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To my mother and father

And to the original Mary Alice Heaney
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– One –

AUGUST 23, 1861

I’m standing on the front step beside Detective Allan Pinkerton, head of Abraham Lincoln’s secret service, when our suspect answers the door.

She’s a handsome woman, somewhere on the far side of forty. Tall, like me, but with an olive complexion, dark hair, and slim build. Dressed in black mourning silk.

Does she know who we are? She knows enough to take a paper from her pocket and shove it into her mouth. Right there in front of us, she tries to swallow the damn thing. I lunge over to fish it out. When a suspected spy starts eating messages, you know you’ve found something.

Pinkerton pushes me toward her. I’m scrabbling at her lips, trying to get my fingers on the evidence. He pushes us both deeper into her house and shuts the front door behind us, so no curious neighbors get to talking. The suspect, the widow Mrs. Rose O’Neal Greenhow, is still trying her damnedest to chew up the paper.

I can’t get to it. She’ll bite off a finger, if she catches one. Pinkerton is hissing directions from the side. He’s not a patient man, my employer. Finally, he shoves me aside and gets in there himself. He cradles the woman’s head in his hands just like a baby and jams a sausage-sized finger in through the space of a pulled back tooth.

And he does it: He pries the woman’s jaws open and fishes out the message. Well, half the message.

“You must be iron-willed.” He waves the soggy mess of chewed paper in my face. The widow is a bent heap of fury beside him. There’s enough of the letter left to see it’s enciphered. And there’s hardly a doubt it’s a Confederate cipher. We found our spy.



About two minutes later, Pinkerton puts the widow under house arrest in her own parlor. It’s an incredible piece of luck finding our evidence so quickly. But that’s just the beginning of the work. Our job now is to get the woman’s cipher key. Most people cannot commit an entire cipher to memory, so they keep a key written down. We find that, we can intercept Confederate intelligence regarding their next moves.

But the moment we put Widow Greenhow under arrest, the clock starts ticking. We’ve got a narrow window of time before anyone discerns she’s been compromised and the cipher gets changed. Now, we’ve exercised extraordinary care in the widow’s capture. And Pinkerton has given orders to sequester any persons who come knocking at her door, be it the milk boy or some big bug, so as to keep word of the woman’s arrest within these walls. As long as the widow doesn’t start sending smoke signals, we’ve got ourselves a window. How long? Pinkerton estimates it at about two days.

We could end the whole war right here from this house. That’s our aim.






– Two –

It was hate that opened my heart. Cracked it right open. The Confederate spy, Rose Greenhow, she was the one to finally do it. Wasn’t her intention. Wasn’t mine either. But there it is.

This is the story of how my heart got the way it was. How it got sealed up as a Pinkerton detective and Union spy and how, at the story’s end, I was changed. Changed for good by what I hated most. Finally able to find my way to love.

There’s other versions of this story. But none tells the truth of what I’ve lived. I’m hardly the only person whose story hasn’t been told in full. Hardly the first whose entire existence is memorialized in but one or two slips of paper—baptismal records, ship manifests, certificates of death—or not even that. I acknowledge it fully. But I’m taking my chance, here and now, to make an account. My own memorial to what I’ve lived. That’s what this book is. My version, looking back on what all happened. Thought you should know.



Allan Pinkerton founded his National Detective Agency in 1850 to prevent and detect crime and bring criminals to justice. He took me on in 1856; the first woman detective, Kate Warne.

Like most of his agents (and Pinkerton himself) I wasn’t born to this country. And I wasn’t born Kate Warne, but Mary Kate Heaney. You’ll know all Irish girls are named Mary:



	Mary Kate

	Mary Rose

	Mary Susan




	Mary Ellen

	Mary Louise

	Mary Claire




	Mary Jane

	Mary Ursula

	Mary Eliza




	Mary Anne

	Mary Alice

	Mary Margaret




	Mary Beth

	Mary Belle

	Mary Elizabeth





The second name is the true name, the one the parents choose for the girl. The Mary is almost parenthetical—like a title that means “girl child” in Irish. All of us Marys: virgin, mother, or the other one. I was born with three names and sacrificed two in America—tithes paid to my new home for my place in it.

Being a Pinkerton detective is like always being in on a secret. Inside the inner circle. It’s a thrill that quickens the blood like nothing else. On the trail of a criminal, we operate in disguise, sometimes under cover of an entirely new persona. We seem to be as much a part of the humdrum, everyday world as any other body, but in truth we are above it, soaring like falcons. A secret society to which only a select few belong. It is a powerfully strong feeling.

By the late 1850s the whole country had become all-consumed with the question of slavery. In response, Pinkerton began to direct more and more of the agency’s detective work toward the abolitionist cause. Pinkerton was raised in a Glasgow slum that makes Chicago look like the Sultan’s Garden. And he was a proponent of “moral force” in support of the labor movement in Scotland as a young man. His abolitionist ardor was of a piece with his labor politics. He let it be known any operatives who weren’t prepared to devote themselves to abolitionism best leave his employ. None of us did.

It was Abraham Lincoln who asked Pinkerton to direct the United States Secret Service in 1860. Our main job? Spying on the Secessionists.

You’ll likely know this next bit of history: In April 1861, Fort Sumter fell to the rebels and the Civil War began. But what you may not know is this: It didn’t feel like a war yet. From where we sat in the North, it was just a rebellion—the one the South had been threatening since the formation of the United States. The way we figured it, the rebels would be beaten in a matter of months, if not weeks. On a high horse, we were.

