
  



 
The Engine Beneath the Avenue 

A Janie and Diane Adventure, exclusive to the Chrono Mystery Guild 

Washington, D.C., December 1904 

The White House had a smell Janie had not expected: floor wax, coal smoke, and, as 

the usher led them down a narrow back stair, the unmistakable tang of honest sweat. 

"He is expecting you," the usher said, in the tone of a man who had given up 

explaining anything that happened below stairs, and opened the door on a sight that 

would have scandalized half of Washington. 

The President of the United States was flying through the air. 

He landed flat on his back on a canvas mat with a boom that rattled the gas fixtures, 

and the small Japanese gentleman who had thrown him stepped back and bowed. 

Theodore Roosevelt lay still for the length of one breath, then bounced up like a man 

half his age and twice his enthusiasm. 

"Dee-lighted!" he roared, to the ceiling, to the room, to the world in general. 

"Professor, that was the finest one yet. Did you see it? Of course you saw it. Ladies, come 

in, come in. You have caught me at my lessons." 

Diane had a gloved hand pressed hard against her mouth. Her eyes were streaming. 

Janie, who had spent enough years with a foil in her hand to know balance when she 

saw it, was not watching the President at all. She was watching the professor, the way he 

had turned Roosevelt's own charging weight into the throw, spending almost nothing of 

his own. It was the most economical thing she had ever seen a human being do. 

"Professor Yamashita," Roosevelt said, mopping his neck with a towel, "may I 

present Mrs. Brown and Mrs. Taylor, of Chicago. The two ladies I told you of. Ladies, 

Professor Yamashita Yoshitsugu, who comes to me from Japan by way of considerable 

persuasion, and who is teaching me that a man's size is a promissory note his balance 

may decline to honor." 



Yamashita bowed. Janie bowed back, which earned her a flicker of approval, and 

Diane recovered herself enough to say, "Professor, I have studied a little aikido at my 

niece's insistence, and I would surrender my best hat to learn that throw." 

"The hat will not be necessary," Yamashita said gravely. "But madam, if you are ever 

in want of instruction, one of my finest students has settled in Chicago. There is a small 

community of my countrymen there, small but proud. Ask for him near the lake. Tell 

him I sent two dangerous women." 

"We shall," Janie said, and meant it. Chicago kept giving them reasons to be 

dangerous. 

Roosevelt pulled on his coat, dismissed the towel, the professor, and the lone Secret 

Service man at the door with three sentences of thunderous courtesy, and waited until 

the latch clicked. 

The change that came over him then was the thing Janie remembered afterward. The 

noise went out of him all at once, the way steam goes out of a whistle, and what was left 

standing on the canvas mat was a worried uncle. 

"You will have read the announcement," he said. "December first. My niece Eleanor 

is to marry her cousin Franklin. March seventeenth, in New York." 

"We read it," Diane said. "We were glad of it. She sounds a serious girl, and serious 

girls should get exactly what they want." 

"She is the most serious person in this family," Roosevelt said. "She is my brother 

Elliott's daughter, and she has had little enough handed to her in this life, and I intend 

to walk her down the aisle myself and give her away as her father would have." He 

crossed to a plain leather case lying on the bench, unbuckled it, and handed Janie a 

sheaf of letters. "These began arriving three days after the announcement." 

Janie read the first one standing. The hand was even and educated. The words were 

not. 

The wedding would never take place, the letter said. Whoever held the pen knew the 

hour Eleanor took her tea and with whom. It repeated, word for word, something 

Franklin had said to her privately in the library at Hyde Park. And it closed with terrible 

courtesy: perhaps the President would reflect on his message to Congress, and on how 



far a man ought to meddle in the affairs of greater powers, before planning any family 

celebrations. 

"Your message to Congress," Janie said slowly. "December sixth. The papers are 

calling it your corollary. Europe's debt collectors are to keep their warships out of this 

hemisphere, and their gunboats found other work." 

"And certain parties in certain embassies have been white-lipped about it ever since," 

Roosevelt said. "I have made the Caribbean a poor hunting ground for them, and they 

cannot answer me in the open. So they answer me here." He tapped the letters. "A 

President is guarded. A President's niece, planning a wedding, fitting dresses, paying 

calls all over New York, is a door left standing open. Whoever wrote these knows things 

said inside two houses. That means the rot is in the family's own circle, and that means I 

cannot send men. Men following Eleanor would be in the columns by Thursday. 

Franklin's mother is already set against the match; one breath of scandal and she would 

have her excuse, and Eleanor would call the whole thing off herself before she let me 

make a spectacle of her. What I need," and here the grin came back, white and wide, "is 

two ladies who can sit at tea in rooms where my agents cannot even see the door. I need 

you to find the writer of these letters before March seventeenth." 

