster added. “If you were to present yourself as an expert, it would spark quite the scandal.”

“I see.”

“Just try to relax, mingle, and if you happen to overhear something odd or out of the ordinary, all you need do is relay the incident to Mrs. Webster,” Mr. Pinkerton added.

Amanda nodded. “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow afternoon,” Hannah said. “You only need to pack a small bag containing any personal items you may require. I have a complete wardrobe for you to choose from at my home in Washington. I have also prepared a brief dossier for you to review before we depart. It will apprise you of the part you are to play.” She paused to hand Amanda a thin, amber folder. “I expect you to familiarize yourself with the contents, as quickly as possible, then destroy it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Amanda uttered, suddenly overwhelmed.

“The only other point of business is the matter of your credentials,” Mr. Pinkerton remarked.

“But, sir, I have yet to earn—”

“Your integrity and diligence these past weeks have already proven to me how worthy you are, Miss Brown,” he spoke over her objections. “I feel sure I can trust you with this.” He held out a small printed card and Amanda reverently took it from his hand.

“This is to certify that the Bearer, Operator 174, whose signature is appended, is an employee and acting for the Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency. Signed Robert Pinkerton Superintendent of Agents,” Amanda read. “Is that me? Operator 174?”

“Precisely,” Mrs. Webster confirmed. “You are one of us, Miss Brown, and everything you do from now on reflects upon the agency.”

“I understand and I cannot thank you enough for selecting me for this assignment.”

“Do not thank me yet,” Mrs. Webster corrected. “You will have to earn the right to keep that badge of honor.”

“You mean my credentials are only temporary?”

“Correct,” Mr. Pinkerton answered. “But I have no doubt your performance in Washington will only serve to endorse your record and make your authority permanent.”

“I will do my best, sir,” Amanda assured him.

Allan Pinkerton smiled and nodded his head with satisfaction. “Then do me the honor of taking my pen and signing your card.”

Wordlessly, Amanda stepped forward and grasped the pen poised beside the inkwell on Mr. Pinkerton’s desk. With a few brief scratches, she signed her name on the blank line and stood back to marvel at how impressive it looked beneath the agency’s banner on top of the card. She never felt so important in all her life.

“Is there anything else Miss Brown needs to know, Mrs. Webster?”

“Yes, there was one other item. You are to meet me at the train platform, Miss Brown, since I shall be busy all morning making final preparations for Mrs. Vasquez to join Chris Garrety in New Mexico.”

Amanda was stunned. She assumed Chris was going after Billy the Kid alone. He had said nothing about another agent accompanying him, least of all a voluptuous woman like Mercedes Vasquez, and his silence on the subject made Amanda highly suspicious.

“Is something wrong, Miss Brown?” Mrs. Webster asked, when Amanda failed to respond to her instructions.

“Huh...,”she muttered, coming out of her trance.

“I asked if anything was wrong,” Hannah replied.

“No. I was merely surprised. I had not realized Mercedes was...that is to say, I was wondering why you picked Señora Vasquez to accompany Mr. Garrety.”

“Señora Vasquez is from New Mexico, “Mr. Pinkerton supplied. “She possesses the kind of familiarity with the area and its people that could be crucial in helping to locate the Kid.”

“And me? If it is not too presumptuous to ask, why did you select me to go to Washington?”

You are the perfect age and appearance to pass as one of my relations,” Hannah said. “And more importantly, you are unknown to any of my contacts in Washington.”

Amanda nodded her understanding, though secretly she could not help cursing the fact she was being denied the chance to work with Chris merely because she was from Copper Creek instead of New Mexico.

“Now, have you any more questions?” Mrs. Webster asked.

“What time should I meet you at the train station?”

“Two-thirty sharp,” Mrs. Webster replied. “And there is no need to worry about your ticket. I will have it with me.”

“I will see you then,” Amanda said, rising from her chair. “And thank you again.”

“No need for thanks, Miss Brown,” Mr. Pinkerton said. “Just remain vigilant and report everything of interest you see or hear to Mrs. Webster.”