In July 1861, it happened. I was sitting in Pinkerton’s provisional offices in Washington when we got word of the Union defeat at Manassas. The Battle of Bull Run was lost.

As I said, we hadn’t believed it was a real war. We thought it would all be over at Manassas. The whole thing. Finished. Done. Washingtonians came out to watch the battle with picnics, for Christ’s sake. The news wasn’t just news of one defeat. It was the news that we were wrong: It was a true war we were in. One that might go on longer than months. And the blood that ran would be ours too.

The day we lost at Manassas, Pinkerton burst through the office door holding a telegraph, his whole body shaking with fervor. “We have orders!”

It turns out the battle of Manassas at Bull Run was won with arms, yes, but also with espionage. The Confederate forces were alerted to the date of the Union’s attack and its plan to intercept rebel reinforcements. Our job was to track down the spy ring that managed to move such intelligence to the rebels. That was Pinkerton’s telegraph. An order from Major General McClellan himself.

It was not long after that Hattie Lawton, an agent working undercover in Richmond, first sent word of a wealthy Washington widow whispered about by the Confederate wives, a Mrs. Rose O’Neal Greenhow. Greenhow was high society, vocal about her Southern sympathies, and well connected to a wide range of political big bugs. Senators and the like. Word was she was up to more than social calls and knitting socks for soldiers. Pinkerton sent a few of us to surveil this widow at her Washington home and report if there was anything of note.

Well, there was note. Enough note—significant note—that the war department approved Pinkerton’s request for a surprise raid on the widow’s residence to search and seize proof of espionage. This is how I found myself looking at a half-eaten Confederate message in the widow’s foyer on the morning of August 23, 1861.



I signal the rest of the team who’ve been waiting around the corner, and we set to work. The house is a stately red-brick affair, with three floors on an enviable parcel of Sixteenth Street. There’s a small garden and carriage house beside it with a loft for a groom to sleep. The front door of the house opens into a fine foyer as big as a tenement apartment with floors of wood polished so smooth you could walk on them in your bare feet without a splinter.

Now, to get the widow’s cipher key, we must:


	convince the woman to hand it over, or

	discover its hiding place



The first option is typically the quickest, but, of course, it all depends on the nature of the person you’ve got to convince.

Pinkerton brought six of us, plus him, for the job. One agent posts up outside in the garden to keep watch. Another gets the three servants—a cook, a lady’s maid, and a groom—sequestered in their rooms in the basement and carriage house.

Two other agents, John Scobell and John Tully, join me in searching room by room.

The last agent, Pryce Lewis, one of Pinkerton’s finest, attends Pinkerton in the parlor where he’s holding the widow and her eight-year-old daughter (the only other family who was at home). Their task is persuading the widow to give up the key and save us poor sods from searching for the damn thing.

It’s a la-di-da sort of place, the house, just a’choke with fashionable pretensions. The main floor is outfitted for entertaining with not one, but two parlors, a dining room, and a large indoor kitchen. Adjoining the kitchen is a small room expressly made for laundry. Upper floor is family bedrooms. A house this size in the Massachusetts mill town where I grew up would’ve fit three families on the first floor alone, another three wedged in the upper-floor rooms, and a dozen goms just off the boat down there at the basement level.

Scobell, Tully, and I begin in the front parlor. Top to tail, searching goes, ceiling to floorboards, looking for hiding spots. Oil basin of a lamp. False leg of a chair. A few years back, there was a bank employee we were investigating for embezzling paper currency. Hadn’t turned up a thing searching his house until someone pulled down a portrait of the Virgin Mary and found two thousand dollars pasted right there inside her frame.

The three of us search together as neatly as the teeth of a gearworks sliding into place. Tully unscrews the several porcelain lamps and hands Scobell the sections to check. Scobell passes them on to me to fit back together. Scobell and Tully lift the two floral-upholstered couches so I can pat down the undersides. Tully gets a boost from Scobell to check the top molding above the pink papered walls, while I do the wainscotting below.

Tully turns to a great standing clock. He stops the pendulum, and I hold out a choice of tools. He selects a screwdriver and opens the clockworks. John Tully’s English. He’s the sort of operative Pinkerton typically uses only for search and muscle. He was born looking like an old, drunk man (aren’t we all), but never outgrew it. I doubt Tully’s more than thirty, but he could be taken for sixty. He’s as bitter and gnarled as an old walnut, but he’s good with his hands. He closes up the clock, pushes the minute hand forward one, and lets the pendulum go.

Scobell’s already lifting pictures off the wall. I step right over. He turns each so I can inspect the backings. Scobell and I have worked a few jobs together. I know he’s married, though I haven’t ever met his wife, and that he was born enslaved and bought his freedom. He’s wiry-built. Medium height. Medium brown skin. Close-cropped black hair. He has almond eyes, fringed by thick lashes, that gleam like a lamp when he’s angry or joking or making an observation. And he’s steady even in a tight fix. He’s a little older than me, somewhere past grown but before middle-aged. His accent says South, but whether it’s Birmingham or Baltimore isn’t clear. He’s had some education, but converses in a way you can’t quite tell. It’s purposeful, the ambiguity in the way he talks and carries himself. A gentle blurring of his past, so no one can quite pin him down. Still, something about him has always put me at ease, like it’s half our lives we’ve known each other and not just the better part of a year. It happens that way in this work; you learn quickly who you trust.

