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All stories are true, and some actually happened.

—ANONYMOUS,

twentieth century

It is very hard to deal with someone who is sane
on all subjects but one.

—ROBERT TODD LINCOLN,

writing about his mother
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A NOTE oN NOMENCLATURE

CONFEDERATES AND REBELS

Because it was Lincoln's contention that the Confederate States of America
had no legal existence—that his reason for assembling an army was to put
down a rebellion, not to invade another nation—I have, in all sections written
from the viewpoint of Mary Todd Lincoln, referred to the Confederacy and
Confederates as “rebels.”

That is her opinion, not mine, and I extend my apology to those whom it
offends.

When writing a historical novel, a writer takes as much as possible the
voices of those whose lives the book is trying to re-create. It would be as
inappropriate to ascribe recognition of the Confederacy to Mrs. Lincoln as it
would be to have General Sheridan refer to the Sioux Nation as “Native
Americans” instead of “Indians.”



PROLOGUE

o 3

Washington 1862

ENCOUNTERING MARY TODD LINCOLN WAS THE NICEST THING THAT happened to
John Wilamet on his first day in the Promised Land. This fact did not speak
well for his other experiences in that first twenty-four hours of freedom.

For three weeks he'd been working his way north from his master's
plantation in Halifax County, Virginia. As a boy he'd been as far as Richmond
twice—once, terrifyingly, when Mr. Henry Wilamet, who owned Blue Hill
Plantation, had decided to sell him, but he had changed his mind when he
couldn't get the price he wanted. Runaways who'd passed through Blue Hill
on their way north to Washington City after the fighting started had told John
the route. Such knowledge was a whispered undercurrent among the unfree:
which back-roads were safest, what the scrawled marks were on back-fences
and sheds that meant, They'll give you food here. John could have made the
journey quicker, but he had his mother with him, two younger sisters, and a
tiny brother.

He was fifteen.

It was October, and the corn had long since been harvested. Mounted
patrols seemed to be everywhere, north and south of the river, making it far
too perilous to thieve from the houses and the barns they passed. Because
Southern troops were camped around the railway junction at Manassas John
and his family swung wide and crossed the river in a stolen rowboat near
Leesburg, then moved cautiously down the Maryland side: John had been
warned that most Marylanders were slaveholders who would as soon secede
as not. Just because they'd crossed into Union-held territory did not mean they



were safe.

“I'm hungry,” whimpered Isaac, who was five. “We gonna have food when
we get to Promise Land?”

“We sure will, baby,” their mother assured him, a dangerous sparkle in her
eyes. John caught his sister Cassy's wary sidelong glance. Their mother's
touchwood temper and bizarre whims had already cost them several days'
travel time. Aside from the fact that John had no desire to deal with her
ranting herself to exhaustion about what the Promised Land was supposed to
be like, you could hear her for miles when she got going. Trying to hush her
only made matters worse.

“We'll have food, and shoes, and a cabin all to our own,” she added, her
voice rising, and Lucy, who was eight, asked,

“How we know which one's ours?”

“Don't you back-talk your mama! John'll find him some work, cuttin' wood
or drivin' a wagon”—John had never driven a wagon in his life and had no
idea where his mother had gotten the idea that he could—*“and we'll all have
chicken an' biscuits, an' quilts on the beds. You girls'll have pretty new
dresses....”

Hooves ahead. The woods here were thin, already blazing with the golds
and maroons of autumn. The hard blue of uniforms stood out vivid as jewels.
John put a hand on his mother's arm to steer her to the cover of the nearest
thicket, but she pulled from him, strode toward the soldiers shouting, “What
we got to hide? We here in the Promise Land of Freedom!”

No we not, Mama, we in Maryland....

One of the soldiers reached for his rifle at the sight of movement, but
holstered it again the next moment. John panted, trying to keep up with his
mother—she could go damn fast when she had a head of steam in her—while
Cassy drew Lucy and Isaac to the side of the road, ready to vanish like
bunnies if they had to.

“This here the road to Washington, sir?” demanded his mother, looking up
at the officer. His mother—Phoebe was her name—was a beautiful woman,
and even ragged and disheveled had a fey loveliness that drew the men's eyes.



John was used to seeing that.
Used, too, to the way most drew back after a closer look.

One of the men spit tobacco over the side of his horse and mumbled,
“Damn contrabands. How many does this make today?”

The officer pointed back along the road. “Left-hand fork,” he said, in a
curious yapping voice: fork sounded almost like fahk. “When you cross Rock
Creek, follow the road till you come to the fort: Ask anyone you meet for Fort
Barker. You contrabands? Runaways?”

“No, sir,” began John quickly, with a story he'd used before about searching
for a lost master, but his mother shook off the hand he'd put on her arm and
shrilled,

“Yes, sir! We have run away, run away to freedom!” She swept her arms
wide about her, like a raven-haired goddess of the woods.

John flinched—he had no idea what instructions Northern soldiers might
have received about runaway slaves—but the officer only shook his head with
an air of annoyance. John drew his mother as gently—and as firmly—as he
dared along the road in the direction the man had pointed, and said, “Thank
you, sir.”

The rider in the back ranks spit again. “Damn contrabands.” The riders
went on.

“Why you pullin' me away?” The sharpness of the slap that accompanied
the words was less worrisome to John than that hard crazy glitter in Phoebe's
eyes. Looking for an argument. Hungering for someone to shout at, the way
Mr. Henry's brother Clive would hunger for liquor. “You shouldn't be treatin’
your mother like that, when you coming into the Promised Land.”

They smelled Washington City miles before they reached it. Richmond had
smelled like that, when they'd circled past it cautiously in the night, and the
camps around Manassas railway junction: the reek of thousands of latrine
trenches, of countless corrals of horses, cattle, Army mules.

Washington City was a thousand times worse. As they crossed the Rock
Creek bridge the first of the Army camps lay jumbled and dirty to the right of
the road, row after row after row after row of little round white tents like dirty



mushrooms straggling down the brushy hillside. Men in blue uniforms
slopped around in mud up to their booted ankles, amid goods-boxes and
ambulance-wagons and iron pots slung over campfires. Smoke gritted in the
throat. Beyond the camps—and they seemed endless—John saw houses and
trees, and farther off a big domed building three-quarters built against the
hazy noon sky.

“So this the Promise Land, hunh?” muttered Cassy, though she was careful
not to let her mother hear. She was twelve, thin and fine-boned like John, and
like John (he reflected gloomily) too smart for her own good. “Don't look so
promisin' to me.” On the other side of the road, in weedy fields among thin
stands of bright-leaved yellow poplar, lay other camps, smaller and dirtier and
less organized than those of the soldiers. Through the open sides of some
tents John glimpsed makeshift barrooms, planks laid over barrels and card-
games going at crude tables. In other places slatternly women loitered, or
lines of laundry hung to dry.

Camp Barker, when they reached it at last, turned out to be like these lesser,
unofficial establishments, a vast, messy agglomeration of shanties and rude
tents—some no more than blankets stretched over ropes—clustered around
the packed earth embankments that in their turn surrounded half a dozen
wood buildings. The snubby brown snouts of cannon protruded over the
earthen walls and the weedy, trash-littered ground stank of garbage and piss.

There seemed to be no order anywhere. Men crouched over smoldering
fires among the ragged willows, arguing in the desultory fashion of those who
have little else to do. In a rough board shelter a young woman was suckling a
baby.

“This here Camp Barker?” asked John, and she nodded.

“They done give out the food this mornin' already, though,” she added. Her
dress was ragged, the faded calico stained by tobacco leaves, like every
garment John had ever owned. He guessed she'd been a field hand, like his
mother. “It was just soup, and they was so many, most people didn't even get
none of that.” She wasn't much older than he, but her eyes were like a tired
crone's. Beaten, like those of someone who has come a long hard journey for
nothing.

“So what do we do?” John forced cheer into his voice against a dread he
could not name. “Where do we go?”



The girl shrugged. “You here.”

“And what you all sittin' around here for?” His mother shoved past him,
jabbed a knotted finger at the young woman. “You folks all lazy or somethin'?
This here Washington City! This here the Promise Land! Land of milk and
honey! You free, and you just sittin' here on your lazy ass?”

The young woman stared at Phoebe in shock, as well she might, reflected
John, catching his mother by the arm. “Mama...”

She jerked free of his grip. “Don't you Mama me! And don't you grab on to
me like I was a child!” Her voice pitched high as she rounded on the woman
with the baby. “It stink around here! This here the Promise Land, and all you
can do is sit out here makin' it stink! We come a thousand miles through the
night and through the storm, an' for what? To see a bunch of shiftless folks
settin' in the woods...”

People were gathering and John and Cassy tried to pull their mother away.
“You turn my own children against me! You gonna call the pate-rollers on us?
You gonna send us back?” Phoebe's voice rose to a scream as she fought
them. She seemed to get these spells of quick fury more frequently when she
was hungry, or worried, or tired. God knew they were all three. Sometimes it
seemed to John that his entire life wrapped around his mother's moods like a
vine on a stake.

Two or three other runaways came over to them, but backed off when his
mother lunged at them, bending to snatch up handfuls of mud, her black
Medusa hair tumbling around her shoulders. “Where we get food around here,
hunh? This here the Promise Land, they gotta give us food!” Isaac, clinging to
Lucy's hand, began to cry.

John and Cassy walked their mother to the outskirts of the camp. In back of
the fort near the stink of the sheep-pens, they settled her under a sycamore
tree. John talked her quiet, then left her with Cassy and walked down the
main road into town. “There got to be some way we can get food,” he
reasoned. “Cuttin' kindling or cleaning some white folks' yard, somethin'
they'll just give me a little food for.” He felt light-headed with hunger and too
tired to go far, but he knew once their mother got an idea in her head, she'd
harp and harp at him until he did what she demanded. It was easier to just do
it at once.



He didn't think they could get sent back to Halifax County, anyway, and the
soldiers hadn't seemed in any tearing hurry to turn them over to Maryland
slaveholders.

But after he passed through the muddy Army camps along the road, and
came into Washington City itself, he discovered that he wasn't the first
contraband to come looking for food or a little work to get food, not by a
good long way.