Diane was quiet a moment. "You said Elliott's daughter. Your brother has been gone, 

what, ten years?" 

"Ten years this past August." Roosevelt looked at the mat for a while. "They told me 

how he died, in New York. I did not believe them then, and I do not believe them now. 

His last years were spent in Europe, in company I did not like and could not name. By 

the time I understood how far he had fallen, he was past my reach." He straightened. 

"That is an old grief and not today's business. Today's business is a train." 

Janie blinked. "A train." 

"You cannot investigate New York from Chicago, and you cannot do this work out of 

a hotel where every bellhop can be bought for a dollar." The President set off at a brisk 

pace. "You need a base that moves, that listens, and that nobody thinks to look at twice. 

Get your coats. We are going for a walk," turning back at them with a sparkle in his eye 

and a smirk on his lips, "and you are both going to forget every step of it afterward." 

*  *  * 



The walk was two blocks, through a gray, chilly December afternoon, to the Willard 

Hotel. 

Roosevelt went in like the powerhouse he was, scattering handshakes and nods of 

acknowledgment here and there. Somehow, not thirty seconds later, he led them down a 

service stair into the wine cellar. 

Diane had taken a quick look back before the service doors closed. It was as if the 

entire lobby had agreed to forget they had seen him. 

At the back of the cellar, between racks of dusty Bordeaux, stood an iron gate with a 

lock that had no keyhole. Janie smiled in amusement. She knew this trick. 

The President took out his watch, opened the back of the case, and pressed the works 

against a brass plate on the gate. Something inside the wall considered the matter, 

approved of it, and swung the gate and the wine rack behind it aside in one silent piece. 

"Gentlemen built this under Grant," Roosevelt said, taking a lantern from a hook. 

"Officially it does not exist. Unofficially it does not exist either. There are only eleven 

men alive who know of it. Now two women," he gave them both a quick smile, "which 

improves the average considerably. Mind the third step, it is taller than the rest." 

The stair went down farther than any cellar had a right to, and then the walls opened 

out, and Janie stopped walking. 

They stood at the edge of a vaulted gallery running away under the avenue, gaslit, 

warm, and alive. Rails gleamed down its center. Along one side ran a machine shop that 

would have made every engineer in Chicago weep into his drafting paper: lathes, forges 

banked low, a wall of small drawers rising into the dark like an apothecary's dream. The 

air tasted of oil and hot metal and, absurdly, of fresh coffee. 

"Beneath Pennsylvania Avenue," Diane breathed. "All this time. I have danced over 

the top of this." 

"Half of Washington has," said a new voice, bright as a struck bell. "Nobody looks 

under a city. It is the best hiding place in the world, and the men upstairs walk over it 

every day feeling clever." 

She came out from behind a lathe wiping her hands on a leather apron: a small 

woman, barely to Janie's shoulder, with flyaway brunette hair gone to gray in streaks 



and a pair of little spectacles pushed up on her forehead, where, Janie would learn, they 

spent most of their working life being no help at all. Her hands were black to the wrist 

and she was clearly proud of every inch of them. 

"Miss Ada Fairweather," Roosevelt said. "Chief artificer of this establishment, keeper 

of its secrets, and the only person in Washington who is permitted to interrupt me." 

"Somebody has to," Ada said. She looked the two of them over, up and down, the way 

Janie had seen buyers look at horses, and whatever she found seemed to satisfy her, 

because the tinkling laugh that came out of her was pure delight. "So, you are the two 

from Blowing Rock. My father would have enjoyed this day." 

She nodded at the wall behind the workbench. There, in a plain frame, hung a 

photograph gone brown with age: two lean men in the fashions of the seventies, one in a 

fine suit with a gambler's mustache, one grinning like trouble, standing in front of a 

private railroad car. Below the frame, on the bench, lay a scorched brass nameplate, its 

letters half melted, polished anyway, the way a thing is polished when someone loves it. 

"My father built for the special agents in President Grant's day," Ada said. "Armorer, 

machinist, and midwife to that train there, and I grew up in this hole handing him his 

tools. I will not tell you those gentlemen's names, nor the name of the train. It is 

nobody's business but mine." Her chin came up. "I took over the shop when he passed. I 

have been waiting eleven years for someone worth building it back for. Come and see 

what waiting does." 

*  *  * 

Farther down the gallery, under a crown of gaslight, stood the train. 

An engine with two cars. At first glance, the cars were nothing at all: a private 

Pullman of the plainer sort, varnished wood, drawn shades, the kind that carried some 

lumber heiress and her lap dog from Michigan and was forgotten before it left the 

platform. But the engine. The engine wore a front piece of deep dark green wrapped 

close around her snout, green as a fir wood at dusk, and every fitting on her, every 

handrail, lamp ring, and line of piping, was bright gold, polished to fire. She looked like 

money that had decided to become speed. 