Scobell rehangs the pictures on the wall. They’re portraits mostly. The widow in her salad days standing beside her late husband, Robert Greenhow, a onetime doctor, then government paper pusher of some garden variety. According to our background research, the couple was living in San Francisco when one day, walking down the middle of one of the city’s raised sidewalks, Robert Greenhow fell through a hole and died. (May I opine that the Far West sounds like a terrible place? At least the East avoids the trouble of sidewalks altogether, and you know what you’re in for: mud, more mud, and some mud on the side.)

The other portraits are the widow’s older daughters at the occasions of their coming-of-age, all trussed up like Christmas geese at the butcher counter. Florence is the eldest, now married and living in Utah territory. The other grown daughter, Leila, is journeying to her sister’s place right now. In truth, most ladies left the city for safer locales weeks ago. Washington these days looks like one big camp for the U.S. Army armed against Southerners like the Greenhows.

There’s no portrait yet of the youngest girl, Little Rose, the one presently sitting with her mother in the back parlor. Hers will no doubt wait until she’s ready to be apportioned out for marriage to the highest bidder.

Scobell straightens the last portrait, then pauses a moment at the wall, looking at something. There’s one more hook, but this one’s sitting empty where a last portrait must have recently hung.

“Gertrude?” Scobell suggests quietly, throwing me a glance.

I nod back. “Must be.” There was a third grown daughter, Gertrude. Twenty-two years old, same as me. Passed from typhoid fever just this past spring. She’s why the widow is wearing black. The family must have taken the portrait down.

I move on to the window casings. As I check them, I catch a glimpse of myself mirrored in the glass. Freckled cheeks. A mess of mouse-colored hair already weaseling out of my bun. Blue eyes that people say have an “intelligent cast” to them. That’s what people say when they can’t call you pretty. “Your face has an intelligent cast to it.” I tuck a few stray hairs back into their pins.

Tully and Scobell start pulling up the heavy, foreign rug. I step over and tap-tap-tap the floor under it, checking for loose boards. We work so fluidly we hardly need to speak. But we’re also staying quiet because there’s only a red gauze curtain separating the front parlor, where we’re searching, from the back parlor, where Pinkerton and Lewis have the widow and her daughter. We’re hoping to listen in on the proceedings.

She’s a special case, the widow. Our targets are usually criminals, sometimes able, sometimes not, but they never know who we are. As detectives, we pose as friends, neighbors, acquaintances, all the while laying traps, drawing in the target, gaining their confidence, and finally stealing their secrets. But the widow is something new. Not only is she an (allegedly) adept spy, but she knows who we are for a fact.

And then there’s her sex. Every primary suspect we’ve ever targeted has been a man. Sure, we’ve worked on wives who’re abetting their criminal husbands or girls who know the details of their fathers’ crimes, but this is our first female perpetrator all on her own.

She’s well connected too. I did most all of her background work: She was born Maria Rosetta O’Neal. Her older sister was named Mary Ellen. That’s already a lot of Mary for one family, and there were three more sisters besides. You might guess we’re dealing with the Irish-Catholic persuasion. The widow and her older sister were sent from the family plantation in Maryland (another Mary, for those counting) to the capital at Washington as young women. Lived with an aunt, Maria Ann (we’re at four), in her boarding house, a domicile known as the Old Capitol. Congressmen and justices boarded there. The sister Mary Ellen married Dolley Madison’s son, and their daughter married Stephen A. Douglas, a known abolitionist.

If you’re lost, appreciate this digest: The widow’s connected at the highest level of American politics, both Democrat and Republican. She is noted to have been particularly friendly with John C. Calhoun and former president James Buchanan. She’s also a common sight in Congress’s galleries (read: big-game hunting for the widowed sort of lady).

In short, the widow is a true adversary. I wish it were me in there persuading her to give up the cipher key. Me, who Pinkerton brought in especially, instead of Pryce Lewis.

A few years back, I was working a case, and I lost my nerve. Since then, Pinkerton hasn’t put me in the fire, so to speak. He keeps me in reserve—doing background research, interviewing witnesses, searching houses like this one. Sticking my hand in the widow’s mouth with Pinkerton a foot away as backup is the riskiest encounter I’ve had in months. The toughest jobs—working undercover, infiltrating enemy ranks—go to others. I won’t pretend it’s not a source of shame. I won’t pretend I’m content to be passed over. Searching isn’t the winningest work. Certainly not why you become the first female detective.

As I tap the floorboards, I try to get a peek through the gauze curtain. Pinkerton’s on his feet, and I wager he’s been on his feet the whole time. Everything in the widow’s house is upholstered in such deep plush that sitting would be like dropping into a floral bog from which any retreat would prove at the least awkward, and at the most requiring a hand up. Pinkerton’s avoiding that indignity. He’s also a stander, plain and simple. Your man can stand all day surveilling a target, then walk to another job, and stand again all the night long. He’s the type. Doesn’t eat much either. Steam engine, Pinkerton is. Fueled by cooled tea, sipped from the saucer. Thus, the scene: The widow on a sofa, her eight-year-old daughter at her side; Lewis on a straight-backed chair across from them, legs crossed; and Pinkerton, standing over them all, blue eyes flashing like a Pentecostal.

