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That war … produced the nation’s first mass armies, and a brutality that shocked the sensibilities of the day. It had aircraft, balloons, submarines, ironclad warships, automatic guns, trenches, a military draft—and the first organized espionage that the country ever knew.

—Harnett T. Kane

Spies for the Blue and Gray

Intelligence work requires people who are patriotic and sincere, and it is exactly these people who can accumulate the most emotional scars in pursuing it.

—Tidwell, Hall, and Gaddy

Come Retribution, the Confederate Secret
Service and the Assassination of Lincoln

It is pardonable to be defeated, but not to be taken by surprise.

—Frederick the Great

Indeed, our employment may be reckoned dishonest, because, like great statesmen, we encourage those who betray their friends.

—John Gay

The Beggar’s Opera




secret service secret work for a
government, esp. espionage [1730–40]

—Random House Dictionary
of the English Language



PART ONE


DETECTIVES



1
 January 1861


“We must be near Galena already,” Lon said with a look at the closed door of the baggage car. “Nothing’s happened.”

“Wait,” his partner said. Sledge sat on a crated shipment, legs stuck out, the payroll bag between his heels. His boots were dirty and scarred. Lon’s were spotless except for a few streaks of slush. Around the office they called him Gentleman Lon because of his manners and neatness. He out-Englished the English operatives, of which there were several.

The Chicago & Galena express was traveling northwest, toward Dubuque across the Mississippi. Adams Express paid almost four hundred dollars a month to rent space in the line’s baggage cars. Its competitor, American Express, had similar arrangements, necessary because trains were favorite targets of thieves, and their routes crossed the territories of a legion of sheriffs who were crooks, bunglers, or both. Lon Price’s agency had contracts with both express companies and a group of six rail lines who together put up ten thousand dollars a year for protection for their real estate and rolling stock.

Lon and his partner were replacing a regular guard because of a robbery attempt on the same train at the same time last month. The attempt failed; the inept holdup men had blocked the track with a flimsy barrier of barn siding. The engineer had smashed the locomotive right through without stopping. The boss had tried to persuade the Chicago & Galena to ship its next Dubuque payroll by another train, at another time, but management lived by schedules and timetables. So here they were, rolling through the winter night, waiting.

Lon blew on his hands. The car was frigid even though he could see flames in the small stove. The flue pipe went out through the solid wall at the head of the car. Near the stove, the railway mail clerk sat on a stool with his elbows on the counter. All his mail was sorted in pigeonholes and he appeared to be dozing. The clerk struck Lon as suspiciously furtive. Careful observation was a habit the boss demanded.

From his left pocket Lon took a well-thumbed book. Sledge Greenglass, whose given name was Philo, worked his gold-plated toothpick in a crevice in his teeth. Where Lon was fair and broad-shouldered, but otherwise slight, Sledge was taller, heavier, with curly black hair and perhaps an Italian or Greek ancestor. He was ten to fifteen years older than Lon.

“What’s that?” Sledge said with a nod at the book.

“The latest by Charles Dickens. The latest novel published here, I mean. There’s a new serial running in England, Great Expectations. Dickens is my favorite writer after Edgar Poe.” Lon showed the book’s spine.

“A Tale of Two Cities. Invite him over, maybe he’ll write A Tale of Two Countries.”

Sledge’s sarcasm was justified. The Union was collapsing. Five days before Christmas, South Carolina had passed its ordinance of secession, and other Southern states were following—Mississippi, Florida, and Alabama last week. The commander of the Army garrison in Charleston had shifted his men to Fort Sumter in the harbor, and Star of the West, lame-duck President Buck Buchanan’s relief ship carrying reinforcements, had already been turned back by Charleston harbor defenses. The problem would confront the President-elect, whom Lon had met once in Chicago. He was a downstate lawyer who had for a while represented the Illinois Central. Lon wondered if such a peculiar, ugly man could do anything to save the country from war.

The locomotive whistled mournfully. The train creaked and rattled around a bend. Three oil lamps hanging from the ceiling swayed and smoked. The car reeked of old cigars. Lon read half a page, then read it twice more. He shut the book and made a face.

Sledge said, “Nervous?”

“Some. I’ve only been at this for a couple of years. Do you ever get used to the danger?”

They noticed the mail clerk watching. Sledge lowered his voice. “Been a copper nearly thirteen years, since I joined the New York force.” Sledge and the agency’s senior operative, Tim Webster, a former police sergeant, had been assigned to guard the Crystal Palace exhibition in 1853. The boss had met them, liked them, and hired them away.

Sledge continued, “I been shot at, knifed, mauled in the line of duty maybe a dozen times. And no, I’m not used to it. But even if they hit us tonight, I wouldn’t worry too much. Holdup men aren’t only crooked, most of them are stupid. Look how they mucked up last time. The rule is, no matter how scared you are, no matter what your belly’s telling you, keep it hid and always give back more than you take. That’s how you stay alive. That’s how you win.”

Lon Price mostly liked his more experienced partner, but not this kind of talk. “We’re supposed to be professional operatives, not roughneck detectives.” In fact the boss forbade the use of the word detective in his presence.

“Oh, I forgot,” Sledge said with his familiar mockery. “You grew up with a preacher in a preacher’s house. All hymns, holiness, heaven and hallelujah.”

“Listen, Sledge. My father was a good man. He cut his life short trying to help Negroes escape to Canada. He was even shot once by slave-catchers. You can say anything you want about me but keep still about him.”

“Sorry. Forgot my manners. Police work slaps ’em out of you pretty fast.”

Lon was silent. Sledge changed the subject. “Think those Southron hotheads will start a war?”

“I hope not. They can’t be allowed to destroy the Union. They can’t go on enslaving an entire race and breaking up families for profit. The Negroes have got to be free.”

“And then we’ll all invite a few of them to our parlors for tea? Like they was white? I doubt it.”

“Damn it, Sledge, that doesn’t—”

Sledge shot his hand up for silence. He eyed the car ceiling. Lon heard faint thumps, moving toward the blind end of the car next to the tender. “Someone’s up there.”

Sledge turned back his coat and put a hand on the butt of the shiny new Remington .36-caliber stuck in his belt. Lon carried a smaller Colt, a .31-caliber pocket pistol, a city weapon; a gentleman’s gun.“Bastards are already on the train,” Sledge said. “Sons of bitches bought their own tickets.”

He ran to the wide door and slid it open. Icy wind blew in, and a few snowflakes. Outside, snow-covered fields flashed by, lit by the moon. Trees by the right-of-way slashed the side of the car like whips. Sledge hung on and leaned out, trying to see whoever was clambering down over the tender to force the engineer to stop the train. Someone else would uncouple the rest of the cars, and the engineer would pull the train a mile or so ahead, where the baggage car would be looted.

In the corner of his eye Lon saw the clerk open a drawer. “Sledge, watch out!” The Colt .31 snagged in the lining of Lon’s pocket. The clerk pulled a revolver from the drawer and pointed it at Sledge’s embroidered vest.

“You stand still. I mean it.” The car was freezing, the wind moaning and tossing snowflakes in, yet the clerk’s pale face ran with sweat. “Put your hands in the air.”

Sledge obeyed. “They bought themselves a worm inside,” he sneered. Lon freed the pocket Colt. He stood with his left side toward the clerk, who was so nervous he either missed the movement of Lon’s right arm or didn’t know what to do about it. Lon heard a noise to his right, the door at the rear of the car. He wheeled, gun in hand. A lanky man in a black, floppy hat and long, fur-collared coat stepped inside with a drawn revolver.

“All over, boys. Get their pieces, Vernon.”

The clerk stayed at arm’s length as he pulled Sledge’s Remington from his belt. Sledge looked mad enough to bite the clerk’s arm off. Visibly trembling, the clerk turned around toward Lon. Sledge threw an arm around the clerk’s neck and pulled him against his chest as the other man fired. In the next coach passengers screamed.

Sledge was a hair faster than the gunman, shoving the clerk forward and dropping to the floor. The gunman’s round killed the clerk instantly. He fell on his side near the open door. The train curved into another bend, losing speed. The ceiling lanterns swayed, flinging shadows across the walls. Lon turned right to present a narrow target. He shot the older gunman a second before the gunman could fire.

Lon’s round went low, catching the gunman in his middle. He fell face forward. His revolver spun away out of his hand. It landed a foot and a half from his spread fingers.

The cries and shouts from the day coach were louder. The drive wheels shrieked on the rails. Even if the man in the cab had the engineer and fireman at bay, he wouldn’t know what the shots meant. The gunman on the floor made whimpering sounds. His hat had fallen off, revealing long, stringy, gray hair and a sizable bald spot. To Lon, recently turned twenty-three, he looked old and somehow pitiable.

Lon moved to pick up the man’s revolver but turned around when Sledge snarled, “Goddam. Bet there’s just two of them—two, and this slug.” He shoved the clerk with his scuffed boot; the body dropped out the door. “You need four or five to pull a train robbery. I told you holdup men are stupid.” Sledge peered past Lon. “For Christ’s sake, shoot that one.”

“Why? He’s down.” Sledge reached out with his revolver and fired past Lon, planting his bullet in the middle of the robber’s forehead, a third eye. The dead man had grasped the butt of his gun before Sledge got him.