“We fixed here just fine,” said a man curtly—a slave, John thought, or a
servant, anyway—who was cleaning gardening tools in the shed of the first
yard he asked at.

“There anyplace you know where I could do work for some food?”

The man grunted. The big yellow house, set among shady oak-trees, was a
nice one, like the houses in Richmond, though the street in front of it was like
a hog-wallow. “I get four—five niggers a day askin' for food, or work if they
honest. Ain't the Army take care of you?”

John shook his head, reflecting that it didn't sound like the Army was
taking care of those “four—five niggers” a day either.

“Well, we can't take care of you, neither,” the man snapped. He jerked his
head back toward the house again. “With all the Army in town food costs
somethin' scandalous. My missus say we can't be handin' out no food to them
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that comes beggin'.

“I ain't beggin' for food.” John prickled with anger, but kept his voice even.
“I'm askin' for work.”

“An' I'm tellin' you we don't got food nor work. An' I'm wore out with
people like you comin' up all the time when the Army's supposed to be takin'
care of you. Now get along.”

In the alley again John stood still for a moment, his heart beating so hard he
could feel it in his ears. He knew his mother's ideas of the Promised Land of
Freedom might be exaggerated—a lot of her ideas were—but it had never
occurred to him that when they got there, there might not be enough milk and
honey to go around.

Or that those who had it wouldn't want to share.



By sunset he'd been turned away from dozens of big white houses along
those astonishingly wide streets and any number of the humbler two-room
cottages of the free colored in the alleys. Sometimes roughly, sometimes
politely, or with sympathy and pity, and admonitions to “let the Army take
care of you”—presumably with the small amount of soup the woman at the
camp had spoken of. Two or three housewives gave him food—heel-ends of
bread and table-scraps—but it wasn't enough to satisfy one person, let alone
five. The autumn afternoon had turned chilly, with a nip to the wind. Harsh
cookfire smoke mingled with the ever-present stench of the Army camps that
lay everywhere over the city, and as he trudged the wide sloppy street back to
where he hoped the fort and Camp Barker lay, he felt a stab of longing for the
simplicity of life on the run.

After weeks in the variegated stillness of the woods, he found the constant
rumbling passage of wagons and ambulances confusing, almost painful.
Raised on a rural plantation where he saw no one but the same hundred and
fifty people he'd known all his life, he felt as if time had somehow speeded
up. There were people everywhere, strangers walking and riding and driving
buggies and carriages that he had to watch out for, stray dogs snapping at him,
walls and fences like a dizzying dirty labyrinth. Too much movement, too
many new things coming at him too fast. The stink of the town was awful, the
noise a disorienting clamor in his ears.

He'd been hungry and frightened, all those nights and weeks up from
Halifax County. But he was hungry here and—though he didn't like to admit
it to himself—frightened too, in a different fashion that he couldn't describe.
In the woods at least there was peace.

He was concentrating so hard on remembering all the turns and streets he'd
taken that he didn't even notice the little group of young white men until they
crossed the street to surround him.

They were dressed roughly, wool trousers and coarse calico shirts
powdered all over with dust. They wore thick boots and slouch hats and two
of them carried whips, the long blacksnake kind that teamsters used. When
two of them pointed at him he hastily sprang off the footpath into the ditch—
they were in a street of rough little houses not too far from the camps on the
edge of town, small unpaved streets darting with half-naked white children
who screamed in a language John had never heard.

But the stockiest of the young men moved to block his way: “What you



doin' hereabouts, then, boy-0?” He shoved John hard on the shoulder, so that
he staggered and almost fell.

“I'm lookin' for work, sir.” John lowered his eyes, his heart pounding. He'd
had to do with few enough white men in his short life and they always scared
him, for they had power and a cruel need to prove their power to anyone
around them.

“You a runaway, then, boy-0?” The white youth wasn't much older than
John, nor were any of his friends, but he was squat and stocky, with hair the
color of a fox and tawny eyes that seemed yellow against the mask of dust.
His body stank of sweat and his breath of liquor.

“No, sir. My ol' Miss, she died, an'—”

Without change of expression the young man slashed him across the face
with the rolled-up whip. “Don't you be lyin' to me, boy.”

John staggered back, and one of the others must have come around behind
him and tripped him. His memories weren't clear after that. A boot cracked
into his ribs and another into the soft meat below them, and he curled himself
together, clenched his thighs to protect his balls and wrapped his arms around
his head. He heard someone shout something about going back to where he
came from. Weeks later he remembered seeing a Union soldier stroll over
across the street to them with his rifle, but he never did remember the actual
blow that knocked him cold.

“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT, YOUNG MAN?” A SMALL, GENTLE HAND BRUSHED his
forehead. A white lady's voice, with the honeyed inflection of the South.

Even before he opened his eyes the midday light went through his skull like
an ax.

He mumbled, “I'm fine, ma'am,” out of the sheer habit of never admitting
to a white that there was a problem—you never knew what they'd choose to
do about it. But when he opened his eyes the pain in his skull cleft him down
to his belly, and he rolled over fast, feeling bile flood up his throat, drowning



him.

He tried to roll away; the movement only made it worse. Vomit exploded
from his lips like the seeds from a squished tomato. The woman was sitting
on the ground beside him with her black skirts spread around her and she got
a lapful—How the hell can I throw up so much when I ain't eaten anything?

Then he was heaving helplessly, conscious of nothing except those small
hands holding him steady, agony in his ribs with every spasm, and the smell
of vomit that seemed to fill the world.

He sank back to the rough blanket spread on the ground, whispering
frantically, “I'm sorry, ma'am, I'm so sorry—I didn't mean it....” Mr. Henry at
Blue Hill had beaten a servant for passing wind while waiting at table. John
knew perfectly well that white ladies—particularly Southern ladies—did not
appreciate niggers vomiting on their skirts.

“Good heavens, don't be silly,” she said briskly. Beneath the overwhelming
halitus of the vomit he smelled the musk-rose sachet in her clothing as she
leaned around him with a wet kerchief, and wiped his mouth and chin.

He opened his eyes, and met her worried gaze, the most beautiful shade of
green-touched blue he'd ever seen, like the heart of a flower.

And genuinely concerned that he was all right.

He looked away at once—Mr. Henry would box a pickaninny's ears for
being “uppity,” i.e., looking a white in the face—but this woman only went on
briskly, “If anyone owes me an apology it's the louts who did this to you.
Lizabet...thank you.”

She held out a tin cup of water to him and in taking it he immediately upset
it all over her tightly corseted bosom. She rocked back but caught the cup
deftly—“Oh, dear, you did take a bad hit, didn't you?”—and put a steadying
hand on his shoulder. “Do you want to lie down again?”

“No, ma'am. Thank you, ma'am.” He glanced shyly up again at her face,
her tone of matter-of-fact friendliness sponging away his fear and his shame.
He saw a square, motherly face with a short nose and a determined chin, older
than her girlish voice would lead you to think—his mother's age at least and
probably more. The flesh around those beautiful eyes was discolored with



sleeplessness, netted with fine lines of grief and pain, and he saw she wore the
black of deepest mourning.

“I'm all right now, ma'am.”
A woman leaned down behind her with another cup of water.

“Thank you, Lizabet. Shall we try this again?” And she gave John an
encouraging smile as he took the second cup.

They were under the shelter of an Army marquee. John could see the
sloped weedy wall of the fort nearby, yellowing in the autumn heat. It was
nearly midday. It had been growing dark when he had been jumped. Lizabet,
who had handed down the second cup, was a tall creamy-dark mulatto
woman. In Virginia, John would have guessed her to be a housekeeper or
uppermost lady's maid, but she was too elegantly dressed in clothes that
obviously weren't her dumpling-shaped friend's cast-offs. In a lovely low alto
Lizabet said, “He was brought in last night, beaten up by some Irish
teamsters, and at least one soldier.” She handed her white friend a damp towel
to wipe her skirts.

John didn't remember the soldier, but he touched gingerly the pounding
nexus of pain on the left side of his forehead and felt a bandage there. His
face felt puffy as a blown-up bladder; his ribs and belly ached from blows.

“Even before the fighting brought refugees into town, the Irish seemed to
think every black man a personal threat to their livelihood,” Lizabet added in
a voice like cold bitter coffee.

The white woman turned back to John, shocked. “Is what Mrs. Keckley
says true?”

“Yes, ma'am,” said John, sitting up—cautiously—and sipping the water.
“But I wasn't askin' for a job drivin' no team, I swear. Just cuttin' wood or
somethin' so's I could get a little food.” His hands shook so badly he spilled
the water he held, and his left eye was swollen almost shut. His clothes stank
of the ditch where he'd been knocked down. “I didn't start nuthin'.”

The marquee around them seemed to be jammed with people, with more
pressing in around its open sides. Three or four women at the other end of the
big shelter dipped flour and cornmeal and cups of beans from sacks on a



rough table before them. They, like the elegant Lizabet Keckley, were people
of color, mostly lighter-skinned than the runaways—the contrabands, the
soldiers had called them—who shoved each other to get near them, holding
out dishes and gourds and empty sacks to receive the food.

“Well, I should hope not,” said the white lady briskly. “If you had started
something with a gang of Irish teamsters and an armed soldier I should be
obliged to question your sanity. It's a complete disgrace, Lizabet. Something
must be done about it! I'm sure this boy...What's your name, son?”

“John,” he said. “John Wilamet.”

“And I am Mrs. Lincoln,” she told him, holding out a small gloved hand to
shake. “I'm sure John here could do as good a job driving horses as any of
those Irish louts.” She scrubbed at her fouled skirt with the matter-of-fact
touch that made John guess that she'd nursed the sick before—and in spite of
the stylish cut of her mourning dress, that she'd washed clothes, too. “Do you
have family here, John?”

“Yes, ma'am—Mrs. Lincoln.” At least the name was easy to remember, for
it was the same one as the Union President whose election Mr. Henry had
gotten so worked up about last year. John wondered if she was any relation,
though he couldn't imagine how she could be. She was very much a Southern
lady. She would have been much more at home among the friends of Mr.
Henry's wife Miss Daphne, he thought, than in this Northern place looking
after him. “My mama, and the girls an' Isaac. They'll be worried about me. I
left 'em yesterday afternoon, under a tree out by the sheep-pens....”