Pinkerton’s a fearsome interrogator, to be sure. His face is one large scowl. His body is all lines, hard and squarish, like a crate built to carry every past worry and grief with him. His agency is an extension of that body. His offices in Chicago (and now here in Washington) are multiple rooms of floor-to-ceiling shelves weighted by ledgers, account books, operative reports, and case logs. File upon file of notes on suspects’ daily habits, their vices, their known associates and past occupations. Pinkerton stands before those shelves like another man would before a personal arsenal, assured and emboldened by its power. The Pinkerton National Detective Agency has been in operation for eleven years catching counterfeiters, train robbers, murderers, and thieves. And this obsessively detailed stockpile of observations is the secret behind its uncanny success in detecting crime. We Never Sleep! is the agency’s motto, but a truer slogan would be Thorough and Complete!

I listen hard but can’t hear but a snip and a snap of their conversation, even if it’s only that red gauze curtain and half a dozen sinkhole sofas between us. There’s Pinkerton’s raised voice here and there, barking commands. There’s the widow’s low voice singing out words like habeus and corpus. There’s Lewis’s soft lilt coming in now and again.

Lewis is an Englishman, like Tully, but loose in his body and affable in nature. He’s got thick mutton chops and bright blue eyes. A great charmer, Lewis. (And talker—the kind who will say with twenty words what the rest of us get out with three.) He’s the carrot to Pinkerton’s stick.

I finish the floor and smooth the rug back down, while Tully and Scobell move on to the seams of the drapes. A seam is easy to slice, slip in a note, and sew up because it’s naturally stiffer than the rest of the fabric, and most fingers won’t notice the added thickness. They run their fingers all up and down those drapes, while I check a carved end table for hidden drawers.

We all perk up a moment at a loud exclamation from the widow. We wait, but there’s nothing more. Tully sucks his teeth and whispers, “Why’s Pinkerton wasting time talking to her? Can’t he beat the cipher out of her?”

“Damn, Tully!” Scobell hisses.

“What?” Tully hisses back. “Don’t the ends justify the means, if the ends be justice?” He’s more or less quoting from the forest-green handbook we all received upon being hired: General Principles of Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency.

Scobell throws me a glance, assuming I’ll side with him. But while Tully’s suggestion also makes me balk, women aren’t generally believed to be tough enough for detective work. I’m still trying to convince Pinkerton I am. I shrug noncommittally. “Pinkerton can’t beat her. The widow is too well known and too ‘high’ society. When the arrest gets out, Pinkerton aims to look a hero, not a lout.”

“That’s a cold summation.” Scobell snorts, but there’s the hint of a smile behind it.

“You think it’s Pinkerton’s lamblike disposition keeps him from violence?” I chaff him back.

“Keep your voices down,” snips Tully.

All at once, Pinkerton himself stalks into the room, the red gauze curtain getting caught in his bristled beard. He swats it away, then stands a moment, glowering at our progress. “Haste!” Pinkerton says, just the one word spoken like a sneeze. Then, he stomps off.

It appears spontaneous, Pinkerton coming through, leaving Pryce Lewis with the widow and her daughter in that back parlor all alone. But don’t be fooled. Right about now, Lewis will be pouring a drink of something sweet and cool to allay the widow’s thirst, all the while murmuring gentlemanly things in a gentlemanly tone. It’s a classic mule race, this job: carrot and stick, hurrying the widow across the finish line however we must.

Lewis will break the widow shortly, I’d wager. Only Timothy Webster and Hattie Lawton—presently in disguise among the rebels in Richmond—are better than him. How could she not break? Before noon, it’ll happen. Or sunset. Let’s say sunset. Lewis will convince the widow to give up the cipher key and maybe even hand over the names of the rest of the spy ring. We’ll celebrate with a glass of whiskey and a good night’s sleep.

We finally finish searching the front parlor. Tully and Scobell head over to the kitchen. I do a final sweep, then follow. I’m halfway down the narrow corridor between the parlors and the kitchen when I hear the widow’s voice coming clear as a bell through the back parlor’s side door. I stop a moment to listen.

“It is a most remarkable fact,” the widow is saying, “that in their native Africa, the Black race has made no progress. In Jamaica, the emancipated slaves have retrograded to barbarism, while even in our own North, the free Black race is generally found in the jails or poor houses. I ask you, what does the good of society require—the freedom or servitude of such people?”

All at once I hear a creak, and look up to see someone standing a pace away in the kitchen doorway. It’s Scobell, listening like me, eyes bright and hard. How long has he been there? My heart tightens, knowing what he’s hearing her say about people with skin dark like his.

The widow’s voice continues, “It’s only right for the barbarous among us to serve.”

Scobell nods as if considering her point, then steps to me and whispers with a grim smile, “Tell her I could find someone to take her on as a house girl.” He leans over and spits on the floor by the parlor door, then retreats back into the kitchen. My eyes follow him, wishing I could say something to erase the widow’s words. But her words are in him, and nothing can take them back.

Through the parlor door, Lewis’s reply to the widow is all velvet, soft and rich. “I admire your passion, madam, but surely it’s better for you to leave the city. We could convey you to safe haven.” Pure strategy, Lewis, maneuvering right around her hatefulness.

“Haven? This home was my haven!” the widow’s voice gets lower, not shriller. “My refuge and shelter that you have so uncivilly invaded! Why, I would need no safe haven, but for your coarse accomplices and their egregious acts of trespass! ‘Convey me to safe haven,’ ” she mocks. “I’d never trust the promises of such savages.”