In his two years with the agency Lon had only been in one other shooting scrape, and he shook as much now as he had then. Sledge hung from the door of the car and shouted. “Hey, you, jackass! You up there in the cab. Both your pals are dead. They’re dead, get that?”

The baggage car moved over a level crossing with a lamplit farmhouse nearby. The shouted reply was faint but clear because the locomotive had slowed down. “Who is that?”

“Operative Greenglass of the Pinkerton agency. You know, the Eye. There’s two of us and one of you. The clerk and the old man are goners. You better get off and save yourself.”

“We should take him into custody,” Lon said.

“How? Time I climb up there, he’s liable to kill the driver or the fireman. And I’ll be a fine target in the moonlight.”

“I’m willing to try it.”

Sledge gave him a sharp look. “I think you would. You’re a damn polite fellow, but you’ve got sand.” He leaned out the door again. “Jackass? Listen here!”

The locomotive and train had stopped. Sledge’s shout was followed by a heavy, slamming sound. A moment later they heard the engineer:

“Feeny brained him with his shovel. He’s out.”

Sledge stepped back in the car and laughed. “All accounted for, then.” He picked up the canvas payroll bag. “The C-and-G boys around Dubuque will get their pay. I’d say it’s a fine night’s work.”

“Two men are dead.” Lon couldn’t feel any of Sledge’s pleasure.

Sledge shrugged. “Remember what the boss says. The end justifies the means if the end is justice.”

“Mr Pinkerton says a lot of things I admire, but that isn’t one of them.”

“Someday maybe you’ll figure out that we’re in a dirty line of work.” Sledge walked over and clapped Lon on the shoulder. “In the meantime, we make a pretty good team.”
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Back in Chicago, waiting for a new case, Lon thought over the secession crisis. When he reached a conclusion, he went to the agency’s general superintendent, George Bangs, a tall, dandified man with the air of a banker who routinely said no. Bangs was Pinkerton’s gatekeeper and was shuffling employment applications with visible annoyance.

“We can’t find enough men for the Protective Patrol,” he grumbled as though Lon were responsible. The Protective Patrol was a separate group in the company, men who wore uniforms and guarded business properties. “Know anyone?”

Lon said he didn’t. He asked for an appointment. Bangs told him Pinkerton would be out with a potential client until early afternoon. He inked Lon’s name in the appointment book for one o’clock.

At his desk in the large central office, Lon wrote his report on the Chicago & Galena affair. Himself a writer of voluminous reports, Pinkerton demanded that his operatives write them too. Sledge said Lon had the education to write for both of them.

Lon finished about noon. He looked for his partner and found him in an adjoining room, experimenting with false mustaches from one of the agency’s disguise kits. Sledge held a droopy mustache to his upper lip.

“What do you think?”

“What are you supposed to be, a Chinese mandarin?”

Sledge threw the mustache back in the box and chose another, shorter, neater. “I’m posing as a gent renting a fancy rig for an outing. Someone’s stealing expensive horses from a big livery out in Rockford.”

Lon nodded. “That one fits.”

“What are you working on?”

“Nothing yet.” Lon didn’t tell Sledge he intended to resign.

Timothy Webster, the bearded and dignified senior operative, came in from the rogues’gallery to ask if Lon wanted to have lunch. The agency had pioneered in building a fact and picture file on known or suspected criminals. Tim Webster had the latest wet-plate print in hand. On the back, information was inscribed in a fine copperplate hand.

“Who’s that?” Lon asked.

“Ralph McSwiney, otherwise known as James Smithfield and Samuel Smythe. Travels as an itinerant portrait photographer. His palaver and equipment get him into fine homes where he proceeds to cosh the owners and strip the place. Lunch?”

Lon made excuses; he needed time to rehearse his resignation speech. He left through the frosted-glass door with the big painted eye staring at visitors over the slogan THE EYE THAT NEVER SLEEPS.

A sudden thaw had turned the unpaved streets to brown sludge. The sunny day was fouled by coal smoke and the smell of manure piles on every other corner. A mild breeze off the lake added the stench of the lakefront slaughterhouses. Traffic was horrible, made worse by drovers herding their cattle, and pigs running everywhere, seemingly with no supervision. In the constant din, loudest of all were the throaty horns of the lake boats and the shriek and puff of the trains.

In spite of the squalor and disorder, Lon loved the sprawling city he’d fled to when he ran away from southern Ohio. A frontier trading post that had turned into a metropolis, Chicago was a booming grain, meat, and rail center; home to more than one hundred thousand people. Among the mobs of pedestrians, Lon cut a noticeable figure in his English-style, knee-length coat, which he’d bought from a pushcart peddler because of the stylish black velvet collar. The coat complemented a rakish black felt hat, shallow-crowned with a narrow red silk band and wide curled brim. Unlike most of his colleagues, Lon didn’t wear a beard. Beards itched.

Unfortunately he chose the wrong saloon for a sandwich and some reflection. When he returned to the office at twelve forty-five, both cheeks were purpling. One of the hip-level pockets of his coat was ripped, hanging like a panting tongue. A slim and smartly dressed brunette in her late twenties came out the door before he could open it.

“Hello, Kate.”

“My heavens, what happened to you?”

“I got into a discussion about Fort Sumter.”

“A discussion?” she said with an eye on his bruises.

“Well, an altercation. Two of them, one of me. I didn’t realize there were so many slaveocrats in Chicago.”

“Everywhere,” Kate Warne said. “Except in this office.” Kate was in charge of the agency’s several female operatives. She’d come to the boss as a young widow in 1856, intent on a career in police work. No city force would hire a woman, but Pinkerton saw the wisdom of having female investigators and hired her immediately.

“On a case?” Lon asked.

Kate batted her eyes. “Just a poor single woman off to consult a lawyer. Two of the lawyer’s clients say that he defrauded them of a big settlement. We’ll see.” Waving, she went down the stairs.

On his way to Bangs’s desk Lon met John Scully, an operative most of the others regarded as a Pinkerton mistake. The disheveled Scully said, “’Lo,” and stumbled by, trailing his usual cloud of whiskey fumes.

“He’s returned,” Bangs said before Lon could ask. “He’s waiting.”

The boss’s corner office was large and almost overwhelmed by books, files, and piles of correspondence and case reports. It was saved from chaos by Pinkerton’s passion for organization. Each neat stack was identified by a sheet of foolscap with a notation. The one clear area was the long polished table behind Pinkerton’s desk. There he kept a small American flag in a wooden stand, a photograph of himself with his wife, Joan, and their sons, a few books including a collection of the speeches of Frederick Douglass, and a leatherbound copy of the agency’s “Statement of General Principles,” which Lon had been required to read and agree to before Pinkerton would employ him. The document said the agency handled no divorces or “scandals.” It accepted no contingency fees, gratuities, or “special rewards or incentives.” Pinkerton had founded the business ten years ago. It was the first of its kind in the United States. He considered himself a professional and insisted on being treated, and paid, accordingly.

Allan Pinkerton’s eyes fixed on his visitor. Gray-blue, they were a shade lighter than Lon’s. “I have your report. I’ll read it tonight. Excellent work, Alonzo.” Pinkerton employed maximum formality with his employees. After six months, Lon had told the boss he despised his given name, but the boss couldn’t be moved. He couldn’t be moved on anything he believed strongly.

“Philo too, sir. He acted bravely.”

“Philo too,” Pinkerton agreed, though a flicker of his eyelids suggested he didn’t altogether approve of Sledge or his methods. “Take a chair. Where did you get those bruises?”

“A small discussion of slavery where I ate lunch. I shouldn’t have joined in, but I did.” Pinkerton tilted his head, his equivalent of an approving nod. Lon was on safe ground; twice he’d been invited to Pinkerton’s house on Adams Street to meet escaped slaves. Pinkerton was a foreman on the Underground Railroad. Foremen operated the stations, forwarding the packages or freight, the runaways, to the next station on the route to Canada.

Lon admired his boss in many ways. It would be hard to work for a man of his disposition if you didn’t admire him. Pinkerton seldom smiled and he wasn’t smiling now. He demanded absolute loyalty from his operatives, but he returned it. As Tim Webster said, “He’ll storm the gates of hell for you, but cross him and he’ll leave you to burn there.”

Pinkerton waited for Lon to begin. “Sir, I’ve come to offer my resignation.” Pinkerton sat back and folded his hands. “I want you to know first that I have no dissatisfaction with my work. In fact I love it more every day.”

“Then what prompts you?”

“I believe war’s coming. I don’t know where, or when, but all that I read and hear convinces me the South’s controlled by a few fanatics who won’t back down.”

“All Southerners are fanatics,” Pinkerton said. Lon distrusted Southerners because his preacher father had raised him to hate slavery. Pinkerton not only hated the institution, he hated those who practiced it, every last one. “I agree with your feeling about a war. But why should that make you resign?”

“Men will be needed for the army. It’s my duty to go. Of course I’ll stay on the job until it’s time to enlist.”

“Your sentiments are admirable, Alonzo. But they lead to a misguided conclusion.”

Puzzled, Lon said, “Sir?”

“I had a letter from the Captain last week. If war comes, the Captain expects to be called up, along with other West Point graduates. Some of the secesh from the Academy will turn traitor and go South. The lot of them will be fighting each other soon enough.”