“You rest for a few minutes more, then, dear, and let me know when you're
feeling well enough to get up. I'll see you back there. I'm sure your dear
mother—oh!” Her head snapped sharply around at the sound of rising voices
from the food-tables.

A man—a contraband—was thrusting his gourd back at one of the serving
women, shaking it about angrily, demanding more. At the sight of this, Mrs.
Lincoln's eyes flared with abrupt fury. “Oh, this is ridiculous! I've told them
about keeping order here!”

She got to her feet with surprising speed for a lady of her girth and swept in
the direction of the tables, hoops and drapes and ribbons all flouncing like a
peony in a tempest. “I told that Mrs. Durham that it was no good handing



things out piecemeal like this, not that anyone ever listens to me....”

John sat up, watching in a kind of horrified fascination, as his stout little
friend thrust her way into the middle of the altercation between contraband
and server. The nearly instantaneous change in her, from worried kindliness to
hot rage, was so total as to be shocking.

Another woman of color, neatly clothed in blue-and-white calico, had
already come over to speak to the angry contraband, but Mrs. Lincoln pushed
between them. “Stop that at once! You should be grateful you're getting
anything at all, rather than demanding more!” When the woman in blue—
presumably Mrs. Durham—spoke quietly to her, Mrs. Lincoln whirled upon
her.

“Let you handle it? I've let you handle the whole of this distribution, and to
what end? Nothing organized properly, people shoving in any old how...” She
positively spit the words, her small black-gloved hands balled into fists. “If
you'd done as I suggested and worked through the Army, I daresay in time I
could have gotten men in my husband's Cabinet to improve the allotment. I
know men in Congress, and I daresay I'm not without some influence, in spite
of what people like you seem to think. But instead we have only this piddling
tent, and people thrusting in as if they owned the whole concern....”

“The only one who's acting as if she owned the whole concern,” retorted
Mrs. Durham, her voice arctic, “is you, Mrs. Lincoln.”

“How dare you!” Mrs. Lincoln's face went from blotchy red to a furious
pallor. “Mrs. Durham—if that is your name, and I daresay I've often
wondered why there isn't a Mr. Durham anywhere in sight...”

By this time John was on his feet and almost to her side, heedless of the
pain jabbing his ribs. He acted without thinking, recognizing with deadly
accuracy in her voice, in her stance, in the narrow blazing focus of her eyes,
the echo of his own mother's flash-fire rages. Mrs. Keckley was right beside
him, reaching out to touch Mrs. Lincoln's swagged black sleeve before the
outraged Mrs. Durham could collect her breath to respond.

“Mrs. Lincoln,” Lizabet said, and John put in,

“Mrs. Lincoln, 'scuse me, ma'am, but I feel well enough if you'd take me on
back to my family now.”



Her blind momentum broken, Mrs. Lincoln stopped, gasping, seemingly
dazed by the onslaught of her own emotions. Mrs. Keckley flashed John a
grateful look and put in gently, “Come, Mrs. Lincoln, we must help this
young man.”

For a moment it was touch and go whether she'd respond—whether she'd
even heard them—for she was trembling with anger. But she blinked, and
looked again at John's ashy face, and the hot wrath in her eyes changed to
concern.

“Of course,” she said, her voice uncertain. “Of course, poor boy...”

As if it were the most natural thing in the world—as if she were one of his
own aunties back at Blue Hill instead of a white lady in an expensive dress—
she took his arm and put it around her shoulder to take some of his weight.
Exhausted, discouraged, and hungry—and sick with the sense of having once
more failed to meet his mother's expectations—John could have wept at her
kindness.

As they made their way through the crowded tents and makeshift shelters
of the contraband camp, Mrs. Lincoln alternated between watchful concern
for John and leftover fulminations concerning Mrs. Durham: “The impudence
of the woman! Who does she think she is?”

Lizabet nodded and made gentle noises that neither agreed nor disagreed,
from which John deduced that Mrs. Keckley was also used to this abrupt
transformation from lady to Gorgon and back. And whatever the right and the
wrong of the matter was, Mrs. Keckley clearly valued her volatile friend too
much to sever the relationship.

“Obviously she regards herself as cleverer than a mere smatterer like
myself, who has only been around men organizing major military and
political campaigns. I—” Mrs. Lincoln broke off, pressed her hand to the
bridge of her nose. When she took it away her eyes had lost their glitter, and
seemed to see him again. “Are you quite sure you can walk, John? You look
dreadful.”

John felt dreadful, struggling to stay on his feet. But what he felt mostly
was deep gratitude for her care and friendship at what was probably the nadir
of his short life, coupled with awed fascination. Later, looking back on the
incident, he was never sure what shook him up more: that this snub-nosed,



haunted-eyed Southern belle, who could show such kindness one moment and
such termagant fury the next, was in fact the wife of the notorious President
Lincoln—

—or that she was quite clearly as crazy as his mother.

JOHN sAW MRS. LINCOLN MANY TIMES DURING THAT BITTER COLD winter of 1862.

She often came to the contraband camp with Elizabeth Keckley—who,
Cassy told him a few days after their first encounter, was her dressmaker and
one of the most prominent free colored residents of Washington City. Mrs.
Keckley had helped found the Freedmen's Relief Association, and had
enlisted her friend and employer to help her distribute food and blankets, to
find homes for the runaways who continued to flood into Washington City,
and jobs they could work at to earn their keep.

John quickly became a sort of page for Mrs. Lincoln when she came. He
ran her errands, or helped her unload the bundles of blankets and clothing that
she would collect from the wives of Senators, Cabinet members, and officers.
Long experience in dealing with his own mother had given John the knack of
letting her quick, spit-cat angers slide off his back; had taught him how to talk
her out of her rages when it seemed that she did not know or care what words
came out of her mouth.

“I really don't know what gets into me,” she said, upon one occasion when
she returned to the camp a few days after an outburst directed at the
commander of Fort Barker that had finished with her departing in tears. “I
hear myself saying these terrible things, see myself...it's almost like watching
someone else.” She made a quick gesture as if pushing the memory away. “So
mortifying...”

Mrs. Keckley put a hand on her shoulder as if to say that she understood.
But in fact John guessed that the quiet-voiced, supremely reasonable
seamstress didn't understand, any more than he understood why his mother
would rant and shriek at total strangers—or, worse, at people who could do
her harm if annoyed. They were standing beside Mrs. Lincoln's carriage, a
handsome open barouche, in which Mrs. Lincoln had brought clothing



collected for the camp children: John guessed that without the necessity of
delivering these, she wouldn't have come at all.

“But the Commander really was at fault,” Mrs. Lincoln declared, rallying.
“He had no call to speak to me as he did and certainly no call to question my
judgment about shelter for the contrabands. He just wants to save himself
trouble. If he could find a way not to provide shelter for his own soldiers here
he'd prefer that, too. Or food...‘Surely the men could just go into town for
their suppers.” She aped the Commander's pinched Maine accent with such
devastating accuracy that both John and Mrs. Keckley dissolved into laughter.

Later in the winter, when John's little brother, Isaac, fell ill with fever, Mrs.
Lincoln helped care for him in the rude shack on M Street that the family
occupied. She brought him meat and milk unobtainable in the camp, and
when Isaac died, she wept so bitterly that Cassy had to lead her outside, for
her stricken wailings only fanned their mother's howling grief.

Later, Lizabet Keckley told John this was because Mrs. Lincoln had only
recently lost her own son—and indeed, John noticed, when he next saw Mrs.
Lincoln at a troop review with the tall, gawky President, that her husband,
too, wore the black of deepest grief.

In the spring the armies began to move. Mrs. Lincoln found John a job with
an Army surgeon in General Ord's corps. By that time his family was living
with a free colored family named Gordon, in a tiny cottage not far from the
unfinished Capitol Building: the Gordons had taken in five other contrabands
already and the house was bursting at the seams.

At sixteen, John was small and wiry, but working for Dr. Brainert was less
physically taxing than picking tobacco leaves for seventeen hours a day. He
and the sturdy, red-faced surgeon got along well.

John still had blinding headaches, especially in cold weather, and the cut
he'd taken from the rifle-butt had healed to a curved scar that pulled one
eyebrow to a peak and turned his thin, clerkish face oddly ferocious.

He was in Richmond two years later, when President Lincoln came by
steamboat to view the captured Southern capital.

Never, in after years, did John forget the host of men, women, children,
former slaves—wearing the ragged garments that were all their masters could



afford to give them in these days of privation and defeat—pressing up around
the President's horse as he rode with his Generals through the rubble of
bricks, the soot-black broken walls. Women held up their babies for Lincoln
to touch, as if he were a god in one of the books John had begun so
voraciously to read. Men struggled through the crush to grasp his boots in the
stirrups.

Everything seemed vividly clear to John that day, for he'd recently gotten
his first pair of spectacles from the Army, and was still dazzled at being able
to distinguish leaves on trees, the letters in his books, the faces of people at a
distance with such magical, crystalline brightness. He had glimpsed Mr.
Lincoln often at Headquarters—a gangly, almost comical figure, cracking his
knuckles as he slouched in a camp-chair with his feet on the table, telling
funny stories in that high husky scratchy voice. But today that tall man looked
grave and a little shaken, as if shocked by light streaming in from the opened
doors of the future, light that only he could see. He had made all these people
free, John thought, watching the tall black figure over the heads of the crowd.
Had given them not only the rights, but the terrible burdens of the free. That
responsibility would rest on his bony shoulders forever.

Ten days later he was dead.

In Richmond John had hoped to renew his acquaintance with Mrs. Lincoln,
for he'd heard she was coming with the President. But she quarreled publicly
and hysterically with the wives of General Grant and General Ord, and went
back to Washington, prostrate with dudgeon and migraine. When she returned
a few days later to tour the captured city John was at one of the Army
hospitals, puzzling over the case of a Massachusetts soldier who'd been
brought in after the fighting at Petersburg, unwounded but paralyzed and
unable to speak.