I hear footsteps again and quickly look up, but it’s not Scobell, just Tully. He tiptoes over to where I’m listening, the floor creaking despite his efforts. He bends down and puts his ear next to mine. Tully’s nose whistles with his breath. I give him a nudge, and he switches to breathing through his mouth.

“Madam, well informed as you plainly are”—this is Lewis again—“you must be sensible to the reality that Washington now operates under martial law. Such protections, as exist in more civil times, have ceased. Your friends have fled. Indeed, you have few friends left. Let me be a friend to you now.”

“You must think me a fool to suggest entrusting the safety of my person or that of my child to you and your German Jew employer!”

Tully stifles a snort. Glasgow accent thick as butter, Pinkerton has, and she calls him a German Jew. There’s no end to her hate.

“Abolitionist—is that the title to which you lay claim?” the widow goes on. “Well, you’ve been sold down the river by that bean-pole president of yours. If you took the opportunity, which I am certain you have not, to learn what transpires in your own Congress, you would know the Northern senators are fighting to preserve the union of states, not for the freedom of slaves. They are bullies, plain and simple. Just like your vile colleagues and that grubby little female.”

Tully raps a knuckle against my knee at the widow’s mention of me. I give him a swift kick back. But would you believe it, he doesn’t wholly cover his groan. We both hold still a moment, wondering if we were heard.

Lewis’s voice comes next. “Madam, you cannot leave.”

“Oh, I’m not leaving,” the widow says. I hear her footsteps near the door and just get clear before she jerks the door open and shut sharply, effectively boxing Tully about the ear. “Just clearing my hallway of rats.” Tully clutches his ear in pain, breathing heavily through his mouth. “Beware, my dear,” the widow says loudly to her daughter. “There’s vermin loose in our house. Their filth is catching.”

The standing clock sounds twelve noon.






– Three –

We search the rest of the downstairs but don’t turn up a thing. It’s already early afternoon when we move on to the second floor. Just as I start for the stairs, I hear a heavy tread behind me. I turn to find Pinkerton, eyes ablaze.

“We need you,” he snaps.

My heart jumps. Maybe this is it: him calling me in to help with the widow.

“Female servants need interviewing,” he finishes.

My heart goes back to what it was doing before: nothing much. I don’t know why I got my hopes up.

I take a set of narrow, dark stairs down to a sort of half-basement where the servants lodge. There’s windows, but they’re all up by the ceiling, letting in a poor light even in the middle of the day.

You’ll notice it’s “servants” Pinkerton said and not “slaves.” Don’t be thinking the widow innocent of the sordid traffic in humankind in which this country is perhaps fatally embroiled. Or believe that she’s somehow morally elevated because she no longer owns human souls. The family sold the two people they kept enslaved. One to himself (I believe he was a man called Clarence). The other person was most likely sold after the widow’s husband passed, but before she received her settlement from the state of California for its murderous sidewalks.

I start with Minnie Ann Lyons, the widow’s cook. She’s Black and in her sixties. Brown hair pinned back neatly. I conduct the interview in her mean closet of a room. The one high window is covered by a drape. Shelves hold her personal effects. Minnie Ann herself sits on a narrow cot made up with pink bedsheets.

I ask her how she came to work for the widow.

“I was a likely domestic, seeing as I done the work all my life. Will Mrs. Greenhow be going to prison?” asks Minnie Ann.

“She’s a spy for the rebels,” I tell her.

Minnie Ann wipes her brow with a handkerchief. It’s August in Washington and warm in her little room, even without direct sun. “Miss, I asked if she’ll be going to prison.”

“Most likely,” I say.

Minnie Ann looks at the handkerchief, then at her lap. Her body speaks of fatigue and concern mixed up together.

“Ma’am, you born a free woman?” I ask.

Minnie Ann’s eyes come up, and her expression stays even, but she waits to answer, like she doesn’t care to talk with me on the subject. My aim is to sound out who this woman is, if she’s likely to help us, or if she’s been coerced by the circumstances to believe she should help her employer. Of course, she might prevaricate in talking to me, but what a person chooses to tell is sometimes as helpful as the truth. “I was born a slave,” she finally answers.

“Where’s that?”

“Kentucky. Later, Virginia.”

“Sold?”

“I was sold.” Her face doesn’t change, but there’s plenty going on beneath the surface.

“I don’t mean to bring up bad memories, ma’am.”

There’s a twitch in her hand. “When you sell a mare, the foal goes with it. But that’s not how it is with people, is it?”

I nod, because there’s nothing else to do in the face of such an awful truth.

“New mistress couldn’t watch them parting me and my mama. Said it was too much for her to see.”

I feel a rush of sick in my stomach, but continue on. It doesn’t help the Cause for spies to get caught up in their hearts. “You see your mama again?”

Minnie Ann looks at me with clear eyes, and I have the answer.

“How’d you come to be here?” I ask.

“My mistress moved to Washington. Her circle had a minister. Good-looking man. Popular, he was. Urging them all, all the ladies, to manumit their slaves. Fashions was changing with the times, as they do. My mistress followed the fashion.”

“You were manumitted here?” I ask.

“I’m going to lose my place, aren’t I?” she answers.

“Widow Greenhow’s been helping the rebels, ma’am.”

Minnie Ann reaches into her dress and pulls out a paper sweaty from resting against her heart. “Read this to me?”