Pinkerton turned in his swivel chair—always well oiled, never a squeak. He gazed at a framed photograph on the wall above the credenza: Allan Pinkerton standing with the Captain, G. B. McClellan, in the Illinois Central yards on a sunlit day. The men were about the same height, five feet eight, two inches shorter than Lon. McClellan was youthful, in his early thirties; Pinkerton had turned forty a couple of years ago, with lines in his face to show it. McClellan’s expression was pleasant, Pinkerton’s typically dour. Pinkerton wore an undistinguished beard, McClellan a handsome mustache and small Napoleon-style imperial. The photo dated from McClellan’s time as chief engineer of the railroad. He’d hired the agency to protect I.C. real estate and rolling stock. Recently he’d gone to Cincinnati as superintendent of the troubled Ohio & Mississippi. His annual salary was rumored to be an incredible $10,000.

The close friendship between the two men puzzled everyone in the office. McClellan was urbane, well educated, widely traveled. Before resigning his army commission, he’d campaigned in Mexico, risen slowly from lieutenant to captain, been honored with a posting overseas to observe the war in the Crimea. Pinkerton, with little schooling, had come out of the slums of Glasgow. Lon had dined with the Captain once; he knew McClellan relished fine food, wine, and cigars. Pinkerton didn’t smoke, drink, or curse. It was an unlikely friendship but for one thing. Both men were driven by ambition and fierce devotion to hard work, long hours, the myriad details of business. Lon guessed that must be their bond.

“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t see what Captain McClellan’s future has to do with us.”

“Intelligence. Military intelligence. The Army general staff has no department to provide it. Each general must shift for himself. The Captain is way ahead of the pack. He wrote to say that when he’s called back, he will hire this agency for special duty.”

Was it a trick of the sunlight through the spotless window, or did Pinkerton almost smile? Lon couldn’t be sure. The word spy leaped to mind but he didn’t utter it.

“Alonzo, as soon as war comes—and like you I believe it will, it must, to punish those vicious madmen down South—the Captain is sure to become a general, and he is already recruiting us. Any man can die in an infantry charge, but nowhere else in this country, or in the world so far as I know, will you find men who can do what we do. Men ready to be of service in a secret war. Don’t leave the organization when you’re needed most.”

The blue-gray eyes held a tinge of fire. Lon pondered no more than five seconds. He withdrew his resignation and left the office, convinced he would soon enter a new, unmapped area of his profession. He was excited about it all day, and for days afterward.
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Fingal’s Crab House overlooked the inner harbor from Pratt Street. The original shop was a waterman’s shack filled with so many lobster pots and crab traps there was no space for tables. It had crept outward like moss, growing to its present state: a maze of connected rooms and sheds catering to a large and steady clientele. The furnishings were plain but the fare delicious. Margaret ate Baltimore crab cakes, her father fresh oysters.

“When do you plan to go back to Washington?” Calhoun Miller asked as he opened another shell with an oyster knife.

“Tomorrow afternoon, I think.” Margaret dabbed the corner of her mouth with the square of butcher paper provided in lieu of a napkin. Candles in oddly assorted bottles and jars lit the scarred tables. Snowflakes flying against the windows glowed like fireflies before they melted.

“You’ve hardly been home three weeks.”

“You bought the other town house so that we could enjoy the capital, Papa.”

“I bought it primarily to help the paper. It keeps me closer to the Congress.”

“And I’m quite comfortable there.”

“Living by yourself. No servants. Gadding about wherever and whenever you please. I’m old-fashioned, Margaret. I don’t consider it seemly for a girl your age to do that sort of thing.”

Margaret reached across to squeeze her father’s hand. She loved him for his concern, stifling though it was sometimes. “You know you can trust me to behave, and to be cautious. But cities don’t frighten me. Men don’t frighten me. I am twenty-two, after all.”

“With no mother to guide you for the past nine years,” Miller said with a sigh. He was a huge, dignified man, six foot four; Margaret had inherited her height from him. Thick silver hair always in need of trimming curled over his collar. He bought fine clothes, then stained every cuff and shirtfront with ink from his quill or the presses. The right sleeve of his tan frock coat was no exception.

“That’s why I learned to fend for myself,” she said.

“I still don’t understand your need to rush away.”

“The holidays are over, Donal’s gone off an another tour of the company offices—”

“Where is he, by the way? Nassau? Savannah?”

“I’ve no idea. Donal’s not one for writing letters. I don’t want to miss the rest of the Washington season. Besides, I’m worn out with all the secession talk in this town.”

“Not merely talk, but displays of pro-Southern sentiment, everywhere. In the room nearest the street, the proprietor had racked up a South Carolina flag and two engravings, one of Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor, the other of Baltimore’s harbor, as if to suggest a connection.

“You won’t escape it in Washington, my girl.”

“Rose doesn’t allow hotheads in her salon, just gentlemen and ladies.”

“There’s another thing. That Greenhow woman. I thought she was in mourning for one of her daughters.”

“It’s true. She isn’t going out yet, but she still receives visitors.”

“I grant you that she was generous to take you up, introduce you to people—”

“She likes me. She’s from Maryland, and she supports the South as strongly as you.”

“Her father studied the golden inch of lager at the bottom of his glass. “She has a reputation for less than perfect morality.”

“Oh, Papa, that’s gossip. People resent women with forceful opinions. Rose is a respectable widow. Her youngest daughter, little Rose, lives right there in the same house. And the best of Washington comes to call. Senators, congressmen, Army officers— President Buchanan is one of her more faithful visitors.”

“Old Buck,” Miller said gloomily. “He dithers and prays and does nothing about the crisis.”

“Frankly I wish it would all go away. If there’s a war, I’ll just spit. So many things would be interrupted.”

“No sane person wants armed confrontation. But it’s my duty to write and publish what I believe. Maryland must secede and join her Southern sisters. We are more Dixie than damn Yankee in this state.”

Margaret took a last sip of the second-rate claret Fingal’s served. She never ordered more than one glass of wine and seldom drank more than half. “Do you really think Maryland can secede peacefully?” she asked.

“That is the position I’ve taken in the paper, that it can, and must.” As owner and chief editorialist of the Baltimore Independent, successor to another Independent in western Virginia where they’d lived before, Calhoun Miller defended his native state, South Carolina, and the entire South. He argued his case with a businessman’s practicality. The North and England needed Southern cotton. Northern industry needed Southern markets. Until the South’s peculiar labor system withered naturally, as he believed it would, it should be left alone, in deference to profits, and to the principle of states’ rights, the passion of the great John Calhoun for whom Miller’s parents had named him. In recent months, Margaret had seen her father move from that position of accommodation to a belief that Northern hostility was now too great, forcing the South to declare its independence. He didn’t go so far as the Richmond papers that called on Marylanders to seize the nation’s capital, but he promoted secession.

Miller noted her empty plate. “May we go?”

“Of course. You must be tired after another long day.”

From a wall peg Miller retrieved his daughter’s cloak, a fashionable dark green burnous with vertical white stripes. She tied her small, round English porkpie hat under her chin; green flirtation ribbons trailed down behind. Margaret was a handsome, long-legged young woman, with an attractive full bosom. Her long dark hair was done up in a stylish bun netted in black velvet. Her outfit featured a smart fitted skirt; she thanked the Almighty for driving stiff, steel-hooped crinolines out of fashion. Because of her upbringing in the house of a journalist and her education at Mount Washington Female College, she was unusually sophisticated for her age.

She linked arms with her father. On the way out Miller consulted his pocket watch. “Simms should be here. I told him seven sharp. Ah, there he is.” Their black houseman was bundled in a greatcoat on the driver’s seat of Miller’s splendid six-passenger rockaway. The roof extended forward above him but gave little protection from the spatters of snow. If he felt the damp and the chill, like a good servant he didn’t show it.

“We’ll go home, Simms,” Miller said as he helped Margaret in.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Simms always took orders by thanking the giver. A freedman in his sixties, he wanted no truck with abolitionists. Margaret assumed the turmoil in the country baffled or frightened him; he never discussed it.

Miller closed the door and drew a lap robe over them. A ship’s horn sounded distantly as they bumped down Pratt Street, leaving the harbor.

“Was your brother home earlier?” he asked.

“No.”

“Where did he go?”

“I’ve no idea. Cicero tells me nothing about his odd comings and goings. Surely he doesn’t have midnight meetings at the firm.” After graduation from the University of Virginia at Charlottesville, Margaret’s older brother had decided to read law with a prominent local attorney. He’d spent four years at it, with little progress, and no apparent desire to hurry. Margaret had long ago given up trying to understand him, except in the most basic physical terms—his injury.

“If Donal returns when you’re in Washington, shall I tell him where to find you?”

“I suppose you must.”

“Such rampant enthusiasm,” Miller said with a laugh.

“Donal’s a fine man, Papa, and I do intend to marry him, but I don’t have to moon over him, do I?”

“Isn’t that customary when one’s in love?”