“Yes, Mr. Pinkerton. I will.”

He rose to offer her his hand. “Good luck to you, Miss Brown,” he finished as they clasped hands. “I know you will do this agency proud.”

Amanda tried to appear confident before she stepped out the door. But once she reached the hall, the enormity of the task before her combined with her nagging doubts about Chris’ fidelity made her shoulders droop. Her troubled thoughts darkened her expression as she descended the stairs until she realized someone was speaking to her. She looked up to see Penny Newlan standing on the step just above her. Her face was bright and friendly and her arms filled with agency files.

“Why the frown?” she asked Amanda.

“Oh, no reason,” she replied. “Mr. Pinkerton just informed me I am leaving on assignment for Washington D.C. tomorrow.”

“I know, I just finished processing your papers,” Penny said. “I thought you would be pleased.”

“Ecstatic,” Amanda replied, with false enthusiasm.

Unconvinced, Penny shifted her burden to her right hip and said, “Listen, I was on my way out to the park for a little fresh air and a sandwich. Would you care to accompany me?”

“I better not.”

“Are you sure? I would like the company and it is a beautiful day. We could take a walk and I could give you some tips on what to do when you get to Washington.”

Intrigued by Penny’s kind offer, Amanda hesitated before finally admitting, “I think I would like that. Thank you.”

“Fine. You wait for me downstairs. I have to drop off these reports first.”

Amanda nodded in agreement while Penny hurried upstairs.

Ten minutes later, they climbed aboard the trolley that took them to Lincoln Park. After they disembarked, Amanda could not hide her sense of wonder at seeing the manicured greenery of a city park. Her eyes wide, she followed silently beside Penny past fountains and granite statues down a paved pathway into a dense pool of shade cast by an avenue of large oak trees. Every few feet, a bench invited passersby to sit and so Penny and Amanda accepted the invitation gladly.

“There, now,” Penny said, settling herself on the intricate ironwork bench. “Is this not better? Green vistas and fresh air and no spies eavesdropping in the hallways.”

Amanda smiled at Penny’s joke and continued to look around.

“It is magnificent,” she said. “But I never conceived of setting aside so much land just so people could walk or sit and admire the trees.”

“You do not have a place like this where you come from?”

“No. Not in any of the places I have lived. There were trees enough and plenty of fresh air. But nothing as grand as this. The land was just land. All wilderness and wide open.”

“I imagine that was just as beautiful, maybe more so,” Penny replied, taking out one of the sandwiches packed in her satchel.

“It could be. When there was time to look at it,” Amanda replied. “Usually the countryside was just something passing by between one place and the next. Or worse, it was an obstacle...even an enemy.” She paused to accept half of the sandwich Penny offered and took a bite.

“Mmm. This is good. Turkey?”

“Chicken,” Penny corrected. “But it is the dressing that gives it the flavor. I made it.”

“It is delicious,” Amanda replied, eating some more.

“I adapted an old family recipe,” Penny commented. “I like to cook, when Mrs. Davis allows me in her kitchen. It takes my mind off my troubles.”

“What troubles could you have?”

“You would be surprised.”

“Tell me. Maybe I can help?”

“Maybe,” Penny admitted. “But I think we should deal with your troubles first.”

“I suppose it is really nothing,” Amanda said. “I am finally getting the chance to do what I came here for. Only...”

“Only not with Chris Garrety?”

Amanda nodded. “Am I wrong to feel hurt he is going to New Mexico without me? Or rather with Mercedes Vasquez?”

Penny made a face suggesting she was trying to recall some relevant detail.

“Vasquez,” she muttered. “Vasquez...ah, yes. That one. I can see why you would be concerned. She is a stunning woman. I presume she and Mr. Garrety have been selected to join the search for Billy the Kid?”

“Yes,” Amanda confirmed.