I unfold the page. “ ‘To all whom it may concern, be it known that I, Lucille M. Lyons, do hereby release from slavery, liberate, manumit, and set free Minnie Ann Lyons, being of age fifty-two years and able to work and gain a sufficient livelihood. I do declare her discharged from all manner of service or servitude to me, my executors, or administrators forever.’ ” It’s her certificate of freedom. Required to be carried at all times at the risk of being sold back into slavery.

“It promises I’m free no matter what, yes?” Minnie Ann asks.

“I can’t promise what the rebels will or will not uphold. But I know President Lincoln will recognize this.”

“President Lincoln’s been talking again on sending us to Liberia.”

“I don’t know Liberia, ma’am,” I tell her in truth.

“You want to go back where your people came from?” she asks me. “What’s in Liberia for me? There a house waiting? A family? A place of work?”

“Mrs. Greenhow going to prison is a good turn.” I’m keeping my voice calm, but I’m working at it. If she knows where her employer is hiding her cipher key, she could finish this job.

A hair of a sigh comes from Minnie Ann. “I’m at an age where familiarity is as strong a recommendation for a place as most other qualities.” She looks me over. “Do you believe the fighting will come to Washington?” I have the sense her asking is like squeezing the last drops out of a rag, not expecting anything from me but dirty water, but doing it anyway because it’s there to be done.

“I believe with people like your employer in prison, the fighting will be finished quicker,” I tell her. “My job is to get proof that will put her there.”

She looks me right in the eye. “Ma’am, I don’t know anything about the affairs of Mrs. Greenhow, excepting serve fish Fridays and don’t sugar the tea.”

I guess I’ll go ahead and admit I thought Minnie Ann might be grateful to us for the work we’re doing. To me, in point of fact. I guess that’s what I thought. That thing beneath her surface is still there, but so contained I won’t reach it. There’s an expanse between the two of us, and no question I’ve asked has started to cross it. Maybe I’m just making it wider. But I’m certain enough she’s not hiding anything; there’s nothing false about this woman at all.

My next interview is an entirely different affair. Lizzie, the maid, is in her late teens, light-skinned and Irish. I find her perched on the bed in her little room, clutching a pillow to her heart despite the heat. A story-paper sits crumpled at her side. I barely make out the title through the teacup stains:


Diana’s Destiny; or Rescued by Love!



No doubt about an insipid, jewel-eyed heroine who needs rescuing by some capable type—frontiersman, Indian brave, Union spy.

Maybe that’s what I did with Minnie Ann—tried to cast her as Diana, and me the hero, in my own story-paper. Stands to reason she might resent it.

I said Lizzie’s in her late teens, but the girl’s younger than that in spirit. She’s got thin blond hair, and she’s sharp all over except for the hint of a double chin. The girl rewraps her arms around her pillow, revealing two embroidered rabbits on its face. “I’m not saying a word.”

There’s a stool and tiny dressing table in the corner. I sit myself down.

“Not telling you lot a word, so don’t think I will,” Lizzie goes on. “Widow Greenhow’s a fine employer. Just fine.”

I let my own Irish brogue slide right back to where it began, and with it I tell her, “Widow Greenhow’s been caught furthering the rebel cause.”

Lizzie double-takes my accent before she thinks better of it. She pulls at her dress and petticoats where they’re sweat-stuck to her thighs. “And how’s that anything to me?”

“Can’t make a wage if there’s free labor to be had from slaves,” I say.

“I was making a wage, weren’t I? Until you lot came.”

“Slave owners are tyrants. Land tyrants.” This last is a term of art from the profession known as being Irish.

“And what is it I should do against the slave owners?” snips Lizzie. “I can’t vote. I can’t soldier. Shall I quit my place here and go knit socks for the U.S. Army until I starve? Would you leave me in peace then?”

“How long’ve you worked here?”

“It’ll be a year come September. Widow Greenhow don’t confide her intimate affairs in me.” She squeezes the ludicrous pillow at her heart. “And if she did, I wouldn’t tell them to you.”

I surely believe the widow doesn’t confide in this girl, but I can’t help but poke her a little. “You don’t confess, you’ll be abetting a traitor. Land you in the stir, to be sure.”

Lizzie doesn’t fully hide her little gasp at the prospect of prison, but all she says is, “Not saying a word, am I?”

I end her interview soon after. I note that Pinkerton has put Agent Dennis Mann on watching the servants. He’s a looker, Mann, with curly black hair and a strong jaw. I wager that’s why he’s down here. When Pinkerton hears Lizzie didn’t budge, he’ll surely have Mann try to honeyfuggle her, see if he can sweetheart any secrets out of her.

And me? I’ve nothing to do now but rejoin Scobell and Tully, presently upstairs, still searching for the cipher key.

Tully takes the widow’s bedroom. Across the hallway is the library. Scobell says it can use two pairs of hands.

The library’s got three walls of floor-to-ceiling books and a ladder on rollers that slides all the length of the longest wall. Under the one window sits the widow’s desk stacked high with papers. There’s a vase of fresh flowers at its back and a fine wooden chair beside it.

Scobell is sifting through the contents of the desk. On the blotter is an invite list from a supper lately hosted by the widow, including two abolitionist senators and a Union colonel. At this juncture, Southerners in Washington don’t generally dine across the political line. In truth, at any juncture, most folks stick to their own political persuasions for supper. This tells us the widow is either entirely obtuse or unusually audacious. Willing to brook social censure. Happy to defy prevailing conventions.