Margaret turned her face to the passing city lights, not answering. Rather than rushing eagerly, she had slipped and slid into her engagement to Donal. Donal’s forebears had owned the firm of McKee, Withers, cotton brokers, for over a hundred years. The firm began in London but Donal ran it from its American headquarters in lower Manhattan. Donal’s mother was a belle, a Mercer of the Georgia Mercers; thus his father had chosen to live in the States most of his life. Donal preferred it too, though he kept his British citizenship. He said it facilitated travel and enabled him to get around certain annoying import and export laws. When Margaret wondered about these, Donal smiled and suggested she not trouble her head about men’s affairs.

Margaret was distressed whenever she consciously faced up to her feelings about her fiancé. Lack of feelings, rather. That lack generated guilt, something missing from her righteous annoyance over a possible war. If war came, many in Rose Greenhow’s circle predicted that it wouldn’t last more than ninety days because of public indignation. Margaret took no comfort.

Music drifted to them; a popular melody played on a mouth organ. Miller said, “What a topsy-turvy world we live in. Dan Emmett wrote ‘Dixie’ for his minstrels, the Lincoln Republicans marched to it last fall, and now it seems to be the Southern anthem. Passing strange.”

In ten minutes they reached the imposing red-brick town house north of the city center. Lamplight glowed in the fan-shaped window above the lacquered front door. Simms reined the horse by the hitch post.

Calhoun Miller took off his beaver top hat and left the carriage on the street side. He spoke to Simms as Margaret stepped down on the curb side. The town-house door opened. A spill of light revealed her brother and an unfamiliar visitor: an appallingly shabby plug-ugly wearing a green tweed cap. A small parcel wrapped in brown paper passed from the visitor to Cicero. The shape, a right triangle, suggested a revolver with a long barrel.

The plug-ugly ran down the steps and sped away without looking at Margaret. Calhoun Miller patted the horse’s muzzle as he stepped around to the curb. “Feed him, wipe him down, and that’s all for the evening, Simms.”

“Yes, sir, thank you, sir.” Simms shook the reins and the horse started its plod around the block to the rear carriage house. Margaret was unsettled by the visitor. Why would the plug-ugly slip her brother a weapon, if that’s what it was?

Cicero waited for them in the entry hall. He was twenty-nine, a frail, bookish man already bald except for a fringe of rust-colored hair. An accident with a pet pony when he was four had permanently crippled his left leg. He wore a special shoe with a two-inch sole. He listed on that side when he walked.

Miller tossed his outer coat onto a bench and strode into the parlor where an unseen hearth blazed. Margaret paused dutifully to kiss Cicero’s pale cheek. She did her best to love her brother, but he was neither warm nor affectionate. She felt a certain guilt about his childhood accident, although she hadn’t been born when it happened. Their father was the one who’d mishandled the pony.

“Have a pleasant supper?” Cicero asked.

“Yes, I’m sorry you couldn’t come along.”

He shrugged and hobbled after her. “Business.”

“With that person who was just here? Surely he isn’t a client.”

“No, just a friend.”

“Since when do you cultivate friends who look like bare-knuckle prizefighters?”

“He’s a member of an organization I’ve joined.”

“A lodge? You’re not the sort, Cicero.”

“It isn’t a lodge, it’s a patriotic society. I can’t tell you more. Even the name is secret.” He craned toward her in a way that reminded her of a turtle shooting its head from its shell. “No more questions, please.” It was said lightly, but she heard the warning.

Cicero was much more of a political fire-eater than their father. In public he dared to refer to General Winfield Scott, the noble old Virginian who led the army, as “that free-state pimp.” Cicero blithely said that Abe the Ape might not live to be inaugurated “if we are fortunate.” Margaret hated such talk. She hated the epidemic of secession fever sweeping Baltimore and infecting her own household. She couldn’t wait to return to the small, safe universe of Rose Greenhow’s salon.
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When he walked into the Senate gallery on Monday, the twenty-first, he felt like a man lost on a stormy moor with no lantern and no signposts. The U.S. government had educated him, in return asking only that he give service, which he was glad to do. The military life with its order and predictability suited him. Further, there was this unspoken truth: West Point men from the South controlled the Army. Faced with the influence of this cadre, capable officers from the North resigned and looked to civilian life for advancement. Now Southern officers were resigning for a different reason.

Word of the speech had spread quickly. Lines formed before dawn. By nine o’clock the gallery was nearly full. Varina Davis came in quietly, to a place reserved for her. The notorious socialite Mrs Greenhow made an ostentatious entrance, obstructing the view of those behind her with the yellow ostrich plumes on her hat. Though asked, she would not remove it.

He saw a seat in the last row, claimed it, and gave it up five minutes later when there were no more places for women. He stood at the head of the aisle, by the door, a look of brooding concentration on his face. It wasn’t a handsome face in the conventional sense, but an arresting one: carrot-colored hair, pale red brows, gray-green eyes, a large nose. Men under his command never argued when he gave orders. Or if they did, they only did it once.

Second Lieutenant Frederick Scott Dasher, West Point ’57, wore civilian clothes today. Part of his special duty, which he disliked. A bachelor and a Virginian, he’d grown up on a horse farm near Front Royal, in the Shenandoah. He owned the farm but no longer had family there. His father was gone, a casualty of alcohol. His younger brother had died of scarlet fever at age eight. His older sister, Marie, lived in Tennessee with her husband. His poor mother was cared for by Marie in Knoxville, though she might as well have been on the moon, given her lack of recognition of her surroundings. Fred had always assumed he would find the right young woman, marry, and rebuild the Dasher line. He no longer assumed it. He wondered if anyone in America had a dependable future.

Time dragged as the Senate disposed of its morning business. Every seat was taken, the aisles and outer stairways clogged with standees. The first of the cotton-state senators rose to speak his farewell. Others followed. The spectators were polite but restless. They’d come to hear the senator from Mississippi, who had left his sickbed for the occasion. When he rose, the huge hall and gallery collectively held its breath.

Jefferson Davis’s voice was faint from illness. He was a few years past fifty, but stress had added a decade to his wasted, craggy face. A West Point graduate, he had fought in Mexico with Lee, Sam Grant, Tom Jackson, George Pickett. He’d served President Pierce as secretary of war, then represented his state honorably in the Senate. Now, he said, he was going. He felt it was the only course left.

“Mr Calhoun, a great man who now reposes with his fathers, advocated the doctrine of nullification as a remedy, but a peaceful one. Secession belongs to a different class of remedies, but it is justified on the basis that the states are sovereign. There was a time when none denied it.” He paused, his tired, feverish eyes on the galleries. His wife, Varina, was like marble, whatever pain she felt suppressed, hidden.

“I feel no hostility to you, Senators from the North. I am sure there is not one of you, whatever sharp discussion there might have been between us, to whom I cannot now say, in the presence of God, I wish you well. That said, Mr President and Senators, and having made the announcement which the occasion seemed to require, it only remains for me to bid you a fond farewell.”

Davis’s colleagues sat silent out of respect, and sorrow. Sobs resounded in the gallery, some of the loudest those of the widow Greenhow. She covered her face and rocked in her seat. Fred Dasher’s chest was tight with tension. He was deeply moved. He charged out the door, too upset to apologize to those he jostled.

Outside the Capitol the day was foggy, saturated with dampness. Like a man in a maze, he turned this way and that through the disgraceful litter of Corinthian columns, marble slabs, and lumber. Civilian gawkers—tourist families, single women—mingled with slovenly workmen, who seemed to be making only snail’s progress on construction of the Capitol dome. The cast-iron base was complete but wrapped in ugly scaffolding. The statue of Armed Freedom that would surmount the dome lay on its side in the mud.

Every step spattered mud on Fred’s fawn trousers. His head was clearing after the wrenching speech. If someone as brilliant and important as Davis could stand up to the government’s assault on liberty, so could he.

He failed to see the strolling whore until she barred his way, cooing at him with her rouged mouth. “Buy my muffin, dearie. Nice warm muffin.”

Fred Dasher treated women politely, but not this time. He shoved her so hard she stumbled against a block of uncut marble. “Ow! Dirty bastard!” He settled his beaver hat more securely and strode into the miasmic fog lying on the Mall. He could already smell the canal where he was to rendezvous at twelve.

He walked rapidly over the rough ground, past the towers of the Smithsonian, poking up like strange red fingers, and onward, till he was south of President’s Park, with the unfinished trunk of the monument to George Washington just visible in the distance. Subscriptions had dwindled; people said the monument would never be finished.

He threw a rock at some pigs rooting in the mud. The area was a disgrace and by night, dangerous. It was marsh and mudflat, with the old municipal canal cutting across. Once the canal had linked the Potomac and the East Branch. Now it was abandoned, clogged with garbage, night soil, the occasional horse or dog carcass rotting away. Though not a delicate person, Fred held a linen handkerchief over his nose and mouth as he approached an iron bridge spanning the canal. On the opposite side, among bare trees, a man in a dark gray, caped overcoat and unmarked forage cap lurked like a footpad. Fred was filled with disgust. Was this fit duty for a professional soldier?

“Colonel,” he said as he approached the other man. He had been ordered not to salute where he might be observed.

“Lieutenant,” the colonel said. “What have you discovered?”

“It’s as you suspected, sir. The National Rifles are practically all secesh.”