“Do not trouble yourself. If my sources are correct, Mr. Garrety will not be in New Mexico long. Pat Garrett is the sheriff in Lincoln County and he has taken the Kid’s escape personally. He will not brook any interference in recapturing him. Especially from our agents.”

“But why? He cannot expect to find the Kid on his own.”

“No. That is why he has a hand-picked posse to help him. Reports indicate they are already hot on McCarty’s trail.”

“McCarty?”

“That is the Kid’s real name,” Penny explained. William Henry McCarty Jr.”

“Well, I still do not see why Sheriff Garrett would not welcome someone with Chris’ experience.”

“Because he views the situation as a personal score he must settle with McCarty and he does not want outsiders interfering. Least of all a Pink.”

“Buy why? The more men assigned to the task of finding McCarty, the faster it would be done. Using our agents would only increase Garret’s chances of success.”

“I told you its personal.”

“How?”

“I have no doubt Sheriff Garrett blames himself for being out of town when the Kid escaped. Barring that, McCarty might not have even attempted a break and he certainly would never have killed Garrett’s deputies.”

“I had not realized anyone was killed.”

“James Bell and Robert Ollinger. Both shot in cold blood.”

Amanda suddenly lost her appetite and put aside what remained of her sandwich.

“How do you know so much about this case?” Amanda asked.

“It all comes across my desk sooner or later.”

“You must know about every case the agency handles.”

“Most of them,” Penny admitted. “Though some cases Mr. Pinkerton keeps locked in his private files. But I think those are mostly related to his work for President Lincoln during the war.”

“Is it true the agency protected President Lincoln?”

“Absolutely. And what is more, I think the safety of the President has a lot to do with your current assignment in Washington, which is why I wanted to speak with you in private.”

Amanda appeared stunned. “Why would anyone want to harm President Garfield?” she asked. “There is no reason. No war anymore.”

“No civil war you mean,” Penny corrected. “But in politics there are always battles being waged every day.”

“I would not know about that. Most of the squawks reported in the papers just seem like a lot of show.”

“There is a fair amount of theatrics, I grant you. But the resentment brewing in Washington now over President Garfield’s surprise election is very real.”

“I do not understand.”

“According to the Republican political machine, James Garfield was never supposed to be President,” Penny explained. “Votes among the Republican delegates for a presidential candidate were deadlocked after a 36-ballot stalemate between the two main contenders, Ulysses S. Grant and Senator James G. Blaine. Selecting Garfield was a compromise to end the deadlock and tapping Chester Arthur to be his Vice President was a feeble gesture to appease Roscoe Conkling.”

“Who is he?”

“Conkling?”

Amanda nodded.

“You are going to be out of your depth, if you never heard of Boss Conkling. He is the leader of the Stalwarts.”

“Stalwarts?”

“A faction of the Republican party determined to see General Grant elected to a third term. As a Senator from New York, Conkling’s influence carries a lot of votes.

“Votes?”

Penny nodded, “At political conventions, legislative hearings and appointments.”

Amanda looked terribly lost. “And this is bad?”

“Fatal,” Penny emphasized, “for anything or anyone that interferes with Conkling’s own agenda. Most recently our new President.” Penny paused to look around and ascertain no one was within earshot before she leaned in and continued in a notably softer tone. “I have a contact in Washington...a friend really, who wrote to me about several disturbing incidents. You see, he works as an assistant undersecretary in Mr. Blaine’s office.”

“Blaine? The other presidential candidate?”

“Precisely. Only Blaine was made Secretary of State after Garfield was elected; I suspect as a good will gesture toward his Republican faction, the Half-Breeds.”

“Half-Breeds? Do you mean to say they are not human?”

“They are moderates,” Penny explained, “in their lifestyle and their politics. But Blaine is a particularly magnetic sort, as well as an intimate associate of President Garfield. For that matter, he is well-liked by most everyone in Washington, except Senator Conkling, and my friend fears a long standing feud between these two men has already sparked a retaliation that could have disastrous repercussions.”

“How?”