Thus he had had only a glimpse of Mary Todd Lincoln one evening as he
passed the steamboat River Queen at its dock: saw her stubby black form
beside the stooped, beanpole outline of her husband, silhouetted against the
lucid sky. He saw her reach out her hand for his, apologizing maybe for the
scene she'd made the week before. He watched Lincoln take off his tall hat
and bend—a long way down—to kiss her.

Like Lizabet Keckley, thought John, Mr. Lincoln—he'd learned right off
never to call him “Abe” or “Old Abe,” names he apparently hated—valued
his volatile bride too much to hold her outburst against her. In their touch, in



their Kkiss, it was clear to the young man that they were old friends and
partners, who'd come a long, hard road together. And because he was very
fond of Mary Lincoln himself, John felt glad that she had at least that faithful
lover, those faithful friends.

That far-off image, almost like a picture in a book, was the last John saw of
her, until ten years later when he was locking her into a cell.



CHAPTER ONE

o 3

Chicago May 19, 1875
SHE WAS SURROUNDED BY ENEMIES.

For the dozenth time Mary Lincoln glanced sharply behind her, heart
hammering in her throat with both panic and rage.

Nothing. Bowler-hatted businessmen in natty suits bought newspapers from
scruffy boys, barefoot in the spring heat. Tight-corseted women, the ruffled
swags that trailed from their bustles sweeping the dirty sidewalk, paused by
the windows of shops to admire and chat. Immigrant vendors in grubby
corduroy yelled their wares from pushcarts—apples, kerchiefs, mousetraps,
toys. A cab darted by along Clark Street, hooves clattering, iron tires banging,
as it dodged around trolleys, carriages, drays of barreled beer.

Downtown Chicago on a spring morning. Heat swimming up from the
sidewalk bricks; the stink of horse-droppings.

She knew she was being followed. For weeks now she'd been certain of it.
Who? she wondered. Why?

And quickened her step. The fear that had shadowed her all her fifty-seven
years breathed again at her shoulder. Her feet were swollen in her tight black
kid shoes and the snip of breeze that whispered from Lake Michigan died
away, leaving her sweating beneath the thick black veils. Why didn't people
get out of her way? She dodged past a dawdling woman by a shop window.
Can't they see I'm a widow? I'm entitled to consideration on that score, aren't
I? Even if they don't know whose widow I am.



Thinking about him, even after all these years, made her throat constrict
with the grief that had never eased.

She had to get home.

She gazed longingly after another cab that rattled by—they all drove like
lunatics in this town! There was money in her purse, and even more hidden in
secret pockets of her petticoats, in case of emergencies. But cabs were so
expensive. She'd spent enough that morning as it was. Nine pairs of lace
curtains at Gossage's, so beautiful! But I really will have to save dfter this.

So no cabs.
And the crowds on the trolleys filled her with nameless but familiar dread.
Why were people following her?

Why that elusive half-familiar glimpse of bulk and movement that she'd
seen again and again during the past eight weeks?

Newspapermen? Those vile vampires who'd dogged her every step, twisted
her every word...called her Confederate spy and worse?

Or was someone plotting to kill her as they'd killed her husband?
Or was it all something she imagined?
She pushed that troubling suspicion away.

Movement in the corner of her vision—were things starting to appear and
disappear again? Not another migraine, she thought in weary despair. I had
one only yesterday, or was it the day before? Was the blazing shimmer that
came and went only the reflection of the noon sun on the windows of the high
buildings? Or the herald of yet another bout of nausea, blindness, pain?

Anxiety swamped the worry about being followed in a greater wave of
panic. I have to get home! In her room she'd be safe. She could take her
medicine before those kinked burning lines started to creep across her vision,
before sick disorientation overtook her. The room would be hot and
unbearably stuffy—mentally she calculated the cost of even the most modest
chamber in the Grand Pacific Hotel against what her husband had left her,
against the pension she had finally pried out of those tight-fisted ungrateful



liars in Congress. But at least there she would be safe.
She could barely remember a time when she had not felt herself in danger.

A pack of ragamuffin boys flurried past her, like blown leaves among the
crowd. Their treble laughter brought back the laughter of her own sons and
the stab of grief was as piercing as if they had each died yesterday. Eddie
scarcely more than a baby, crying with fever as he clung to her hand. Sweet-
faced, sweet-natured Willie, gentle and always so worried about her, bringing
her flowers from the weedy lots behind the Capitol. And Tad, flighty and
willful, growing daily more like his father...

She squeezed her mind shut against Mr. Lincoln's image. She'd never
thought of him as anything but Mr. Lincoln—or Father, when they were
alone. His shadow rose behind the shadows of her sons: the looming gawky
height, as if his body had been put together from a bundle of slats, the deft
lightness of his touch. His hands had been huge, nearly twice the length of
hers when they'd press them palm to palm and laugh....

After his death she'd given away everything he'd possessed, lest the sight of
even his reading-glasses in a drawer surprise her with heart-crushing pain. In
the ten years since then she'd visited hundreds of mediums, speakers with and
summoners of the dead, begging for only a glimpse of him. Desperate to hear
his voice again, to hear him call her “Mother,” and see his smile.

Father, she thought, how could you have left me in this awful place alone?

The Grand Pacific Hotel loomed before her, story after story of stone and
glaring glass. Only ten years, she thought wonderingly, since Washington's
muddy unpaved streets, since the tumult of soldiers tramping by in the sticky
night. Ten years since she'd heard the thunder of enemy guns beyond the river.
Chicago with its macadam-paved streets, with its trolley cars and bustles and
advertising posters and its thousands and thousands of immigrants, seemed
like another world, as if she had somehow missed her way coming back from
Europe in '71 and fetched up in some bewildering alien land.

Her anxiety lessened somewhat as she climbed the Grand Pacific's marble
steps and crossed the lobby's acres of red plush carpet like a determined black
bug scuttling for the baseboard. Almost home. Almost safe.

The Grand Pacific was expensive, with its French chef and its conservatory



garden. But Abraham Lincoln's widow couldn't be seen to live in common
lodgings. That much she owed his memory. And boarding-houses had always
been abominations to her.

Mr. Turner, the manager, was understanding and kind. When she'd wake in
terror in the night, he'd provide a reliable chambermaid to stay in her room
with her at only a very modest charge. He was reassuring and helpful, if
occasionally maddeningly stupid, during those spells when voices seemed to
be speaking to her out of the walls and floor, when during her migraines she
could see the spirit of an Indian warrior pulling the bones out of her face;
when she'd wake in panic and terror, thinking she smelled smoke—when
she'd see the city in flames, the wall of fire approaching....

Mary shook her head at herself as she climbed the stairs. The Grand Pacific
was equipped with modern elevators but she'd never trusted such things. The
reminder of her spells of confusion made her headache worse. Maybe it was
all only her imagination. Though she only cloudily recalled what she did and
said in her spells, it did seem to her they mostly came on her in the
afternoons. All she had to do, really, was be a little careful about staying
inside.

She pushed the thought out of her mind. Her heart was thudding and her
feet, her back, her head were in agony. Her medicine would make her feel
better.

And sometimes during her spells—especially at night—one or another of
her sons would come to her, beautiful shining figures, smiling and holding out
their hands in comfort.

Only Robert was left, of the four beautiful boys she had borne.

Mary paused on the stairs to get her breath, to rest the searing ache in her
back. She supposed her shoes were not really made for walking long distances
in, but she would not be like those absurd suffragist women who went around
in Bloomer costumes and ugly boots. Her friend Myra had often expounded
on “rational” dress. That really would give Robert a seizure, she thought, and
smiled a little despite her discomfort at the recollection of her chronically
disapproving eldest son. He thinks I'm eccentric enough without that.

Poor Robert. As she resumed her climb she wondered whether he suffered
from an overdeveloped sense of his own importance, or merely a complete



lack of imagination. Probably both, she thought. Such a stuffy man, even
before he married that horrid girl...

Yet her heart ached with love for him, and for her granddaughter...Mr.
Lincoln's granddaughter. Beautiful little Mamie. The terrible dream she'd had
in Florida two months ago, the dream of Robert lying ill, dying just as Tad
and Eddie and Willie had died, had brought her flying back here, desperate to
save him, to push that terrible shadow away if she could. Desperate that he
not leave her, as all the others had left her...

Mary paid a quick, grateful visit to the ladies' lavatory on the way down the
hall. Hot weather always brought back the burning itches that had tormented
her since Tad's birth, over two decades ago. Then at last, with a sense of
having safely negotiated an unknown battlefield yet again, she unlocked her
own room.

It was small, and, as she'd feared, already appallingly stuffy. Since Tad's
death she'd found daylight almost too harsh to stand, but even the single gas
jet burning in the heavily curtained room added to the already intolerable
summer heat. She'd insisted on the least expensive room available in the hotel
—really, her money disappeared so quickly!—but for that reason it was
already too crowded for comfort. In addition to the eleven trunks she'd
brought back from Florida with her—such a beautiful place, and the doctors
there most sympathetic and helpful-—she'd done a good deal of shopping in
these past weeks. Mostly to pass the time, to get herself out—really, what else
was there for a woman to do?—but there was no telling when she might get a
house of her own, a home of her own, again.

Her plump hands shook as she put aside the packages from yesterday's
shopping expedition (an album of poetry and twelve yards of exquisite jade-
green satin, and shoes to match) and opened the cupboard, barely to be
reached behind the trunks. She was definitely getting a migraine, and she
could scarcely see the bottles as she took them out. Not that it mattered which
was which. They're all the same, really. And Dr. Somers in Florida said
they're all beneficial. Godfrey's Cordial, Ma-Sol-Pa Herbal Indian Balm, Dr.
Foote's Sanitary Medical Tonic, Nervine, Hunt's Female Revivifier...

She poured them all in a tumbler and drained it, savoring the musky
intensity, the burning comforting warmth that rose through her. She'd begin to
feel better in a few moments....



A knock sounded on the door.

The delivery boy from Gossage's. That was quick. But it wasn't the delivery
boy who stood in the hall when she opened the door. For a flashing, confusing
moment, between the uncertain light of the curtained chamber and her own
slightly blurred eyesight, Mary thought it was her husband.

Mr. Lincoln...

Was it, impossibly, him? As the others had appeared to her, had he finally
come?