Colonel Charles Stone, West Point ’45, was in charge of the defenses of the District. He was given the responsibility by the bloated egomaniac at the head of the Army, old Fuss and Feathers Scott. Fred Dasher was Stone’s aide, forced to operate as a glorified detective. Until companies of the regular Army could be pulled from Kansas, upstate New York, and two Southern arsenals from which they’d been driven, four militia units including the National Rifles were the city’s only protection. Fred had used the name Frederick Danner, and his credentials as a Virginian, to join and drill with the Rifles.

“What’s your assessment of the militia commander?” Stone asked.

“Captain Schaeffer’s hard to read, sir. He’s careful to say nothing partisan or controversial. On the other hand, the men he’s recruited constitute evidence against him. He must have picked every one of them for their secesh sympathies. The unit is well armed. Sabers, revolvers, two mountain howitzers.”

“Good God.”

Fred delivered the coup de grâce. “Everything’s straight from the Army arsenal, I confirmed that.”

“Fine work, Lieutenant. The weapons will be confiscated but we must keep watching. I suggest we meet again—”

“Sir.”

“—Friday. We might manage someplace warmer.”

“Sir, I can’t make arrangements for Friday.”

“Why not?”

“Do I have permission to speak candidly?”

“You do,” Stone said, his tone less comradely than before.

“I don’t care for this kind of work, sir. Skulking. Telling lies about my identity.”

“Lieutenant, this city is ringed by enemies who could rise up and attack at any time. Part of my duty is to ferret out weaknesses in our defense force. The work’s necessary, and I have no one else to do it.”

Fred felt an enormous, buoyant relief even before he spoke the words he’d rehearsed. “It’s nothing personal, Colonel, and I am sorry to abandon you—”

“Christ in heaven. Not you too.”

“Yes, sir. I will hand in my resignation from the Army effective today.”

“Then damn you, sir. God damn you for a traitor.”

Hurt and angry, Fred didn’t know what to say. He had no animosity toward his commander. They shared a moment of helpless silence in the fog. Finally Stone said, “Where are you going, then?”

“South,” Fred Dasher said. “Wherever they will have me.”
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“As a young girl I lived for a time at the Old Capitol,” Rose said to her captive, a pop-eyed young man new to the salon. Those nearby listened politely, though most had heard the story many times. Margaret had.

“It’s a pity they’ve turned it into a jail, it has such a distinguished history. Congress met in the building after the British burned Washington in 1814. When Congress moved out, it became a fashionable boardinghouse. Mrs H. V. Hill, the proprietor, was my aunt. Living there was an education for a young woman. I met Henry Clay, and Daniel Webster. I heard Chief Justice Marshall discourse on the law in the Supreme Court’s room in the basement. Great men. Statesmen. Not the weasels infesting the town today. The greatest of them was John C. Calhoun. He loved my aunt’s hospitality. I was privileged to sit at his bedside during his last days. Offer him sips of water or a cool cloth for his head. He had a profound influence on my thinking. Before he died, he predicted a fatal conflict with the North.”

Rose O’Neal Greenhow was a strikingly attractive woman, with dark eyes like Margaret’s, and a complexion of a deeper olive hue. No one knew her exact age. Somewhere in the forties, Margaret guessed. Her raven-black hair, center parted, showed only a few hints of gray. Her attire was somber: a short jacket of black wool grenadine over a black silk dress, and a rope of pearls on her lush bosom.

A dozen guests were gathered in the parlor of her manse at No. 398 Sixteenth Street, left to her by her late husband, Dr Greenhow. It was the last Monday of the month. Rose received on Mondays, Fridays, and Sunday afternoons.

“Ah, but here’s the person you must meet,” she exclaimed to the pop-eyed visitor. Senator Seward, slender and rather stooped, entered arm in arm with the chairman of the Military Affairs Committee, Henry Wilson of Massachusetts. The plain and corpulent Wilson reminded Margaret of a farmer. He was a frequent guest. Infatuated with Rose, Margaret suspected. He never brought his wife.

“Governor,” Rose said, sailing over to Seward with her visitor in tow. “Hello, Henry.” The greeting made Wilson grin foolishly. Rose fixed her attention on the senator from New York. “This young man is the nephew of a dear friend of my late husband. Jarvis Tottle, the Honorable William Seward. Everyone calls him governor, Jarvis, in spite of his seat in the Senate.”

“Pleasure, sir,” Seward said in a voice grown hoarse from too many cigars. His clothes reeked of them.

Rose linked arms with the young man. “Jarvis is recently out of college in Kentucky. He wants to work in government. I told him you could open doors, perhaps find him a clerkship, since everyone says you’ll head the new cabinet and be the de facto president.” Long ago, Seward had predicted the “irrepressible conflict” between advocates of free and slave labor. Rose despised his Republican politics but welcomed him personally, as she welcomed others of his party for what they could do for her.

“I must warn you, however. Jarvis is known to sympathize with the South.”

“There’s a blue cockade on my hat, absolutely,” Jarvis said.

Seward adjusted the gentleman’s traveling shawl draped over his frock coat. “You’re certainly not alone in Washington. The Star claims we have twenty thousand secesh-minded citizens in the District. A third of our white population. Many work in government. Tell me about yourself, Mr Tottle.”

Margaret had been listening. Now she turned away, disappointed that Hanna wasn’t present this evening. She had made many acquaintances since dipping into the waters of Rose’s social pond. Only one, Hanna Siegel, had become a friend.

Margaret and Hanna were the same age but were in other ways opposites. Hanna was European, fair, narrow-hipped, boyish. She dressed to conceal what little bosom she had. Where Margaret was vividly dark, Hanna was straw blonde, with blue eyes.

Margaret lived comfortably; Hanna was poor. Hanna’s father was a former officer in the Austrian army. Asked about his reason for emigrating to America, he always replied with vague statements about “opportunity.” He was seeking preferment, a commission or a government job, like young Jarvis Tottle and hundreds of others.

Hanna was an actress. She ran with a crowd of theatricals who were struggling just as she was; the sort of people Calhoun Miller would dismiss as not respectable. Margaret had a picture of actresses as gregarious to the point of bawdiness, and often brashly ambitious. Hanna was quiet, though quietly determined. In the country less than three years, she retained only an echo of European speech. For eighteen months she’d hired out to the shrewish wife of an elocution teacher. She washed dishes, scrubbed floors, carried slops, and in return the teacher purged her accent.

They disagreed sharply on slavery. Margaret thought it a regrettable system, but necessary for the South’s survival. The Calhoun Miller view. Hanna wished one of God’s lightning bolts would destroy every white man who practiced it. Hanna wanted to convert her friend. Margaret avoided the subject if she could.

Despite the differences, Hanna and Margaret were drawn together by something stronger—a freedom of spirit they enjoyed in various ways. In good weather Margaret rented horses and they struck out north on the Seventh Street or Rockville roads, not sidesaddle, at a sedate walk, but astride, in full gallop. On occasion, feeling especially uninhibited, they wore trousers.

Margaret’s feet in the stirrups showed a good amount of ankle under her trouser cuffs or flapping hems. She knew she had good legs and saw no reason to hide them. Men old and young admired the riders, and sometimes yelled propositions. Once an old woman tending a market garden on the Rockville pike pointed at them and cried, “Shame. Shame on girls like you!”

Which only made Margaret and Hanna laugh and gallop faster.

* * *

Rose’s niece Adele arrived. Addie was the wife of Mr Douglas, the Democrat whom Lincoln had defeated in November. They chatted amiably of inconsequential things. When would a new novel by George Eliot appear? What attraction would Grover’s Theater show next? When would the Capitol dome be finished, the dreadful Washington swamps drained of their miasmic waters, the crumbling cobbles on shabby Pennsylvania Avenue replaced?

Everyone laughed when little Rose romped through the room in her short crinolines and full Turkish pantaloons. Rose Greenhow’s daughter was seven or eight, a cheeky show-off whose behavior Margaret’s father wouldn’t have tolerated. Of course the Wild Rose herself was an exhibitionist, showing off her beauty, breeding, and influence at every opportunity.

Rose raised her arms in a theatrical way. “Ladies and gentlemen, refreshments are served. Tea, punch, and stronger libations for those who desire them.” Senator Wilson said something to her but Rose ignored him and swept away to the dining room. Wilson tagged after her like a loyal dog. For certain men, Rose possessed a sexual attraction that was overpowering.

Shortly, Margaret found herself in conversation with a handsome, full-bearded Army officer who introduced himself as Captain Thomas Jordan. He wore the familiar drab dress uniform: a dark blue coat with a stiff standing collar and matching trousers with no seam stripe, the whole lightened only by brass buttons, a burgundy sash, and two gold bars on each shoulder strap. Jordan had an aloof, almost wary air. He watched the room while discussing the crisis:

“Now Georgia’s gone, and Louisiana. Texas must go soon. How do you feel about the upheaval, Miss Miller?”

“I try not to feel anything. I have my own life and interests, as I should imagine you do. We don’t need or want Americans killing other Americans. Don’t you agree?”

“Only somewhat. My oath binds me to the commander in chief, yet I feel a contrary pull. My heart lies with my native state of Virginia. I wonder if Colonel Lee out in Texas feels that way? Perhaps we’ll know soon, I understand they’ve recalled him.” Robert E. Lee of Arlington was the nation’s foremost soldier. He had led the Marine detachment that had captured John Brown at Harpers Ferry, bringing on a trial and execution that further divided the country.

