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Lawrence, Massachusetts, 1912

Factory Whistles
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The train pulled into Lawrence with a scream of iron on iron and a belch of steam that rose into the gray January sky. Snow crusted on the rails and in the gutters, frozen stiff where horses pissed yellow holes in it. The town smelled of wool grease, coal smoke, and the river turned bad with dye.

Val Buchanan stepped off with his valise in hand and collar turned high. He had seen mill towns before—Lowell, Fall River, Scranton—but Lawrence carried something sharper. Maybe it was the way the Merrimack cut through the middle of it, wide and black under the ice, turning wheels that never stopped. Maybe it was the whistle, long and shrill, calling men and women out like it owned their bodies.

That whistle cut him in the chest every time. It was the same sound his mother had followed in Pittsburgh, her back bent over looms till her lungs filled with lint. He remembered her cough, dry and tearing, and the basin she hid under the bed. She worked till she couldn’t, and when she died, the whistle kept blowing without her.

He walked through Common Street where the snow was churned to mud by boots and wagon wheels. The mills lined the river like fortresses, brick and windowed, smoke rising in columns. Signs in shop windows shouted in half a dozen tongues—Italian, Polish, French, Syrian. A butcher shouted in a language Buchanan didn’t know. Children ran in the slush with bread in their arms, bare hands red from the cold.

He had been told to watch the foreigners. That was the word they used in the Boston office when they gave him the file: Italians, Poles, Syrians, Irish. Agitators. Radicals. They said the strike was no accident—it was organized, imported from Europe like some disease.

The man who briefed him was named Kitteridge, gray hair slicked back, Pinkerton pin bright in the lapel. He sat behind a walnut desk with a folder open and the shade pulled low to keep the winter sun from his eyes.

“They’re calling it a strike,” Kitteridge said. “But it’s worse than that. They’re organized. Wobblies, anarchists, socialists. Foreign minds poisoning American mills.”

Buchanan sat in the chair across, hat in his lap. “What’s the assignment?”

“Same as Los Angeles and other cases you’ve had over the years. Identify their ringleaders, track their movements, report every whisper. The owners are paying good money to keep this thing under control. You’ll keep it under control.”

Buchanan looked at the file. Pages of names with thick pencil marks across them. Some had photographs, some only descriptions—height, language, known associates. Men and women both.

“And if it can’t be kept under control?” Buchanan asked.

Kitteridge closed the file. “Then we make examples.”

That had been two days ago. Now he stood in Lawrence with the snow turning black on his boots, file folded in his coat.

He found the boardinghouse on Haverhill Street, a narrow clapboard with smoke curling from the chimney. The woman who ran it was Irish, name of Mrs. Donnelly. She gave him a room with a narrow bed and a view of the mill yards.

“You with the company?” she asked when he signed the book.

“I’m just passing through,” he said.

She looked at him like she didn’t believe it but handed him the key anyway. “Don’t expect quiet nights. Not in this town. The whistles go before dawn. And there’s shouting in half the languages God ever made.”

“I’ll manage,” he said.

That night he sat by the window and watched the streets. Torches burned outside the Franco-Belgian Hall, where the strikers gathered. Songs carried through the cold, rough voices singing words he couldn’t place but could feel in the gut.

He wrote notes in the small book he kept, the same way he always did. Times, names, faces. A man with a black cap speaking to the crowd in Italian. A woman with red scarf collecting coins in a tin cup. Children running messages between halls.

The whistle blew again at dawn and he dreamed of his mother. He woke with her cough in his ears.

The mills ran on blood and lint. He walked past the gates in the morning, blending with the crowds. The strikers held signs written in broken English: We want bread, we want roses too.

A man handed him a leaflet. “Brother, you stand with us?”

“I’m just looking for work,” Buchanan said.

“You will find none till they treat us fair.”

The man was Polish, heavy-shouldered, scarred across one cheek. His name, Buchanan would learn later, was Peter Smolinski. At that moment he only nodded and moved on.

Inside the gates, company men stood with billy clubs under their coats. Police too, rough-faced, eyes cold. They watched the strikers like hunters watching deer.

Buchanan lit a cigarette and leaned against the iron fence. He wrote another note. The strike was organized. That much was clear. Men posted at corners, women carrying messages, meetings timed with precision. He knew the mark of discipline when he saw it.

Still, there was more than politics here. There was hunger. He saw it in the faces, in the way the children clutched at bread. He remembered his father’s friends from the rails, men with callused hands and eyes gone gray from years of coal smoke. They weren’t agitators. They were tired.