She blinked, then said uncertainly, “Mr. Swett?”

“Mrs. Lincoln.” Leonard Swett took off his hat. It was the high silk hat of a
professional that had deceived her migraine-dazzled eyes by adding to his six-
foot height. Swett's face was lean, and he wore the same kind of beard that
Mr. Lincoln had during the last few years of his life, a jawline Quaker beard
without a mustache. Memories flared through her mind, of Swett and his wife,
Laura—before Laura's incapacitating illness—coming to dinner at that little
cottage on Eighth Street in Springfield. Of Swett laughing with Mr. Lincoln
over this lawsuit or that, like boys who've trounced each other behind the
schoolhouse, then dusted themselves off and shaken hands.

What was Mr. Swett doing here at her room? Why hadn't he sent up a card?
Had he sent up a card, and she just didn't remember? No, of course not, she'd
just gotten here herself....

“I do apologize.” Mary spread her lace-mitted hands across the sable crape
of her skirts and wondered how quickly she could get rid of him. She was
exhausted, her head was throbbing, and, having taken her medicine, she
wanted only to lie down.

Why hadn't he sent up a card and asked her to meet him in the lobby? A
gentleman never came up to a lady's room.

But it was a basic tenet of Southern womanhood that a lady always gives a
gentleman the benefit of the doubt. So instead of asking tartly if he'd been
born in a barn, Mary explained, “I've just come in, and have not had time to
change. What might I do for you?” She saw now that the boy from Gossage's
was there, waiting in the hallway gloom, with two men in uniforms she did



not recognize. Big men. A problem about the curtains? Probably the fault of
that stupid clerk...

“I regret exceedingly that it is I who must perform this office, Mrs.
Lincoln.” Swett drew a folded sheet of paper from his coat. He held it out to
her in his neatly gloved hand. “This is a writ of arrest from the State of
Illinois. You are being charged with lunacy.”

If he'd slapped her face she could not have been more surprised. In that first
instant she wasn't even taken aback, merely confused, wondering if this were
a dream. One of those weird visions, like the Indian spirit who tortured her
during her migraines, or the voices that spoke to her out of the walls.
Goodness knew she felt unreal enough, as if she'd put her foot down what
she'd thought was a step in a familiar staircase, only to find no footing there.

But in Swett's pale eyes she saw that expression with which she was so
familiar from a lifetime around lawyers and politicians. That gauging look,
waiting for a reaction as a hunter waits for a turkey to step out from behind a
bush.

“Lunacy?” Mary thrust her hands behind her. Time and time again she'd
heard Mr. Lincoln say to clients, Whatever you do, don't take any paper they
try to hand you.

Swett was still talking.

“...courtroom today—this afternoon, in fact—" He took out his watch, as if
to emphasize to her how valuable everybody's time was. “—to defend
yourself at a hearing...”

“What hearing?” She blinked at him, feeling nonplussed in the most literal
sense of the word: at a point from which one cannot go on. He couldn't really
be charging her with lunacy. She had to be mistaken about that. She was
Abraham Lincoln's wife! “How can it be this afternoon? I need a lawyer....”

“A lawyer has already been arranged for you, Mrs. Lincoln.”

“By whom?” Her voice sounded astoundingly calm in her own ears. She
remembered all those times back in Springfield, when people would come to
Lincoln's office asking for help. You could get a lawyer in a day, but seldom
in an hour.



Robert, she thought. Robert will know how to get me a lawyer. He's a
lawyer himself. He'll probably defend me; that way I won't have to spend any
money. Her mind was working slowly, clogged with a dreamlike confusion. It
was hard not to simply stare at the pattern of Mr. Swett's silver silk waistcoat.
She must keep her mind focused.

Then Swett's next words hit her like a spear in the chest. “By your son
Robert, Mrs. Lincoln. Now please.” He held out the writ to her and she fell
back another step, still refusing to touch it. Refusing to believe.

“Robert knows?” Her mouth felt like someone else's mouth as she said the
words. Robert knows, her mind repeated, like a litany that was crucially
important for reasons she couldn't recall. Robert knows. How could Robert
know, unless...?

A portion of Swett's vulpine face disappeared behind a fragment of
migraine fire. His beard waggled, temporarily with nothing above it. “Now,
Mrs. Lincoln, please. Surely you yourself must admit that much of your
behavior is not that of a sane woman.”

“I ‘must admit' nothing of the kind!” Her mind snapped clear and fury
bloomed in her, the blind rage that had all her life lain just beneath the
surface, taking her breath away. In a staggering vision of lucid clarity she saw
that all her fears had always been true, all her suspicions, all her wariness of
betrayal....She heard her own voice rise to a scream of hatred for them all.
“How dare you speak to me this way? It's Robert who put you up to this, isn't
it? It's Robert who thinks I'm insane, isn't it? He always has! Because I won't
put up with that cold little sourpuss he married! Because I want to travel and
see the world! Because he wants my money—"

“Mrs. Lincoln, please!”

“Because I see more of the world of the spirits than he does, and he
believes that only his view of our world can be right!”

“Mrs. Lincoln,” said Swett patiently, “all of this can be discussed at the
courthouse. That's what a hearing is for. Your son has consulted doctors, and
the doctors believe you to be insane.”

“What doctors?” Her voice twisted at the word. “They don't know me, they
haven't even spoken to me!”



“Mrs. Lincoln, look at this room—” He gestured around at the tight-drawn
curtains, the trunks piled high against the walls, the packages stacked on the
floor, on the table, on the bed all around the small area where she slept, when
she slept.

“You come into a lady's room unannounced and pronounce upon her sanity
because you did not give her the opportunity to make it presentable for
callers? Because you did not give her the option of replying that she was not
at home? For shame, sir! Did no one ever teach you that a gentleman sends up
his card to ask if his arrival is entirely convenient?”

“None of this is to the point.” Swett's voice had hardened. Mary, backing
from him like a mouse from a cat, saw him suddenly as an alien creature,
alien to her as Lincoln had sometimes appeared alien on those few occasions
when she'd seen him with other lawyers, wearing his calculating lawyer-face.
Hastily she pushed that memory of his cold craftiness from her. Of course he
hadn't been like them ever in any way! He'd been a saint....

“The judge and the jury are waiting for us at the courthouse. Your lawyer,
too, and the doctors who have heard an account of your case.” He took out his
watch again, and glanced at it significantly, as if, thought Mary, there weren't
four other clocks in the room, one of them purchased only last week....

“An account that you saw fit to give!” She hurled the words at him like
knives. “God knows what lies you've told them! Or did you even have to tell
them lies? Just bribe them, the way you have all your life bribed juries to rob
the poor!”

He didn't so much as flicker an eyelid at the barb. “You can come with me,
or these officers”—he gestured to the stone-faced men in the hall behind him
—“will bring you, whether you will or no. There are two carriages
downstairs. Unless you yield to me I will either have to seize you forcibly
myself, or these men will have to take you and bring you in handcuffs. Now
please, Mrs. Lincoln, put on your bonnet and come with me, as you usually
would. I'm sure you don't want there to be a scene in the lobby—"

“You are a scoundrel and a coward, and if my husband were alive he would
deal with you! Go home and take care of your own wife—about whom God
knows I've heard enough tales!—and leave me alone!”

She was trembling, and clutched at the corner of the cluttered dresser for



support. This has to be a dream, she thought, a nightmare. And, Robert
knows. Robert is having them do this thing. She felt the same nauseating fury
that she had when the stylish Washington hostesses would whisper behind her
back—or Washington newspapers would print, for all the world to read—that
she was a Confederate spy. That she slipped into Lincoln's office late at night
to steal Army plans to send to her brothers in Lee's forces across the river.
That she should be locked up.

She was surrounded by her enemies, as she had been all her life.

Through blinding tears she screamed, “Let me at least change my dress!”
for she was revoltingly conscious of the muck splattered on the hem of her
skirt and the stale smell of sweat in her bodice and chemise.

But Swett's hand was on her elbow, and Swett—glancing pointedly at his
watch again—was escorting her out the door. She yanked free of him, barely
able to see, her hands fumbling with the veils on her bonnet. Mr. Lincoln, she
wondered in rising panic, where was Mr. Lincoln? When the big prairie
lightning-storms frightened her, in that little cottage in Springfield, he'd come
striding home from his office through the pounding summer rain to be with
her....

He's dead, she remembered, the memory like yesterday, like a dagger in her
guts.

He's dead.
For a minute she smelled his blood on the shoulder of her dress.

The iron elevator doors clattered open. She wanted to explain to Swett how
dangerous elevators were, but caught herself: They'll use that to call me
insane. She held her breath in terror as the car rattled down.

Every word, every action, every glance will give them ammunition, as it did
in Washington when they all said I was a spy.

They passed through the lobby, Mary holding herself bolt upright, though
her head felt ready to explode. She pulled away, walked ahead of Swett as
though he were a servant, hiding her terror under scorn. It was early
afternoon: ladies in walking-dresses of summer silk clustered like flowers
around the doorway to the conservatory. She felt their glances like knives in



her back.
Enemies.

As Swett had promised, there were two carriages at the curb, though it
wasn't more than a street or two to the Cook County Courthouse. Single-horse
broughams, such as doctors drove—she could guess which was Swett's by the
spanking-new paint, the glossy youth of the well-mannered horse. What did
the novels all say? The poor thing was taken away in a closed carriage....

This can't be happening to me....

She was a Todd of Lexington, whose grandfathers had fought and defeated
British and Indians.

This can't be happening to me....
The terrible, agonizing realization of how alone she was.

Swett held out a gloved hand to help her in, for the step was high. It was as
if even the inanimate wood and steel mocked the shortness of stature that had
all her life been a bitter unchangeable fact.

Mary pulled her hand away. “I ride with you from compulsion,” she said
coldly, keeping her voice steady with an effort, “but I beg you not to touch
me.”

Swett climbed in. The carriage moved off with a jolt.



CHAPTER TWwO

o 3

Lexington, Kentucky July 1825
A CHILD CRIED IN THE DARK OF A SILENT HOUSE.