“Well, I hope Mr Lincoln has some skills or tricks that will bring about a resolution,” Margaret said. “Why does the government need that old fort in Charleston harbor anyway?”

“I suppose they could survive without it, and all the other arsenals and forts as well. But to give them up willingly would be a sign of weakness. I believe we’ll fight over it.”

“I hope not. If it happens, I want no part of it.”

“But if war comes, how can anyone remain neutral?”

“Believe me, Captain, I shall make every effort.”

“I’m dismayed to hear you express such sentiments,” said a familiar voice. Rose swept into view, no longer the smiling hostess. “You’re an intelligent young woman, you come from Maryland— how can you possibly declare yourself unwilling to take part?”

Little Rose slipped up behind her mother and stamped her foot. “I’ll go fight in her place. I’m the damnedest little rebel you ever saw.”

Jordan laughed. Rose tweaked her ear. “We don’t use that sort of language in polite company, dear.” Little Rose marched away in a petulant imitation of a soldier.

Margaret didn’t like being put down. “Isn’t it rather silly to debate the question?” she said. “Captain Jordan may have to take a stand, join the quarrel, but what can a woman do, regardless of which side she’s on?”

Jordan said, “I assure you that young women who are above suspicion will be needed.”

Margaret frowned. “Why above suspicion? Needed for what? I don’t understand.”

Rose shot a look at the officer. His odd statement had annoyed her somehow. A faint redness sprang into his cheeks. Rose spied a new arrival.

“Margaret, I believe your gentleman’s here.”

“Donal?”

“Yes. Were you expecting him?”

“For some time. He’s been traveling.”

Rose waved. “Here she is, Mr McKee.”

Margaret rushed to him. “Donal, thank you for rescuing me. I had no idea when you’d return.”

“The steamer docked in Baltimore yesterday. Your father said to try the town house and if you weren’t there, to come here. How are you, my dearest?” Donal’s black eyes shifted briefly downward to the curve of her breasts. “I’d give you a kiss and a crushing hug if we weren’t in public. Is there any champagne in the house?”

“This way.” She led him toward the dining room buffet. Sometimes Donal was a bother, but this evening she was grateful for his presence. The exchange with Rose still stung.

Donal McKee was a slim, graceful man, severely grayed by the cares of business though he was not yet thirty-five. He was shorter than Margaret by an inch or two. He had delicate hands, curly hair, a receding chin that spoiled his otherwise strong face. She had met him at Newport two years ago, when she and her father and Cicero were vacationing. A couple of jealous acquaintances, female, gratuitously informed her that Donal was a womanizer. If so, he was circumspect. In all the time she’d known him, Margaret had seen no evidence. She wondered if he’d dallied with anyone while he traveled.

“How was your trip?”

“I don’t enjoy poking through the books at the branches, though it’s necessary if we’re not to be robbed blind. New Orleans was interesting because of this secession business. Ah, thank you,” he said to the white servant who handed him champagne. Margaret declined the offer of a glass.

Donal slipped his arm around her waist. “I seemed to be considered an expert on England because Father came from Leeds. I was repeatedly asked whether England would recognize the Confederacy. I said I wasn’t privy to the policies of Her Majesty’s government, but I supposed so. British mills need Southern cotton.” He’d drawn her to a secluded corner, away from the clusters of guests. He finished his champagne, set the glass aside, and put both hands on her waist.

“Damn, Margaret, the sight of you always distracts me. I can hardly wait to claim you as my wife. Have you settled on a date?”

“Not yet. But I’m thinking seriously on it.”

“Not seriously enough. I’m an impatient man. I must have another drink.”

He strolled away, and in a moment fell into conversation with Rose. She laughed and caressed his cheek a little too fondly. Again Margaret felt the confusion of her relationship with Donal.

When they’d first met, she was charmed by his worldliness. He was older, widely traveled, far more intelligent and urbane than all of the beaux of her own age who had drifted into her life and been discarded. What confused and upset her was her lack of romantic attraction to Donal. He excited nothing in her except feelings of admiration and security—hardly a good basis for marriage. This was the reason she continually delayed choosing a wedding date. Watching Donal touch Rose’s arm in a possessive, even intimate way raised familiar questions. Should she break the engagement? How could she face her father, who was eager to see her married and settled, and admit that she didn’t love her fiancé?

All at once she was tossing in a sea of doubt and self-recrimination. It made all the blather about secession and war pale to insignificance.
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At Fourteenth Street, on the respectable north side of the Avenue, the hotel of the Willard brothers served meals to Washington’s important people from daybreak till midnight. Between five p.m. dinner and the late supper hour, Willard’s dining room offered a sumptuous tea. When Hanna had a night off in early February, she met Margaret there at half past seven.

As always, Hanna’s friend was stylishly dressed. Hanna’s own poor outfit shamed her. Over a heavily mended dress she wore her father’s sack coat for warmth. A cloth workman’s cap lay in her lap. Her one concession to femininity was black net stockings.

“I’m thrilled you have a part in Twelfth Night,” Margaret said. “May I come see it?”

“If you care to watch unpaid actors do Shakespeare in a damp church basement, certainly.”

“Viola’s the young girl who impersonates the page Cesario, isn’t she?”

“Yes. At least I have the figure for it.”

“Stop. You mustn’t think so poorly of yourself all the time.” Hanna responded with a shrug and a rueful roll of her blue eyes. Margaret passed a gaudy handbill across the teacups and petits fours. “Here’s a bit of theater for you. Father sent it in a letter yesterday.”

The handbill from Baltimore’s Halliday Street Theater announced: Mr J. W. BOOTH, Scion of the Famed Family of Players, In His Startling & Lifelike Personation of the Bard’s Immortal Villain RICHARD III. Three Nights ONLY! Positively NO Extension!

“Have you seen him?” Margaret asked.

“No, only heard about him. I don’t believe he’s appeared in Washington. He seems to prefer Charleston and the Southern circuit.”

“A rebel at heart? I like him already. Father said he’s a better actor than his brother, Edwin, or the head of the family, Junius, when he was alive. ‘Fire, dash, and a touch of strangeness’—that’s how Father described young Mr Booth. Do you suppose he’ll ever play locally?”

Hanna’s tea had grown cold. She sipped the last. “I don’t imagine he will unless someone opens a decent theater. An actor of his stature wouldn’t play the music halls.”

Hanna was familiar with those establishments. She worked several nights a week at the Canterbury, a music hall that presented a bill of beefy dancing girls, jugglers, performing dogs, and blackface comics who told salacious stories. Though the work was hard, it helped Hanna and her father scrape by and allowed her an occasional nonpaying role with an amateur company. Hanna served ten-cent drinks and fended off loutish men who thought every girl in the place raised her skirts for a price. What an irony. Thus far in her life Hanna had experienced three short flings and gotten no satisfaction, physical or emotional, from any of them. Sometimes she doubted her capacity to love a decent man.

Margaret’s mind was still on Booth. “Father says he’s devilishly handsome, and has a reputation for chasing anything in skirts.”

“I’d love to meet him and judge his talent. Onstage, you understand.”

They both laughed. Margaret laid the handbill aside. “Since I never read the papers, can you tell me when our new President will arrive?”

“Later this month. He’s making a long ceremonial journey by train from Illinois. He can’t get here too soon. I hope he’ll clear out all the Southern sympathizers.”

Margaret’s smile was devilish. “Fie, Hanna. Do you want me driven out? I like Washington.”

“Of course I don’t want that. We’re friends. Sometimes I forget where your heart lies.”

“Not with either side, really. I hate the whole messy quarrel. I wish it would go away.”

Gravely Hanna said, “It won’t until it’s resolved.”

“But which way?”

“The right way, I trust.” Hanna averted her gaze, aware of annoyance in Margaret’s vivid dark eyes. Being too forthright about abolition had ruined several friendships for her. She didn’t want this relationship destroyed.

The waiter delivered the bill on a silver tray. Hanna put her hand in a coat pocket. She didn’t own a proper handbag.

“Please let me pay my share this time.”

“You may contribute when some manager recruits a stock company to support a visiting star and you’re engaged for a featured part, but not before. Oh, I forgot to ask about your father. Is there any news?”

“This afternoon he went to see the commandant of the Georgetown militia company. They advertised for an experienced drillmaster.”

“I’m always curious about why he left the Austrian army.”

“He wasn’t advancing fast enough, that’s all.”

But that was not all. The story was sordid; Hanna guarded the secret. It was true that Anton Siegel, a fiercely ambitious man, hated the slow advancement and meager officer’s pay in Austria. As commander of his regiment he was in a position to fiddle with the books, and to squeeze army suppliers for extra money under the table. One of them had turned him in.

The major never for a moment expressed remorse. Instead, furious because he was cashiered, he packed up his daughter and bought steerage tickets out of Hamburg. Thus ended Hanna’s days in Vienna. All that was left of those times was a sad scrapbook of memories. Hot coffee with milk in one of the cafés on Stephansplatz. A luscious torte in the Sacher Garden. Quiet relaxation with a book under a leafy tree in the Stadtpark …

Father and daughter had reached Washington with no prospects and almost no funds. They nearly starved for three months, until Hanna found work. They weren’t doing much better now.