"She reads as a rich woman's vanity," Ada said fondly. "Gold trim, decorative, 

frivolous, nothing to fear. That is the trick of her. Nobody has ever feared a frivolous 

woman, and by the time they learn better it is too late to matter." The spectacles came 

down off her forehead; she peered through them at a smudge on the gold, huffed on it, 

and buffed it with her cuff. "Every man I ever built for," she said, conversationally, "took 

my beautiful things out that tunnel and broke them. Snapped the mechanisms forcing 

them the wrong way, left them in ditches in three states, lost a grapple gun in a river and 

had the nerve to ask for another. Not one of them ever saw the elegance. A woman, 

now." She climbed up and pushed open the door of the first car. "A woman will treat a 

fine thing with respect, put it back in its rightful place. If it disappoints her, she will 

bring it home and tell me exactly how, so I can make it better. I am done building for 

men." Shaking her head in finality. "Get in." 

What was inside the first car was, to any eye that only glanced, a parlor: dark green, 

velvet chairs, a vanity, a dark walnut tea table with a matching wardrobe, and white lace 

curtains at the windows. 

What was inside the parlor was a war. 

The parasol in the umbrella stand came apart in Ada's hands into a slim rapier, the 

balance set for a fencer's grip. She handed it to Janie without ceremony. Janie took 

guard, extended, and felt the blade answer her like a thing that had read her diary. 

"Weighted to you," Ada said. "The President's people sent me your glove size and I 

worked out the rest. Try to break it. Others have tried." 

"I never break blades," Janie said. "Only hearts and alibis." 

The crochet bag was Diane's, calfskin, roomy, with steel hooks in graded sizes and 

working yarn wound on brass bobbins heavier than they had any cause to be. Diane 

hefted one, considered its swing, considered the distance to a hat rack, and put it back 

with the reverent care of a woman shelving a loaded pistol. "And I will seem," she said, 

"to be doing nothing in the corner but making doilies. Miss Fairweather, I have waited 

my whole life for luggage that understands me." 

The tour went on and kept getting better. Hatpins that were spring-set throwing 

darts. A corset panel of woven steel, light as buckram, that Ada swore would turn a knife 

and had. A tea service with lockpicks rolled in the napkins and a camera no bigger than 



a pocket watch in the sugar bowl, its shutter tripped by the tongs. The wardrobe swung 

open on an armory racked in green baize; the vanity's center drawer was a telegraph key 

wired, by ways Ada declined to specify, into the commercial lines; behind the galley hid 

a darkroom in red glass; and low in the pantry sat a cabinet with a serious lock, and 

behind the serious lock, rank on rank of small labeled bottles. 

Diane read the labels for a long, happy minute. "A thoroughly professional 

selection," she said at last. "The tinctures alphabetized. The doses marked in a woman's 

hand. Miss Fairweather, I could weep." 

"Under the sleeping berth is a hatch to the roadbed," Ada went on, ticking her 

fingers. "Floor magnets in the vestibule, for the day someone unwelcome boards you 

wearing steel heel plates. Smoke vents fore and aft. And mind: everything in this car 

opens sweetly if you ask it sweetly. Force it and it locks against you. I build manners into 

my mechanisms. Sass they do not accept, from anyone." 

"A design philosophy," Diane said, "in favor of which I have been arguing at dinner 

tables for thirty years." 

Roosevelt had been uncharacteristically quiet, watching them meet the train the way 

a man watches friends he has introduced take to each other. Now he clapped his hands 

once, like a shot. 

"She wants only a name," he said. "It is my privilege, and I claim it. Mrs. Brown, I am 

told your middle name is Clementine." 

Janie straightened up from the telegraph drawer. "My mother's doing, and my 

mother's mother's name. I have never once used it." 

"You will use it now. She is the Clementine," Roosevelt declared, laying one broad 

hand on the varnished wall, "and like the song, when the country loses her, we will be 

dreadful sorry, so kindly do not be lost." He beamed at his own christening. Diane 

applauded. Janie, who had been ambushed by sentiment perhaps four times in her life 

and resented each occasion, found her eyes stinging and pretended a fascination with 

the lace at the window. 

"The Clementine," she managed. "Very well. She had better be fast." 

"Faster than anything on paper," Ada said. "Because she is not on any." 



*  *  * 

It was while the fitting went on, Diane's sleeves being measured for the little brass 

bobbins, that Janie spread the letters out on Ada's workbench under the good hard light, 

and stopped listening to the room. 