The breathing of the four other children in the bed was a presence more felt
than heard, but Mary knew they were asleep. Twelve-year-old Elizabeth, dark
and slim and efficient, had whispered reassuringly to the others as Mammy
Sally put them to bed, “Now the doctors are here Ma will be all right.” Six-
year-old Mary wasn't so sure of it.

On other nights in summer the house smelled of lamp-oil and the straw
matting on the floors, of the wet scent of the chestnut-trees behind it and now
and then smoke from the kitchen. Now the sticky darkness stank of medicines
and blood.

Just before Mammy Sally put the children to bed—Elizabeth, fragile eight-
year-old Frances, Mary, and tiny, fretful Ann, with little Levi in the trundle-
bed—their Granny Parker had come to the house, something she rarely did
after the sun had set. Their father had come down out of their mother's
bedroom with a branch of candles in hand, and had embraced his mother-in-
law with desperate intensity.

Dr. Warfield had arrived shortly after that, and Dr. Dudley; Mary had heard
their voices downstairs as Mammy was tucking the children in. As soon as the
old black nurse's candle disappeared down the stairs, Levi had crept up into
the bed with the girls, like a frightened puppy seeking the comfort of its litter-
mates. When the footsteps of the men vibrated on the stairs, and the door of
their mother's room opened and shut, Elizabeth had done her whispered best
to comfort them all.



Now Mary stared at where she knew the open door had to be in the
darkness, gaping into the still-deeper dark of the hall. Their new brother—
George, Elizabeth said his name was—still wailed untended, which meant
that Mammy had to be in the sickroom, too.

In time she could stand the uncertainty no longer. She feared the dark—
Mammy was full of tales about African demons and the Platt-Eye Devil that
lurked under beds—but she feared even more this state of not knowing.
Carefully, Mary slipped from Elizabeth's comforting arm and slithered to the
floor, a little white ghost in her nightdress, her auburn-bronze braids hanging
down her back. Silently she tiptoed to the door, and sat beside it in the pitch-
dark hall, listening to her infant brother cry, to the occasional half-heard
mumblings behind the closed sickroom door.

Once she heard her mother groan, and smelled fresh blood above the stale
odors of sickness. Elizabeth had told her that bleeding would bleed out the
sickness, but the smell made Mary's heart quake. Then after a long time the
scrape of a chair on the floor, and her father's voice, saying her mother's
name...

A thump, indistinct and dreadful, like something unknown and unspeakable
groping its way toward her in the dark. Mary pressed her hands to her mouth
and in her heart whispered the litany with which she'd tried on other nights to
keep the Platt-Eye Devil at bay: Hide me, oh my Savior, hide...

But whatever it was that the future held, it was rushing toward her and
there was no way she could hide.

The door down the hallway opened. Candlelight, and the redoubled smells
of sickness and blood. One of the doctors emerged with the candlestick in his
hand, and Granny Parker, bony and upright in her black dress. Then Mary's
father and another doctor, carrying between them a woman's body in a white
shift, her long dark braids trailing down to the floor. The shift was spattered
with blood and there were bandages on both arms. When Mary's father
stumbled a little, the woman's head lolled and Mary saw for the last time her
mother's face, pale with the ravages of sickness and death.



MARY'S EYES SNAPPED OPEN, THE TERROR OF THAT HOT DARK HALL jolting back
hard into the sticky-hot terror of the carriage as it stopped.

Leonard Swett said, “Here we are, Mrs. Lincoln.”

Mary had passed the massive gray stone walls of the Cook County
Courthouse almost daily since coming back to Chicago in March, and still felt
disoriented at the sight. Like everything on the street—in the whole of
downtown—it was unfamiliar to her, and the shock of seeing it made her
clench her small hands tight until her nails pinched the palms through the silk-
fine black kid of her gloves. I mustn't let them see. I mustn't let anyone see me
break down.

She was a Todd of Lexington, whose grandfathers had fought and defeated
British and Indians.

I won't give them that satisfaction.

The tension of her clenched jaw-muscles fired blinding snakes of light
through her vision. Her head swam—in addition to the migraine, she was
definitely having one of her “spells”—Why does it have to be now? I must
focus my mind, do something....They said I have a lawyer....

But terror of the blaze that had destroyed the city seemed to be branded
into her brain, tangling thoughts of the present with images of the past. Her
mother...the Fire...and Tad had died only weeks before the Fire. Choking out
his life, imploring her with sunken eyes, so like her husband's.

He'd left her to face the Fire alone. As they all had left her.

She pulled her hand away again from Mr. Swett's proffered help, hoping
she wouldn't stagger on her swollen feet as she stepped down that too-long
drop to the curb.

Preceded him in silence from the blinding heat of the sidewalk into the
dense gloom of the Courthouse's side door. She had to use the toilet again and
didn't dare ask for it, couldn't endure reducing herself before these haughty,
scornful men.

The courtroom was full of people.

She heard their voices as Mr. Swett and his guards led her along the



corridor, and her heart sank.

She should have realized there'd be an audience to her shame. Of course
word would get to the papers. It always did. And of course people would
show up, to gape, to listen, to have all the gossip to carry home to their
families or their cronies at the saloon. Gossip about the Confederate spy.
About Mr. Lincoln's crazy widow who never could keep her temper.
Vampires, ghouls, all of them...

Every chair in the room was full. An usher was already bringing in more
from other courtrooms, for those who waited, standing, around the doors.

Mary's whole body turned hot, then icily cold. She wanted to scream at
them, to curse them. How dared they treat her this way? She was Abraham
Lincoln's wife....

“Mrs. Lincoln...” Mr. Isaac Arnold came down the aisle between the
wooden chairs, a stringy grim-faced man with an untidy gray goatee. Her
heart leaped at the sight of him. He was her friend, Mr. Lincoln's old legal
colleague from his circuit-riding days.

“Mr. Arnold, what is the meaning of—?”

And she broke off as she saw the man behind him. A neat-featured man,
young and tall and becoming burly, his pouting rosebud mouth nearly hidden
under an immense light-brown mustache and his eyes, blue-green like hers—
like so many of the Todds'—filled with a calm neutrality in which wariness
flickered ever so slightly, his own version of the hated lawyer-face.

Of course it had to be, she thought with despair that held no surprise. Of
course he would be the one to betray me, to drive the knife into my heart.

A square, firm hand immaculately gloved in gray kid took hers, propelled
her toward the front of the room while Mr. Arnold hastened to join Swett by
the doors. Robert Todd Lincoln said nothing to her, and she was not going to
give the entire population of Chicago the satisfaction of screaming at her son
in front of them.

How dare you?

How could you?



Robert would have an explanation. He always did.

At the back of the courtroom Mr. Arnold was in conference with Swett, and
with a man whom Mary had recognized vaguely as Mr. Ayer, Swett's partner.
So he's on their side, she thought bitterly, and not my lawyer at all. Who have
they got for me, then?

For a ludicrous moment she wondered if Robert would be defending her
after all.

To save money, naturally. Her money, of which he was sole heir.
Robert, she thought, I am sorry....

Robert sat down next to her, at the small table that, in the United States,
constituted the “dock.” Though she would not look at him, Mary could smell
the pomade with which he combed his hair. She looked around the courtroom,
narrowing her eyes a little, trying desperately to discern faces through the
flashing scrim of migraine.

There were faces she knew—faces and forms, for as age blurred her sight
she had relied more and more on shape, color, and movement as much as on
features. Surely that was Mr. Turner of the Grand Pacific! He couldn't
possibly think she was insane! He'd said himself, those nights she'd gone to
him after nightmares, that several women of his acquaintance needed a hotel
maid to stay in their room through the dark hours....When things she heard or
saw in her strange spells of confusion frightened her, he'd said he understood,
had agreed that it was all perfectly normal....

And that was Mary Gavin, the stout maid who'd usually stay with her on
those terrifying nights when, all too often, she'd hear voices speaking out of
the walls and the floor. When dreams of fire would be so real to her that she
had to fight not to run out into the streets again, panting with terror. And Mrs.
Harrington, the housekeeper of the Grand Pacific, with her gray hair piled in a
pompadour eked out as usual with false switches....

The shock of seeing them turned Mary cold. Her fury snatched at all her
trusty weapons of sarcasm and mockery, all the secrets about them that she
had gleaned: For a girl whose brother is a simpleton you have little room to
talk....Why should the jury believe Irish trash? I never met an Irish servant
who didn't lie like Satan...Why don't you tell them about your father's



bankruptcy instead of about me?

But then they will say I'm crazy, she thought, forcing her rage back. If I
stand up and say Mrs. Harrington skims money to invest in railroad schemes,
I've seen Mr. Turner corner the housemaids in the linen-room, it won't help
me. It will just give Robert a chance to twist my words, to point out to them
how little self-control I have. I have to think....

There was one of those moments of quiet that sometimes fall on buzzing
rooms, and she heard Mr. Arnold say quite clearly, “...doubt the propriety of
my being on this case at all.”

“May I remind you,” said Swett icily, “of the necessity to have this case
over with swiftly? Before there is further embarrassment for all? Back out,
and you will put into her head that she can get some mischievous lawyer to
make us trouble and defend her. Do your duty.”

But it was only when she saw Mr. Arnold coming back down the aisle
toward the dock that Mary understood that this friend of her husband—this
man to whom she had recently given a complete set of Shakespeare, in
gratitude for his support of her during her grief—was in fact going to be her
defender.

Do your duty, Swett had ordered him....

Arnold sat on the other side of Robert, so that to speak to him, Mary would
have to speak across her son.

The bailiff was saying, “All rise for Judge Wallace...the Court of Cook
County is now in session....”

Some of the pounding in Mary's head had now diminished, buried under
the warm featherbedding of medicine. Even the itching, the burning pain in
her privates didn't seem so bad. But it was hard to concentrate; her mind kept
slipping to other thoughts, old memories and dreams, then pulling back in
shock so intense that it was easy to slide away again.

I am not insane!

She felt as if, for some inexplicable reason, everyone had started saying she
was a black woman, when she could look at her hands, look at her face in the
mirror, and see herself as white as she had been yesterday, as white as they....