A whistle screamed from the looms and the gates clanged shut. The mills were sealed, but the people outside kept chanting.

At noon he went to the post office to collect a telegram. It was waiting in his box, coded, the words scrambled the way Pinkerton liked it. He translated it by habit.

REPORT FOREIGN SPEAKERS STOP KEEP CLOSE WATCH STOP IDENTIFY NEWSPAPER CONTACTS STOP NO DELAY.

He folded it and slipped it into his coat. The Agency wanted names fast. They always wanted names fast.

At supper he sat in a diner with sawdust on the floor. Men talked in half-English, half-Italian, voices low, eyes darting. A girl in an apron poured coffee.

“You’re new,” she said.

“Just passing through,” he said.

“You look like you’re watching more than passing.”

He smiled. “Bad habit.”

Her name was Elena Russo. Dark hair pulled back, eyes sharp as glass. She handed him his plate and didn’t move on.

“You worked mills before?” she asked.

“No,” he said.

“You’re lucky. It takes your lungs. My sister coughs blood when the weather turns.”

He thought of his mother. He said nothing.

“You should stand with us tomorrow,” Elena said. “We’re marching.”

He nodded but didn’t promise.

The next day the march filled the streets, banners raised, voices rising. Buchanan walked with them, hat low, notebook hidden. Elena carried a sign, Smolinski at her side. Police blocked the bridge, batons ready.

The chant rose: “We want bread. We want roses.”

The clash came sudden. Clubs swung, snow sprayed red. Buchanan stepped aside, but not far enough. A man went down at his feet with his skull split, blood soaking into the slush.

The whistle blew long and shrill, drowning the cries. Buchanan felt the sound in his bones, same as when he was a boy. He looked at the blood, at the faces twisted in rage and fear, and he thought of his father saying the world was crooked and men had to bend or break.

He lit another cigarette with shaking hands.

He made his note in the book: One dead. Riot provoked. Blame will be laid on agitators.

But in his chest, he knew different.
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Orders from Chicago
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The snow kept coming in sheets that turned the mill yards into a white wasteland and the alleys into gray soup. By morning, the whistle had blown twice, once for the day shift that was not going in, once for the bosses to remind everyone who owned the air. Buchanan pulled on his coat and hat and walked to the Western Union, the telegram in his pocket like a small iron weight. The clerk behind the window wore sleeve garters and a stare. He slid an envelope across without a word. Buchanan signed the book and stepped back into the cold.

He broke the cipher on a bench by the bandstand, breath smoking in the air. The Agency liked its little codes. They never changed the bones of them. It read simple when he set the letters right:

REPORT NAMES STOP STAY CLOSE TO FOREIGN HALLS STOP IDENTIFY NEW PRESS CONTACTS STOP MAINTAIN CALM IN STREETS STOP ORDERS FROM CHICAGO FOLLOWED TO THE LETTER.

He folded the paper, put it away, and watched the river ice move like slow cracked glass. The mills on the far bank hunched against the white sky. He thought about the word calm. He had seen calm that was the color of a club and the taste of blood. Men called that calm because the shouting stopped when the bodies were carried off.

He walked to the boardinghouse and found Mrs. Donnelly banging ash from a stove pan onto the back steps. She looked him over like she was tallying up sins against rent. He asked if there was a telephone. She said there was, but it was a mean one and ate nickels. He said he only needed two minutes. She said two minutes often became ten with men in hats who said they were passing through.

He made the call anyway. He told the operator Chicago. He listened to the clicks and buzz on the line. Then a voice came sharp and clean like a new razor.

“Pinkerton, Chicago,” the voice said.

“Buchanan calling in from Lawrence,” he said.

Static ate a second of the line. Then another voice came on, lower, nasal, carrying authority because it had never been forced to earn it in the mud.

“This is Kitteridge,” he said. “You’re settled.”

“I am,” he said.

“What have you got.”

“Organization,” he said. “Meetings every night in the halls. Italian, Polish, Syrian, Irish. Different languages, same pitch. They rotate speakers. The police stand close. Company men stand closer.”

“You have names.”

“I have faces,” he said. “Names come slower when a man wants to protect his teeth.”

“You’re not there to be popular,” he said.

“I know that,” he said.

“What else.”

“There was a clash yesterday,” he said. “One dead. It looked convenient for the department.”

“That’s not your concern,” he said. “Keep the strike contained. Identify the ringleaders. We need the ones who spend money, write handbills, move the crowds. We need the mouths.”

Buchanan watched a boy drag a sled down the street with a stack of newspapers tied on it. The boy’s scarf was a rag. His breath came in puffs.
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