“He claims there has been a great deal of bitterness among some of the Stalwarts in recent weeks, especially Conkling. But their petty grandstanding is the least of my friend’s worries.”

Amanda arched her brow in surprise that there could be more to tell.

“He has been chiefly concerned by the presence of a man named Charles Guiteau,” Penny finished.

“Is he another senator?”

“No. He has never held a political office, yet he seems to feel entitled to a diplomatic appointment to Vienna or Paris, supposedly for writing some speech he believes won Garfield the election.”

“Did it?”

“Hardly. Yet, no one can seem to convince Mr. Guiteau of the fact. So he has been making a nuisance of himself, pestering officials at the State Department and the White House for weeks.”

Amanda appeared confused. “I do not see how that could endanger the President.”

“The connection is simply this. If Guiteau continues to be ignored, my friend and I have no doubt he will attempt to force the issue.”

“With violence?”

“What else would a desperate man consider more persuasive?”

“You are certain? I mean, how do you know Mr. Guiteau is really dangerous? Perhaps he is just obnoxious.”

“When complaints about him first came to us, my department began a thorough background check at Mr. Pinkerton’s request. And I personally read the report confirming Guiteau’s own family had him judged insane in 1875. They even attempted to have him committed.”

“If that were true, then what is he doing roaming the streets of Washington?”

“Apparently, his wits are sharp enough that he managed to elude his family and escape commitment. Which makes him twice as dangerous.”

Amanda turned pale. “And you think this Guiteau is somehow connected to Senator Conkling and his resentment of the new administration?”

“Guiteau is a dedicated follower of Stalwart philosophy,” Penny explained, “and an ardent admirer of General Grant. The list of incidents since his arrival in Washington is too long to go into now, but believe me there are enough coincidences to suspect a link between him and the Stalwarts.”

“I see.” Amanda swallowed hard.

“I never intended to frighten you,” Penny apologized. “I just thought you should know what you will be up against. I assume Mrs. Webster has yet to brief you about the specifics of your assignment?”

“She gave me a dossier.”

“Have you read it?”

“Not yet. I have it with me.” Amanda picked up the folder she brought with her from the agency and started to open it until Penny grabbed it and slapped it shut. “Not here, Amanda,” she warned. “Prying eyes are everywhere.”

“Oh,” Amanda blushed. “I did not think.”

Penny slid the folder across the bench. “Hide it under your skirt.” Amanda instantly tucked it under the folds of her dress then tried to cover her embarrassment by eating some more of her sandwich.

“Just tell me what Mrs. Webster said to you about the assignment,” Penny encouraged.

Amanda finished chewing and replied, “Simply that it would be my job to pose as her niece and that I would only be required to watch and listen.”

“Watch. Listen. And be careful,” Penny insisted.

“I intend to. But...are you positive Guiteau is the reason for this trip? I mean, Mrs. Webster never mentioned his name.”

“I am positive,” Penny insisted.

“Has he made any tangible threat against the President?”

“Not yet. But a man in his state of mind is highly suggestible. It would not be inconceivable to imagine someone with a grudge against Mr. Garfield goading Guiteau into committing an atrocity.”

“Someone like Conkling?”

“Yes, or any of the Stalwarts for that matter,” Penny replied.

“In that case, why has no one warned President Garfield?”

“Without concrete evidence of an imminent threat, the President would never take a warning seriously. No one in Washington would. Despite the tragedy of Mr. Lincoln’s death, it seems we have not learned from it. Most people hold the same opinion as you. Because there is no more war, there is no more danger to the life of this country’s President.”

“Is there?”

“Most definitely,” Penny insisted. “And such attitudes must be reversed before history repeats itself.”

“And just how are Mrs. Webster and I supposed to do that?”

“By rooting out something to convince Mr. Garfield he is in danger.”

Amanda appeared daunted by Penny’s suggestion.

“It will not be easy,” Penny admitted. “But you can do it.”

“You keep saying that. But how?”