“I was first called to attend to Mrs. Lincoln in November of 1873 at the
home of her son, Mr. Robert Todd Lincoln,” declared Dr. Willis Danforth, a
stubby and businesslike little man whom Mary chiefly remembered for
nodding offhandedly throughout her account of her physical symptoms
(“Nervousness is only to be expected of the female system,” he'd said, and
hadn't taken a single note), and the unquestionable garishness of his watch-
fobs.

“She was at the time suffering from a derangement of the nervous system,
and a fever in her head.”

I was suffering every day from blinding headaches, you self-important dolt,
as I've suffered all my life!

“She said that the spirit of a dead Indian was at work inside her head,
drawing wires from her eyes—especially the left one—and from the bones of
her cheeks. She said that she saw him quite clearly....”

I did! He was there! He's there now, waiting for me with his pincers....

Of course the spirits of the dead are present, are all around us. If the
benevolent ones help us and aid us, is it not just as reasonable to suppose that
there are spirits of malice who torment us?

“These symptoms were undoubtedly rooted in a physical cause, and under
my care they decreased gradually and I ceased to see her. In March of last
year, however, I was called back to attend upon Mrs. Lincoln, who was again
suffering from a debility of the nervous system, with hallucinations. She
claimed that her deceased husband had told her that she would die on the
sixth of September, and this time I could discern no physical cause for her
symptoms beyond an abnormal nervous state.”

Mary flinched, recalling as if through clouds of gauze the desperate
obsession that had possessed her all through that grilling summer. Mr. Lincoln
had told her, she thought. Had whispered it in her ear, when the candles' light
lengthened in her darkened parlor. She would die when she reached the age
that he had been when he died. I will see you on the sixth of September, he'd
said, and her heart had leaped with joy.

She had been alone, and frantically lonely that summer. Her mind had
turned and turned again to that date, with a nervous terror and readiness that



would not let her sit still....

She'd been afraid—mnot of death, but of dying. How could she not be, when
she remembered with such clarity the horror of his face, like old ivory in the
candlelight of that crowded little bedroom, the immense black-red bruise
around his right eye where the bullet lodged? When she woke up in the night
hearing at the edge of her consciousness the ragged, painful gasps of his
failing breath? When she remembered poor Tad, trying to breathe,
remembered how Willie had cried and twisted with the fever that ate him like
a monster on those stormy icy nights...

And then nothing had happened. The sixth of September came and went.
She didn't know why. For weeks she had stayed in her room at the Grand
Pacific, with the curtains drawn, nursing her headaches and her anxiety—her
disappointment—with Godfrey's Cordial and Nervine.

“At Mr. Robert Lincoln's request I called upon his mother again on the
eighth of May 1875, ten days ago, at her room in the Grand Pacific Hotel,”
Danforth droned on. “She spoke of her stay in Florida, of the scenery and the
pleasant time she had had there, of the manners and customs of the Southern
people. She appeared at the time to be in excellent health, and her former
hallucinations appeared to have passed away. She said that her reason for
returning from Florida was that she was not well.”

“And no mention was made of her fears for her son's health?” asked the
lawyer Ayer. “Nor of the telegrams she had sent begging him to ‘hold on' until
she could reach his side?”

“No, none. I was somewhat startled when she told me that an attempt had
been made to poison her on her journey back. She said she was very thirsty,
and at a way-station not far from Jacksonville she took a cup of coffee in
which she discovered poison. She said she drank it, and took a second cup,
that the overdose might cause her to vomit....”

Mary felt her whole face and body grow hot at the bald relation of her
story. She remembered vomiting at that station, after two cups of coffee, and
remembered wondering if the coffee had been poisoned. But for the life of her
could not remember why she'd spoken of it to Danforth, of all people. During
his visit she'd felt on the edge of one of her spells, she recalled, and her
recollection was hazy, like watching someone else. Like so many things she
said, that she wished later with all her heart she hadn't said....



“I could see no traces of her having taken poison, and on general topics her
conversation was rational.”

“But you are of the opinion that Mrs. Lincoln is insane?”
“Yes,” said Dr. Danforth. “I am of the opinion that Mrs. Lincoln is insane.”

“Your witness,” said Mr. Ayer, bowing to Arnold as he walked back to his
seat.

“No questions,” said Mr. Arnold.

Mary was so breathless with shock and outrage—No questions after that?
—that she could not speak, could not take it in, could think of nothing to do or
say.

“On April first of this year I encountered Mrs. Lincoln in the third-floor
hallway of the hotel at ten o'clock in the evening,” said Mr. Turner, the
manager of the Grand Pacific Hotel. “She was very carelessly dressed, with a
shawl over her head....”

Of course I was carelessly dressed. I was probably on my way to the toilet
down the hall! Mary made the trip sometimes seven or eight times a night, to
her aching humiliation. All her life she had been one of those people who
needed the toilet frequently, especially at night. One could use a chamber pot
in the room only so many times. Then those awful, agonizing minutes of
listening and surreptitious watching for the corridor to be vacant, the hasty
sneaking down the hall....

One of her greatest grievances in the stinginess of Congress in the matter of
her husband's pension—one of her deepest resentments at Robert and that fat
oily moneybag Judge Davis, who'd probated her husband's estate—had been
that their combined machinations had prevented her from having enough
money to own her own house and dispense with such humiliating nighttime
expeditions.

But that, too, was something she could not say to anyone. The newspapers
had mocked her so viciously at the time—“So much for womanly gentleness
and obedience,” one had commented—that she dreaded even to think about
bringing the matter up again.

“...insisted that the whole South Side of Chicago was in flames. She asked



me to accompany her back to her room, and complained that a man was
communicating with her through the wall of her room.”

Mary stared at him, shocked. She dreamed often of voices speaking to her
through the walls and the floor, but could remember nothing of actually
telling Turner this. He's making it up, she thought. He has to be making it

up....

“She said that she had a note from a Mr. Shoemaker in room 137, asking
her to visit him. Although there is no room 137 in the hotel, she insisted that
we seek him: we went to rooms 127, 107, and 27. Then she asked me if she
could be allowed to stay in some other lady's room, as she feared that the
hotel was going to burn down....”

It's a lie! Mary screamed within her mind, baffled and aghast. I never said
such things.

Dreamed them, yes, sometimes...Shoemaker was the name of that sad-eyed
graying gentleman who had been at the Spiritualist gatherings in St.
Catherine's, in Canada, the summer before last. She remembered him quite
well, for he, like her, had lost his wife and all but one of his children. He, like
her, had been seeking, desperately, for years, to hear them speak, to know
they remembered him beyond the grave....

“So great was Mrs. Lincoln's conviction that the city was on fire that she
ordered me to dispatch her trunks to the shipping-office in Milwaukee to be
safe.”

The Fire, thought Mary, shivering as fear rolled over her again in a blinding
wave. The memory of running through the night streets, blind with smoke. Of
shrieking voices, and the crash of shop windows breaking. Of men staggering
from empty houses with bedsheets bulging with silver and jewelry. Of a man
hurling a glass of liquor at a girl whose hair was on fire. Of a corpse in the
gutter with his head smashed in, staring up at her with accusing eyes.

“Your witness,” said Mr. Ayer.
“No questions.”

Another surge of sick terror washed through Mary, as she stared
disbelievingly at Arnold. He didn't even look at her. Nor did Robert, staring



resolutely ahead of him, his hands folded and his mouth set. They're not going
to ask any questions, Mary realized. Robert hired Arnold the way he hired
Swett and Ayer—to make it look like a trial. Arnold thinks I'm as mad as the
others do.

She felt as if the chair—slightly too tall for her short legs, as all chairs were
—swayed under her with the force of this shock. She couldn't imagine what
she could do in this situation. For a moment the hilarious irony of it struck
her. All my life I've been surrounded by lawyers—all Mr. Lincoln's friends
were lawyers....Why can't I get a lawyer when I need one?

A man she'd never seen before was on the stand. She hadn't caught his
name, but he was relating how the symptoms described to him by Robert two
days previously in Robert's office were definitely the symptoms of madness.
Her extravagant spending not only bordered on mania, it was a symptom of
mania....

Then go arrest John D. Rockefeller for lunacy! Or John Jacob Astor! Put
Potter Palmer the millionaire on trial, with his purchase of all those paintings
and statues!

Her uncontrollable rages, long attested in the public press, her
uncontrollable grief...tragic, yes...

Tragic? You have the brains blown out of the one you most love on earth,
his shattered head falling bloody to your shoulder, and see what it does to
your nerves, sir!

Other doctors followed one another to the stand. The symptoms Robert had
described to them undoubtedly pointed to madness. The crazed alternation
between parsimony and extravagance, the attempt—which all in the court
would clearly remember—to sell off the used and soiled gowns she'd worn as
First Lady, and the scandal that had followed in the newspapers. Her
monomania about trying to contact the spirits of her husband and sons. (And
Robert's embarrassment—Ilet's not forget that!) “The false sensuous
impressions of the mediums force too much blood to the brain, predisposing
Spiritualists to lunacy. And it is well known that the female system is by its
very nature more prone to nervous debility than the male, being far more
intimately connected with the organs of generation....”

The heat in the courtroom was like an oven. Even the men on the jury—



stern-faced respectable-looking men in heavy frock-coats and tight cravats—
were sweating, and under her layers of black mourning crape and whalebone
corsetry, Mary's body was consumed with itches and pain.

“...unnatural fear of fire gives great cause for concern, for the insane will
frequently leap from windows in a delusional attempt to escape...”

“No questions.”

Unnatural fear? Were none of you driven out of your homes by the Fire?
Didn't any of you have to flee to the lakeside, to be crushed and shoved by
those screaming crowds as they waded out into the black stinking water?

Am I the only one who remembers that?

“Mrs. Lincoln's closet is piled full of packages, which she has never
opened, but are just as they came from the store....”

“Mrs. Lincoln goes out shopping once a day and sometimes twice, and her
closet and her room are filled with packages which she never opens. Yes, on
the nights when she has me sleep in her room she says that she hears voices
coming through the walls, and she's scared to go to sleep. When she goes to
the washroom she says people watch her through a tiny little window
there....No, sir, there's no window in that washroom....”

“...called me to Mrs. Lincoln's room, and she asked me to take her down
and show her the tallest man in the dining-room....”