I begin searching the library’s books. When Pinkerton mentioned a library, I figured we might be screwed. But that was before I’d seen the place. This is a thorough and complete screw. She must have a thousand books. Or her husband did. One of them reads in three languages, if the books aren’t just for show. Of course, you’ll guess Pinkerton requires every book paged through leaf by leaf. Looking for hollowed-out books, notes slipped into books, notes on pages. There’s a code I’ve heard of where you prick a pin near certain letters to form a message. I’m like Scheherazade with a thousand stories to get through.

I’m no stranger to tedium. I spent my youth in a cotton mill in Tremont, Massachusetts. Carding, spinning, weaving, and finishing on four floors, all under one vast roof. Spinning Room No. 2 is where I worked, changing bobbins until I was tall enough to tend a spinning frame. It was a cavernous place, flywheel cranks and leather belts running along its high ceiling to power each of the sixty spinning frames below, three to a spinner. It was well lit by double-paned windows, but the air was close—the windows sealed with glue to keep the heat and moisture in and the cotton from drying out. We never dried out either, us mill girls.

And the noise. The roar of machinery crashed against me like a thing of substance. My heart beat to the crashing like a foot tapping out a song, but one whose rhythm shook my very bones. It was the chant of sixty spinning frames rumbling on like a locomotive, rumbling and shaking, but never arriving at any place. And then a thread broke and a girl cut off her machine to piece it back together. When her spinning frame started up again, it was at odds with the rhythm from before. The whole room seemed to stutter-step, trying to fit itself back into the beating thunder of the chant, and I stuttered along with it until my heart found the rhythm again. When the sound finally stopped, at the breakfast or dinner bell, or at day’s end—why, the silence was another thing of substance, expanding to fill the space left by the noise. Bread dough rising. A thick cloud of quiet.

How the noise startled me when I first came to the work at age seven. I was hardly able to get my hands to change the bobbins without shaking. But I’ll tell you the secret. I’ll tell you how to survive it. Days you wanted to push out the noise? You did the opposite; you let it in. You got that crashing riot stuck in you, moved it in your body. Let your very heart take it up. Then the fear had no thrall over you; it became a part of your very being.

The piling minutes of factory work. Piling into an hour. Piling into a day. Then on to a week, a span of weeks, then years. Sometimes the mere thought of a future stuck in the mill was enough to steal the breath from my chest. I think on Lewis down in the parlor with the widow, trying to wheedle the cipher out of her. That’s the work that thrills the blood. That’s why I got out of mill work when I had the chance.

I climb up on the sliding ladder, right up to the top, and push myself along from one shelf to the next to make the whole thing feel more of an adventure. The ladder knocks against the desk chair down below. I climb down, move the chair out of the way, climb back up.

You can see a person’s aspirations in the way they array their library. What does the widow want her guests to see first as they walk in?


Francis Bacon’s Essays

Thomas Jefferson’s Correspondence Vol 1-7

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Self Reliance



You have to look hard to find the dramas, the whole works of Shakespeare nestled up to some French titles in the bottom corner of the long wall. Some classics (Chapman’s translations of Homer). Some domestic romances by that most prolific authoress Mrs. E.D.E.N. Southworth:


The Discarded Daughter

The Deserted Wife

The Wife’s Victory



Scobell finishes with the desk and comes over to help with the books. At least there’s Scobell to pass the time with. That’s something.

He starts in the lower corner with the dramas and classics, pulling out a skinny little book from the end of the shelf and paging through it. “You ever seen it?” he calls to me, showing me its cover. Romeo and Juliet.

“I seen it once,” I say. The Tremont Cotton Mill had a Betterment Committee for the mill girls. The committee sponsored “improvement circles” like a debate society and a literary appreciation club. One spring, a group of girls performed Romeo and Juliet in the community hall.

“Hell of a love story,” says Scobell, replacing the book and picking up the next one on the shelf.

“Love story?” I snort. “That’s what’s called a cautionary tale.”

Scobell glances up at me on the ladder. “Cautionary tale?”

“You know, Little Red Riding Hood, The Little Match Girl, Humpty Dumpty…” I list.

He gives me a look. “I know what a cautionary tale is.”

“Fourteen years old and Juliet meets a boy. Marries him in a week’s time. Dead the week after that.” I raise my hands: point proven.

“She followed her heart,” counters Scobell.

“And what did her heart get?” I ask him. “A knife. The lesson is to obey your parents. Had she listened to her mother, she would have married a count and had her happily-ever-after.”

Scobell’s now working through a collection of Greek myths by Nathaniel Hawthorne. “Isn’t the lesson violence shouldn’t answer bad blood?”

“And what should answer it?”

Scobell shrugs.

“You want to know what overcomes hate like what’s between the Capulets and the Montagues?” I say, moving on to a shelf of histories. “Young fools and pretty faces. And it’s Mr. William Shakespeare who says so.”

There’s a smile pulling at Scobell’s lips. “All right, then.” He holds up his book of myths. “How about Orpheus and Eurydice? Now, that’s a love story.”