The letters were typeset. Not handwritten after all; the even hand of the first page 

was a copyist's trick of the eye, close-set type on good rag paper. And type, as any 

woman who had spent a year hunting a printing press through Lake City could tell you, 

was as individual as a scar. She found it on the third letter and the fifth and the sixth: a 

capital R with a bruised shoulder, dropping its serif like a man tipping his hat, and an e 

that sat a hair below its line, tired. 

She went through the case Roosevelt had brought with the letters, the family's own 

papers, and found the engagement announcement clipped from a New York daily. She 

laid it beside the letters. The whirling thoughts inside her head went deadly calm. 

The bruised R. The tired e. The letters had been set on the same press that printed 

the announcement. Whoever threatened the wedding had answered the family's 

happiest paragraph in its own type, out of the same city, possibly the same building; and 

there was more, because someone had marked the clipping. Faint pencil, under seven 

ordinary advertisements in the adjoining column. She had seen ciphers dressed as 

advertisements before; she had broken one in Florida standing up, in the rain. These 

were turned about, keyed to run against the column, and even a first glance showed her 

the shape of a schedule inside them. A date recurred. She worked it twice to be sure. 

March seventeenth. 

"They are not writing letters to stop the wedding," she said aloud. The room stopped. 

"The letters are meant to be dismissed. Or are meant to draw exactly the response the 

President refused to give, a wall of agents, a family scandal, a wedding called off, take 

your pick, they win any of those cheaply. But, the wedding day itself is in their traffic. 

Saint Patrick's Day. Sixty thousand men will be marching in this city that morning, every 

band and firecracker in Manhattan making noise, and the President will come up from 

Washington straight into the middle of it. A train at a known hour. A ferry at a known 

landing. A private house at a known address at half past three. And a public dinner that 

night. Four fixed points, in a city too loud to hear a shot." She looked up. "It is not a 

threat against Eleanor's happiness. It is an appointment. The writer is inside the family's 



circle in New York, and the parade is the cover, and we have until March seventeenth to 

find out what for." 

Roosevelt's jaw set in a way that newspaper artists would have paid money to see. 

"Then you had best be in New York well before the banns are old news." 

"We will want Nancy," Diane said briskly, already at the vanity, rolling back the 

center drawer to the telegraph key. "A Pinkerton eye inside that circle, and nobody sniffs 

at one more widow at a wedding tea. With your leave, Mr. President, the Clementine will 

send her first message." 

She composed it herself, in the family cipher the three of them had used since 

Chicago, and tapped it out with a linguist's clean rhythm while Ada watched her key 

work intently: 

MRS N BLAIR CHICAGO. PACK FOR NEW YORK AND A SOCIETY 

WEDDING. BRING YOUR CHURCH GLOVES AND YOUR OTHER GLOVES. 

MEET US GRAND CENTRAL SOONEST. AUNT D. 

*  *  * 

They went out that night. 

The spur ran from the gallery through an old tunnel that smelled of the river. It came 

up among the freight yards, through a door that was a coal shed on one side and a lie on 

the other. One more private train backing onto the northbound line interested nobody at 

all. 

Roosevelt stood on the ballast in the cold with his collar up, no President now, only a 

large uncle in a large coat. 

"Find them," he said. "Whatever it is they want of me, they made their approach 

through a girl who has buried her whole world once already, and that I will not have. 

She has her father's eyes." He stopped, and for a moment the steam hid his face. "If in 

your digging you should turn over anything old, anything with my brother's name on it, 

I ask to be told. Whatever it is. I have spent ten years choosing not to wonder, and I find 

I am out of patience with myself." 

"You will be told," Janie said. "Whatever it is." 



Ada came bustling down the ballast with a flat parcel done up in brown paper and 

twine. "Yours," she said, thrusting it up at the vestibule. Inside, on a bed of wool, lay two 

hatpins, plainly the work of many evenings: gold, each headed with a spray of 

clementine blossom in white enamel, each balanced, Janie found, at exactly the 

throwing weight of the darts in the parlor. "One apiece. So you remember whose work 

rides with you, and bring my train home." The little spectacles had slid down again; she 

glared over them. "That is not sentiment. That is a work order." 

"We would not dare mistake it," Diane said, quickly hugged her before Ada stepped 

off the train. 

The Clementine took the northbound line like a rumor, dark green snout cutting the 

river fog, gold fittings throwing back the yard lamps, and inside the parlor Diane was 

already crocheting, and Janie stood at the window mulling over the puzzle of a bruised 

capital R, muttering, as she did. 

History will tell you that on March 17, 1905, in a brownstone on East Seventy-Sixth 

Street in New York City, Franklin Delano Roosevelt married Eleanor Roosevelt; that the 

President of the United States gave the bride away and stole the show; and that the 

whole affair went off without a hitch. 

History has no idea what that took. 

The Clementine rides again in a future issue of the Chrono Mystery Guild. You were 
aboard first. 