“As to method I could not say, but when the proof presents itself, you will know. And my friend will help you, of course...,” Penny hesitated. “As much as he can,” she added. “You see, no one is aware he has been supplying us information.”

“About Mr. Guiteau?”

“About everything that happens in Mr. Blaine’s office.”

“I see.”

“He is in a unique position that has been of great benefit to our investigations. If anyone were to discover his association with our agency....”

“I can guess,” Amanda replied. “We would lose our contact.”

“Only because he would lose his job,” Penny finished. “Not to mention his good name.”

“Speaking of which, what is his name?”

“David Underhill. He will be at the reception you and Mrs. Webster have been invited to at the Blaine’s. I will wire him to introduce himself to you then. But when he does, you must act as if he is a complete stranger.”

“He is,” Amanda replied. “So that should not be difficult.”

“I meant you should not let on you were expecting to meet him or anything about his connection to the agency. If someone should overhear you, it could be disastrous.”

“I understand.”

“Good,” Penny finished, picking up another quarter of her sandwich. “Oh, and never mention to Mrs. Webster that I told you any of this.”

“Why not?”

“Because Mrs. Webster likes to feel she is the one in control. If she discovered a rank amateur like you knew more about this case than she did, it would only make trouble for you.”

“Are you saying she does not know about Mr. Underhill?”

“She knows someone in Washington has been informing on Guiteau’s activities, but she does not know who.”

“So why tell me?”

“Because I feel I can trust you and, for that reason, there is something of a personal nature I would like to ask you to do for me when you get to Washington.”

Touched by Penny’s faith in her, Amanda was more than eager to reply, “Certainly.”

Penny hesitated, as if she were afraid to go on until Amanda added. “Really, Penny. You have been so good to me. I would like repay you in any way I can.”

Encouraged by the sincerity in Amanda’s face, Penny nodded. “Come closer,” she said. Amanda complied unquestioningly and slid nearer to Penny. Then whispering in Amanda’s ear, Penny confided her request. When she finished, Amanda leaned back and smiled.

“Consider it done.”

A grateful smile curved Penny’s lips and she reached out to embrace Amanda, completely unaware someone was watching them from across the lawn. Tucked behind an obelisk dedicated to fallen soldiers of the recent war, a shadowy figure gazed intently at the two young women. Intrigued by their exchange, the observer waited until Penny and Amanda left the park before slinking off in the opposite direction.
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Chapter Seven
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The next day, Amanda decided to leave Mrs. Davis’ house early to see Chris off on the noon train. As directed, she only packed one small traveling case for her journey, which she checked at the coat room as soon as she arrived at the station. Then she headed for Platform A to look for Chris.

She was uncertain about being without him. He had yet to depart and it already felt like she was in a freefall. Despite Penny’s reassurances and advice, Amanda remained uneasy about handling her first assignment alone. The debacle with Eric Masterson had shaken her confidence. If something like that happened again, she would need Chris’ experience and skill. Only this time, he would be hundreds of miles away.

Putting aside her doubts, Amanda tried to appear upbeat as she navigated her way through the press of passengers milling about the station until she spotted the one she came to see.

“Chris. Chris!” she called over the din.

He turned and his expression brightened with pleasure.

“Amanda,” he cried, hurrying over to her. “I did not expect you to come.”

“I had to, Chris. I hope you are not upset with me.”

“Upset?”

“I know we said our goodbyes last night and I probably should have left things that way, but I...I am scared sick at the thought of going to Washington without you.”

Chris’ face softened and he pulled her into his arms. “You will do a superb job,” he whispered in her ear.

“Do you hate me for acting like a coward?”

“I certainly do,” an accusatory voice intruded before Chris could reply.

Amanda and Chris parted to identify the source of that acidic remark. To their surprise, an almost unrecognizable Marion Green stood beside them. Dressed in a plain, brown traveling dress, her lustrous locks were dulled by the severe pins restraining them from her gaunt face. Her once dazzling eyes were ringed by heavy, dark circles and her figure, turned spare and somehow feeble.
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