“Papa’s dreadfully melancholy these days,” Hanna told Margaret as they stepped from the hotel to the Avenue’s brick sidewalk. “He’s drinking heavily again. I pray he had some success in Georgetown.”

“Well, I’ll gladly second that if it will take the strain out of your face.” Margaret gave a tip to the doorman, who whistled a horse-drawn cab from the corner. “Send me a note when you’re free again. We must ride in the country as soon as this dismal winter’s over.”

“Yes, we must,” Hanna agreed. They embraced and Margaret left in the hansom, waving.

Hanna walked rapidly to Tenth Street and turned north. It was a cold, cloudless evening, the stars sparkling like ice chips. She faced a long trek to the district called Nigger Hill—she never uttered the offensive name—because paying for transportation was out of the question.

On her way up Tenth she avoided a drunkard vomiting over everything within three feet of him; heard a volley of shots; saw two men brawling bare-fisted in front of one of Washington’s many “boardinghouses.” Several daughters of Eve hung from ground-floor windows, cheering the fighters on with foulmouthed enthusiasm. Prostitution was a necessary industry in a town filled with single and married lawmakers away from home.

The Siegels rented a scabrous little shotgun house, three tiny rooms, at the end of a dirt lane in a seedy section of town called the Northern Liberties. To reach it Hanna passed a neat cottage owned by a black man named Spence, a porter on the Baltimore & Ohio. Through a parlor window she saw Mr Spence romping with his two little daughters. Hanna and her father had never shared that kind of affection and companionship. As a child roaming Vienna by herself, she’d hardened herself against wanting it, though occasionally she could be bitterly jealous of people such as Margaret or Mr Spence who were part of a loving family.

Hanna let herself in. The door was never locked. The neighbors knew the major kept a side arm and a saber close by at all times.

The small front room, her bedroom, was dark. They couldn’t afford to waste candles. The next room belonged to her father. There he slept, and stored his moldering uniforms, his Clausewitz and other books on the art of war. It too was dark. A light showed in the back room. She moved slowly toward the feeble yellow glow.

The major slouched at the deal table. The top was scarred and filthy despite Hanna’s efforts to keep it clean. A brick propped up a broken leg.

Siegel’s cropped blond hair was turning white. His cheekbones were broad, his jaw strong. A long dueling scar from his cadet days marked his left cheek under his eye. He wore old uniform trousers, maroon with a gray stripe, but nothing else. His braces hung below his hips.

He heard her come in. He acknowledged her by extending his hand until the palm was two inches above the flame of the candle. Neither his hand nor his muscular arm showed a tremor. He was drunk; an empty schnapps bottle stood between his bare feet. A cockroach crawled around the bottle.

“Papa?”

Siegel withdrew his hand. With a smile he showed his palm, unhurt. Hanna took off her workman’s cap.

“What happened in Georgetown, Papa?”

Because his English was imperfect they spoke in German. “Another got there before me.” He groped under the chair, found the bottle empty, cursed, and threw it against the wall. It bounced and rolled.

“A stupid scarecrow half my age. Served in some rural militia company in Pennsylvania. But of course—of course!—he was an American. My experience counted for nothing. Also, behind my back, someone said I sounded too foreign. I hate this filthy democracy. I hate the mudsills who think they’re equal to people of breeding. They aren’t fit to clean up my shit.”

Hanna wanted to weep. “Won’t you please put on a shirt?”

“I’m not cold. Go to bed.” When she hesitated, he beat the table with his fist. “Go to bed.” His shout sent the roach scuttling.

“I will if you won’t drink anymore.”

“Tend to your own affairs. Close your door and give me some peace.”

Hanna returned to the front room and shut the door. Before she undressed she went out to the reeking privy where she sat with her drawers around her knees. How she wished she could give her father greater support, greater comfort. But of course he wouldn’t have it from her; she was a woman. She remembered his drunken rages after her mother had died bearing her. “Liesl failed me. Your mother failed me. I wanted a son who could be a soldier.” Hanna carried a deep wound of guilt and insufficiency, from hearing that so many times.

A year ago, in a secondhand bin at Shillington’s popular bookshop, she’d discovered an 1844 novel, Fanny, the Female Pirate Captain, authored by some forgotten hack. The heroine was a buccaneer whose lover declared, “By my soul, thou shouldst have been a man.”

Thou shouldst have been a man. She never forgot the line. In the story, it was ardent praise. Her father would scream it as accusation. She should have been a man. Sometimes she desperately wanted to be. Could that be why none of her short and clumsy love affairs had satisfied her?

She trudged back to the house and crawled into bed in her undergarments. The house was frigid; she couldn’t buy stove wood until the Canterbury paid her for the week. Every night before sleeping, it was her habit to whisper all of Viola’s speeches, but tonight she was too upset. Through the door she heard Siegel’s mumbled litany of profanity. He cursed his luck, the Georgetown militia, American democracy—and he probably cursed her as well. She pulled a tattered blanket over her head and gave herself up to silent tears.
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Sledge worked his gold toothpick to the other side of his mouth. “God damn it, how long are they going to argue in there?” Lon couldn’t help a twinge of guilt. His preacher father had been fierce about the sanctity of the Lord’s name.

An Army officer, Captain John Pope, stood outside the suite to which Sledge referred. Lon and Sledge guarded the hallway between the suite and the staircase of the Jones House in Harrisburg. Captain Pope watched them with unconcealed suspicion.

“Maybe forever,” Lon said. “Colonel Lamon doesn’t like the boss, that’s plain.”

Sledge bent his knee and rested his boot heel against the pale wallpaper, where it left a mark. Lon stretched and yawned, using the move to edge closer to the suite. Under the gas jets he and Sledge looked pasty and worn. They’d been up since daybreak Thursday, when they left Baltimore for Philadelphia. They’d been ordered there to help protect Lincoln, his wife, sons, friends, and political cronies on the official train.

Because of death threats, Pinkerton wanted to spirit Mr Lincoln to Washington immediately. Lincoln refused to cancel his Friday schedule. He’d raised a flag at Independence Hall to display the new star for Kansas and celebrate Washington’s birthday. Following that he’d made a quick rail trip to Trenton, then came on to Harrisburg to meet with the Pennsylvania legislature and Governor Curtin. Lincoln had been summoned upstairs from the hotel banquet room at six o’clock, at Pinkerton’s insistence. It was now half past eight.

Contentious voices were raised behind the double doors. Nicolay, the new President’s secretary, was in there. Norman Judd, a stout Illinois politician, was in there, along with two more officers charged with guarding the President-elect. The argument had gone on since last night, when Frederick Seward had arrived at the Continental Hotel in Philadelphia with a letter of warning.

“I say we should implement the plan.” That was Pinkerton, refusing to yield. “We had rumors of an assassination attempt as early as a month ago. Last night we had independent confirmation, sent from Colonel Stone’s Baltimore agents to General Scott, thence to Senator Seward, who dispatched his son with the letter. The evidence is strong, sir. I urge you to follow my plan.”

Lamon interrupted. “No, I object. We still aren’t sure.”

“Ward, hold on.” That was Lincoln. His was a thin, light voice that occasionally rose up high, most unpleasantly. Ward Hill Lamon was a lawyer, Lincoln’s closest friend among all those riding the special train to Washington. “Nobody wants to see the Presidentelect sneak into town like a thief in the night. I don’t. Since the election I’ve become familiar with death threats. I try to ignore them. But Seward and Scott are not alarmists. I do admit that both of them, and you, Mr Pinkerton, could be reacting to the same set of rumors. Trouble is, we just don’t know.”

“I don’t believe in a Baltimore plot and I never have,” Lamon said.

“But the Baltimore gangs are notoriously lawless.” That was old white-haired Colonel Sumner, regular Army.

“Doesn’t matter. These so-called detectives are just promoting themselves with phantom conspiracies.”

Pinkerton said, “Lamon, that’s an insult. If duels were still allowed, I’d call you out. I’ve been undercover in Baltimore for a month, together with five of my best operatives. We were invited by Mr Felton, president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore, because of threats against his line. I’ve gained the confidence of leaders of the Southern faction, especially that barber at Barnum’s Hotel, Ferrandini. He’s part of a secret group called the Knights of Liberty. I have men planted inside the organization. Do you know what Ferrandini told me after I convinced him I was a secesh from Georgia? ‘One thing will save the South. Mr Lincoln’s corpse.’”

“My, my,” Lincoln said with a weary amusement. “Hotheaded, those Latins.”

“The dago ought to be shot.” That was the other colonel, Ellsworth. He commanded a regiment of Zouave militia.

Pinkerton’s conviction strengthened his voice. “Ferrandini’s an ignorant lowlife, but I take him seriously. In Italy he was allied with the man who almost killed Napoleon the Third. Furthermore, gentlemen, you don’t know this slavery crowd as I do. No crime’s too heinous to preserve their ungodly system. Hang every adult male in the South and we’d all be better off.”

“Every one? That’s a pretty uncharitable view, Mr Pinkerton,” Lincoln said.

“Nevertheless I hold to it, sir. I loathe and distrust the lot of them. The hour’s late. We have a one-car special waiting, to connect with the eleven p.m. sleeper out of Philadelphia. My agent Mrs Warne has reserved space in the last car. You will travel as her invalid brother. Mr Felton’s posted nearly two hundred men along the line, ready to signal if the track is sabotaged.” It was the same plan Pinkerton had proposed last night. The President-elect had seen hundreds of thousands of well-wishers on his long rail journey from Springfield. The crowds were friendly. Baltimore was the feared exception.