“It’s altogether worse!” I laugh. “How’s it go? They meet and get married, and pop! she dies before they even—”

“He’s a musician,” Scobell cuts me off, plainly not appreciating the direction of my retelling. “He sings about his lost love so prettily, the devil agrees to let her follow him up out of hell. But he’s not allowed to look back to see if she’s following until he reaches daylight.” Scobell pauses to check a loose leaf, then goes on. “But when Orpheus starts up, he can’t hear her footsteps. He figures the devil tricked him. He’s almost out into daylight—just a step away—and he can’t help himself; he takes one peek back. Ooph.” Scobell puffs out his lips. “Gets me every time.” He sees me already opening my mouth. “Don’t say it!”

“Cautionary tale!”

“You’re not swayed by the romance of it? Just a little bit?” He’s smiling again as he asks.

“Orpheus was a fool to look back.”

Scobell sucks his teeth. “You got one hard heart, Mrs. Warne.”

“And you, Mr. Scobell, are a romantic.”

I expect him to laugh or deny it, but he looks at me soberly, holding my gaze, then nods. “I guess I am, then.”

His frank look flusters me a moment, pinking my cheeks. It’s like he’s opened a little window into himself and let me see in. I cast about for something to say to move us on. “You never told me how you came to work for Pinkerton.”

“I started out in Mississippi,” Scobell says. He’s moving along the bottom shelf, book by book, in a low squat. “Came to Richmond by and by. My wife found work there and I…” He pauses, like he’s choosing whether to say something. “… and I came North, to see what a man might do.” He stands a moment to stretch his legs. “This was back in—a few years ago, but Pinkerton was already out interviewing fugitives and free men like me, pumping us for information on the Secessionist activity in whatever places we had come through.” He tilts his head to the side and looks over at me. “I thought, this man’s clever, asking the right people the right questions. Like he could smell what was coming.” Scobell squats again. “And Pinkerton, he sized me up too. Asked how I felt about working in intelligence. I asked back if it was all spying and such, or if I’d need to tussle on occasion. Pinkerton said, ‘Oh, there’ll be some tussle.’ I was relieved to hear it. The Good Book says leave wrath to God, but I had got some saved up.” Scobell’s got a glint in his eye as he says it.

I wager he’s a good fighter. He isn’t all that big, but his mind’s quick. I can well imagine him two steps ahead of his adversaries. And the glint in his eye is a fierce thing. Like a shard of flint, ready to spark words or movement at any moment.

“I told Pinkerton to put me on the books, and I was on a job the very next morning.” He finishes with the dramas and moves on to the shelf above. “And your people?” he asks. “You’re a Yankee, right?”

“Not a Yank,” I say, sharper than I intend. “Irish born.”

Scobell pulls back from the shelf in surprise. “Truly?”

I nod. Scobell’s not the only one who can hide his past.

“Ireland…” He looks thoughtful. “That’s a part of England, right?” He gives me a wink, and I know he’s getting my goat. “Your people still there?”

I shake my head. “Fever. Did for them in ’46.” It gives me a pang of nerves to say it, like all my clothes have dropped off. “I came over to Massachusetts with another family. Mills had plenty of orphans after the Great Hunger in Ireland.” I say it quickly, skimming across the memory’s surface like a frozen lake, so it can’t suck me down into its waters. The truth was the mills preferred Yankee girls to little paddy orphans like me, but with places to fill, the Tremont bosses gave up on their aspirations of homegrown “Yank” labor. Bought my indenture contract along with a boatload of others.

Scobell considers these new details about me with interest. “And Pinkerton?”

“I lost my position at the mill. Heard Chicago had jobs in meatpacking.” I don’t tell him about the failed protest I took part in back in Tremont. Or taking the train west. The rumbling of the train, the rumbling of everything I’d known, all the familiar constants of me and mine, cracking and falling away. I don’t tell him, either, about arriving in Chicago and finding the meatpacking factories at the lakefront. Red streams pulsing out the drain pipes at their sides. Ghost-faced packers going in and coming out. The stink of working people and dead animals mixed together.

Instead, I give Scobell a pert smile and say, “Chicago was a city getting a feel for itself, and it felt like it might be worth knowing. The woman I had lodged with in Tremont gave me the name of a boarding house. I didn’t have the full week’s rent, but when the landlady heard I was a mill girl with experience earning a wage, she set me up in a snug little room. Running water and everything. I opened the spigot the first time, and you know what?”

“Tell me,” says Scobell. He’s now looking through a shelf of philosophy books.

“I opened that spigot and a little fish came out, a little fish the size of my finger, right out into the basin, still wriggling.” Scobell and I laugh. “Chicago was so welcoming, it provided water and food from the very same tap.”

“And Pinkerton?” prompts Scobell.

“You rushing my story?” I say in mock anger.

He’s picked up Plutarch’s Lives. “I just want to hear how a mill girl becomes a hard-boiled detective.”

“Pinkerton and some of his agents caught a counterfeiter, right near my boarding house. I watched them haul the man away. It was all written up in the paper the next day, ‘the local heroes of Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency.’ Couldn’t believe they were real. Guess you’d say I was inspired.”

I had read Pinkerton’s detective books in the Tremont Circulating Library as a girl.


The Pinkertons and the Railroad Thief

The Detectives Defeat the Murderer



I adored them: Daring exploits so different from my life of tedium and predictability. A group of chosen detectives, bound by secrecy and craft. A hero who always outwits the forces against him—no matter how unlikely the odds. I used to recast myself in those stories while I worked. I was like a kite tethered in the mill, ranging into my own private heaven. The machines crashed on, but my thoughts wove around their relentless beat. I was a heroine in a forest of spinning frames, a daredevil saving the day on a rumbling locomotive.
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