Lincoln sighed. “All right. We can’t slice this bacon any thinner. If ridicule is the only thing deterring us, I’m disposed to go along with the plan.” Lamon started to object again. “No, that’s it, Ward. I’ll change out of this funeral suit.”

“I have a hat and traveling shawl ready,” Pinkerton said.

Lamon burst into the hall and strode away with a glare at the detectives. He was an imposing fellow, with a dragoon mustache and a self-important air. Lincoln liked his singing and banjo playing, especially his rendition of “The Blue Tail Fly.” Lamon wore two concealed revolvers at all times.

Pinkerton rushed into the hall, flushed with excitement. He herded Sledge and Lon toward the stairs, away from the too curious Captain Pope.

“We’ll be on our way in half an hour. No other rail traffic will be allowed out of town until morning. Men are standing by to cut the telegraph wires. By six a.m. I’ll have the President safely at Willard’s Hotel. The rest of the party will travel through Baltimore tomorrow as planned. You two will accompany them.”

With his white tie undone, Lincoln poked his head out the door. He was a peculiar-looking man, almost ugly. He had sad, sunken eyes, straggly chin whiskers, and a rough, dark complexion. Woefully unpresidential, Lon thought.

“Pinkerton, I won’t go until Mrs Lincoln’s told.”

“I’ll inform her personally, sir.”

Lincoln disappeared. Lon and Sledge exchanged looks as the boss marched to an adjoining suite, knocked, entered. Lon liked to be charitable; his father had taught him it was a virtue. But a day in the company of Lincoln’s haughty and sharp-tongued wife had overcome the training. They heard Mary Lincoln’s hysterical cry:

“I won’t have it. I won’t, I won’t!”

“Madam, he has agreed to go. He will be safe, I swear to you.”

“And who are you? A tradesman. Nobody! I demand that Colonel Lamon accompany you to protect my husband.”

“Acts like she’s First Lady already,” Sledge whispered. Captain Pope was rigid with embarrassment. They heard Pinkerton pleading:

“For pity’s sake, madam, keep your voice down. I accede to your request. Colonel Lamon may come with us.”

“And Robert.” Bob was the Lincolns’ oldest son, eighteen.

“No. Only Lamon.” Mrs Lincoln’s shrill reply was lost under the voice of her son Bob trying to soothe her.

Lon wondered about Baltimore. It lacked a central depot, and an old ordinance prohibited locomotives from running through the central city. Passengers from the north had to travel a mile and a quarter from Calvert Street Station to catch the Baltimore & Ohio for Washington. Individual cars were pulled over horse-car tracks, but it had been planned for Lincoln to ride in an open carriage. In Baltimore, Pinkerton had been told that a group of conspirators would create a diversion, drawing off the police, while a smaller group closed in to shoot or stab Lincoln. The danger was heightened because of the police chief’s open support of the Confederacy. Lon didn’t sleep well that night.

* * *

“Must be a thousand out there,” Sledge said.

“Two or three times that,” Lon said as the passenger car creaked along the tracks. Lincoln was safe. An early-morning telegraph had brought word that “Plums,” Pinkerton, had arrived in Washington with his charge, “Nuts.” Lon laughed at the silly code names. Sledge said, “Careful, the boss probably made ’em up himself.”

They’d just left Calvert Street with a mob trailing them. In the station the mob was relatively controlled. Their ringleaders organized three cheers for the Confederacy, three for its new president, Davis, and three long groans for Lincoln. At this Mary Lincoln collapsed on a plush seat and wailed. Bob, the Harvard student, vainly tried to comfort and quiet her.

A plodding team drew the car through the gray winter afternoon. Occasional spatters of rain streaked the windows, some of which were open because of the mild temperature. Men ran along both sides of the car, spitting, cursing, yelling.

“Kill the gorilla!”

“That’s his wife in there!”

“Dirty whore!”

“Mama, what’s that mean?” The Lincolns’ youngest son, Thomas, called Tad, pressed against his mother’s side, round-eyed. Mary Lincoln’s powder had run down her face, melted by tears. She reminded Lon of a demented clown. She was a short, stout woman who might have been attractive once, in her days as a Kentucky belle.

A rock sailed in, ricocheting off a spittoon. “Close the blasted windows,” young Colonel Ellsworth yelled, and proceeded to lower the first one. Old Colonel Sumner and John Nicolay sprang to help. The windows went down, bang, bang, and then the curtains were drawn, but not before men spat tobacco on several panes and smeared one with something brown that looked like feces.

Lon and Sledge stood at the car’s rear door. The Army officers guarded the front. Lon’s hand clamped tight on the Colt .31 in his pocket. Tad and his older brother Willie, ten, had pestered Lon incessantly till he showed it to them. They were handsome boys, but they were spoiled and undisciplined.

Someone beat on the car with a stick. Others joined in. Mrs Lincoln pulled Tad and Willie against her bosom, clutching their heads and heaving out deep sobs. Colonel Sumner shouted at the man driving the horses from the front platform. “How much further?”

“Another two blocks.”

“Go faster, Mrs Lincoln’s in grave distress.”

Lon felt the car sway as the mob pushed the sides. Someone broke a window with a rock; glass fell out beneath the curtain. The chanting went on.

“Whore, whore!”

“He ain’t gonna live to be president!”

“My God, they’re madmen,” Lon whispered, never even thinking of his father’s disapproval.

Suddenly, through a small window in the door, Lon saw two men with mean faces and soiled clothes climb over the chain and mount the steps to the platform. A third stood on the rear coupler, ready to climb over the railing. Lon tore the door open, jumped outside.

The first man on the steps swung a billy. Lon jerked his head back, banging his skull painfully on the car wall. Sledge crowded past him, aimed his revolver at the man with the billy. The man immediately shoved his partner aside and leaped off the train.

Lon meanwhile was dealing with the man standing on the coupler. The man slashed out with a butcher knife, tearing Lon’s trouser leg and raking his calf. Enraged, Lon pistol-whipped the man’s face. The man fell off the coupler, his nose spouting blood. He lay across the tracks with his head at an odd angle.

On the steps, the last man watched Sledge extend his arm, point the Remington, and ask, “What about you, you son of a bitch?” The man jumped off like the first.

“Fucking cowards.” Sledge holstered his piece. The car pulled away from the crowd surrounding the man on the tracks. “I think you broke his damn neck. Congratulations.” Lon’s guilt lessened when the fallen man was lifted to his feet, dazed but upright. “Better get inside and take care of that leg.”

The flesh wound was more bloody than painful, but it seriously wounded Lon’s purse. He couldn’t afford to replace a pair of trousers right away. He bandaged the wound with cloth the porter found. He was still shaken from the fight.

The Pinkertons and the Army men kept the mob at bay until the car reached the other depot, where Mrs Lincoln gradually calmed down. Rain fell steadily. As they crossed the border out of Maryland, Bob Lincoln led everyone in singing “The Star Spangled Banner.”

Lon didn’t sing with enthusiasm. Baltimore was a stinging lesson. The Southern partisans were a hundred times more violent and dangerous than Pinkerton had said. They had to be whipped, broken, prevented at all costs from spreading their murderous anarchy. He thought his father would have been proud of his resolve.
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1836–1858

As a young man in Scotland, Mathias Price was attracted to the doctrine of God’s universal love preached by John Wesley. It offered hope to the masses who lived without it in the rookeries of Glasgow, his home. He was converted at a revival in Bristol, England, and ordained before he was twenty-three. He chose to answer the call of Methodism in America.

He stepped onto American soil at Charleston and there saw a searing sight: a slave whose naked back had felt the whip many times. Stripes of scar tissue crisscrossed black flesh “like a relief map of Hell,” Mathias said.

In the 1830s the Methodist church in America was already reeling toward a schism over slavery. The Reverend Mathias Price would never serve in what he called the benighted South. He accepted a small pastorate in the village of Lebanon, Ohio, not far above Cincinnati. He’d been recommended by a first cousin, Dora Filson, and her husband, Silas, a prosperous farmer.

Mathias found a wife in the German community of Cincinnati. A year after their marriage, Christina Price died bearing their only child. The boy knew his mother only as a smudged pencil portrait made by an itinerant artist. His father kept it in an oval frame on his desk.

Mathias Price was a spare, strong man whose Christianity was as muscular as his body. He didn’t preach comfortable complacency about the next world, but militant reform of this one. Prominent in the parsonage was an embroidery he’d asked Dora to sew. It was his amended version of a verse from Isaiah 58:

Loose the bands of wickedness.
Undo the heavy burdens.
Let the oppressed go free.

He preached not only from the Bible, but from philosophers such as Emerson: “I do not see how a barbarous community and a civilized community can constitute a state. We must get rid of slavery or we must get rid of freedom.” He quoted Wesley to condemn “that execrable sum of all villainies called the slave-trade.” Southern sympathy was strong this close to Kentucky. Some in his congregation asked the bishop to remove Mathias. He fought back, held on, raised his son, Alonzo, to love kindness, intelligence, and above all, liberty.
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