“On the twelfth of March of this year”—this was Mr. Edward Isham,
Robert's law partner—*“I received a frantic telegram from Mrs. Lincoln, who
was then in Florida. The telegram stated her belief that her son was ill and
dying, and that she would start for Chicago at once. Of course Mr. Lincoln
was nothing of the kind, and though the telegraphers and superintendent at the
Western Union office in Jacksonville attempted to dissuade Mrs. Lincoln, she
and her nurse boarded a train to return to this city.”

Face crimson with shame, Mary stole a glance at Robert. That obsession,
like the desperate belief that she would die last year, seemed so strange to her
now. Yet she remembered the intensity of her conviction, the frantic fear that
Robert—the only one she had left—would leave her. Someone had warned
her in a dream....



I only did it from fear that you would leave me, too!
That you would leave me the way everyone has left me....
Last of all, Robert Todd Lincoln took the stand.

“For a long time I have suspected that my mother is not sane. She has
shown signs of hysteria and nervous disability for as long as I can
remember....”

He looked very pale but extremely composed, and spoke absolutely without
the hesitations, the nervous interpolations of “um” and “you see” that so many
of the other witnesses had used. It was the professional fluency of a lawyer, of
a man supremely used to public speaking—of a man who has planned out in
advance his every word and his every pause. Mary remembered Abraham
Lincoln speaking before juries, every word honed and ready and without the
slightest impression of being prepared in advance—speaking the way
everyone wished they could speak in an argument.

“On one occasion she spent $600 on lace curtains; on another, $450 on
three watches which she gave to me, for which I had no use. She spent $700
on jewelry last month, $200 on soaps and perfumes, though she has no home
in which to hang curtains, trunks full of dresses which she never wears, and
she has not worn jewelry since my father's death, ten years ago.”

And while we're on the subject of money, thought Mary, why don't you
mention the nearly $10,000 in real estate that I've given you? The $6,000 in
bonds from Tad's inheritance from his father? The $5,000 for your law
library? Why don't you mention the interest-free loans I've made to you for
your real-estate speculations?

Surely I can buy curtains for a house that I don't yet own?

Not that it's any of your business, or anyone's, what I spend my money
on....

Her eyes burned with tears. Robert's image blurred and only his voice
remained, the voice of the chilly, reasonable boy who had seemed so apart
from his younger brothers, who had spoken to her even as a child with such
formality.

The boy who had begged to be allowed to go into the Army, because so



many others at Harvard had gone. Because people looked at him, and
whispered: Lincoln started this war and yet he keeps his son back where it's
sdfe.

How could I let him go into the Army to die?

The boy whose whole life she had shaped, with that single lie that she
would give anything not to have told.

The heat in the courtroom was so intense she felt she would die. Her head
pounded, and rising through the pain the anxiety and depression that always
followed on one of her dreamy spells; the frantic desire to hide in darkness, to
be alone, to quaff one more spoonful of medicine to take the edge off her pain
and her grief.

“Certainly I was in excellent health on the twenty-fifth of March and
remain so. I met my mother's train and urged her to stay with me at my home
on Wabash Avenue, at least while my wife was away, for admittedly my wife
and my mother do not get along.”

As if anyone could get along with that sneaking, cold-blooded hussy!

“She refused and took a room instead at the Grand Pacific Hotel, much
against my wishes. Mr. Turner was so good as to give me the room next to
hers, where I remained until early in April. I observed many times my mother
wandering about the halls in a very disordered state....”

I was on my way to the toilet, you ignorant blockhead! Doesn't that
precious wife of yours ever piss?

“On the night of the first of April I stopped her when she would have gone
down into the lobby in such a state, and she screamed at me, ‘You are going
to murder me."”

“Oh, that is a lie!” gasped Mary, though in fact she had only the dimmest
recollections of wandering in the halls. So often she dreamed of such
searchings—such fears...

“I told her that if she continued such proceedings that I would leave the
hotel; and so at length I did. However, since I knew that my mother habitually
went about with at least $10,000 in bonds concealed in a purse sewn into her
petticoats—"



And how did you know 1 still did that, unless you were paying the hotel
servants to spy on me?

“—1 hired detectives of the Pinkerton Agency to follow her and make sure
that she came to no harm.”

I knew it! Through the hammering of the heat, through the blinding pain
and the sick waves of anxiety and shock, betrayal was only beginning now to
penetrate to her inner thoughts. I knew I was being followed, being watched!

You spy on me and then you call me crazy for believing that I am being
spied on!

She looked around her, wondering if any of the men on the jury—those
cold-featured respectable men who hadn't the imagination to realize that there
were worlds of spirit beyond what could be bought and sold, those grim-
hearted brokers and bankers who thought that a woman was insane if she
believed that love endured beyond death—understood what had just been
said. They were too far off for her to read their faces clearly, but one or two of
them were nodding wisely, approving of this evidence of Robert's care for her.

Or his care for her $10,000 in bonds, which would be subtracted from his
inheritance if she were to be robbed.

“Any implication that I might be seeking to obtain control of my mother's
affairs is unreasonable, because I already manage her affairs. In fact, I
telegraphed her the money that enabled her return from Florida.”

Another lie! She shook her head angrily.

“I have no doubt my mother is insane. She has long been a source of great
anxiety to me. She has no home and no reason to make these purchases.”

Always money, she thought. Robert's mind always returned to money. His,
hers, what Mr. Lincoln had left to them—which Robert had held on to as long
as he possibly could, Robert and Robert's obese and crafty mentor Judge
Davis. Was that because his first memories must be of those earliest days of
her marriage to Mr. Lincoln, when they lived in a single rented room in the
Globe Tavern in Springfield and she was in constant fear of further
destitution, in constant shame when she saw her former friends rattle by in
carriages?



Money, and the fact that she would not do as he wanted her to.
“Your witness, Mr. Arnold.”

Mary turned in fury to her attorney—now separated from her only by
Robert's vacated chair—but Arnold wasn't looking at her. He was looking at
Robert, meeting his eyes across the small space of the front of the courtroom
that separated them.

“No questions,” he said.



CHAPTER THREE

o 3

THE JURY DELIBERATED FOR BARELY TEN MINUTES. WHEN ROBERT stepped down
from the stand and returned to his seat beside her he held out his hands to her;
Mary turned her face from him. His face was pale and streaked with tears—
Robert had always, she reflected, been able to talk himself into feeling
whatever emotion was most appropriate for the situation.

Of course a man who's been forced to hold his mother up to the scorn and
ridicule of the entire city of Chicago—the entire nation, thanks to the press—
would shed tears on the witness stand. How else could he make himself the
victim, instead of me?

She could imagine—as Robert undoubtedly could, too—what the
newspapers would say of a son who didn't shed tears on the witness stand as
he asked the Court to lock his mother up.

“To think that my son would do this to me,” she said.

The courtroom was like a slow oven. Beneath layers of wool crape and
black veiling Mary felt her flesh sticky, and burning as if dipped in acid. As
the gentle effect of the medicine subsided the pain in her head mounted,
confusing her. She couldn't bear the thought of asking Arnold—traitor, Judas,
hypocrite!—if she might seek out the toilets....Would they have a Pinkerton
agent follow her there?

Just get back to my room, she thought desperately. Just get away, out of the



light, into the comforting dimness....The frantic anxiety she had felt in the
street that morning returned, the aching need for medicine, the terror of more
pain to come. Back to my room...

And she startled in shock. What if I can't go back?
What if they find me insane?

Until this moment it had never truly occurred to her that this hideous
ordeal, this hotbox redolent of the stinks of sweaty wool suiting and cheap
pomade, was anything more than a single awful afternoon....

What if they lock me up? Put me in a cell like a prisoner, chained to the
walls like the people in pictures I've seen? Hide me and forget me, like Mr.
Rochester's wife in Jane Eyre?

Her eyes shot to Robert—who was talking to Swett and Ayer and casting
venomous glances at the reporters—and into her mind flashed a memory, the
memory of those awful months after her son Willie's death. Willie had died in
February: Mary had remained in bed herself for weeks, and as much as six
months later the grief had still returned in blinding waves of incapacitating
weeping. She remembered how after trying vainly to comfort her, her
husband had led her gently to the window of the summer cottage where they
were staying.

Mother, do you see that large white building on the hill yonder? She could
still hear that high, husky voice, that could carry like a trumpet when he spoke
to a crowd, soft now like a troubled lullaby. Could still conjure back the light
firmness of that enormous hand on the small of her back. The new lunatic
asylum was only partially visible from the windows of the Soldiers' Home—
the stone cottage to which the President's family retired during the sticky
horrors of Washington summers—but Mary knew what it was.

She could hear beneath the gentleness of Lincoln's voice how frightened he
was, how helpless in the face of a grief whose blackness he understood
himself, far too well. You must try to control your grief, or it will drive you
mad and we may have to send you there.

He never would have. She knew that as clearly as she knew her name.

Not to an asylum. Like those hideous reports she had read of patients being



doused with icy water or chained behind bars like animals, or like that
dreadful story by Mr. Poe...

And I'm not mad....

At first she thought nothing of the scraping of chairs, the sudden rise of
voices. It has to be the reporters getting excited about something.

But when she saw Robert hastily return to his seat, and Arnold gathering
his papers, she swung around and saw the jury filing back into their box.

But they only just left!

The horrible suspicion seized her that one of her spells had come on her
again. Time telescoped during those episodes. Hours could pass in the
daydream of what felt like moments. But a glance at the courtroom clock, at
the hot gold angle of light high on the wall, showed her that no, in fact only
ten minutes had gone by.

“Gentlemen, have you reached a verdict?” The judge didn't look at her.
Mary found herself trembling all over, struggling not to scream, not to start
flinging things at Robert—books, pens, Arnold's useless and untouched
papers....

“We have, Your Honor. This jury finds that Mrs. Lincoln is insane—"
No.

“—and though she is neither suicidal nor homicidal—”

No!

“—she is a fit person to be confined to an asylum.”

Reporters came crowding up. Swett, Arnold, Robert, and the two Pinkerton
men—Where were you when my husband was killed? she wanted to scream at
them—formed up around her, thrust their way through them to the back of the
room. Mary stumbled in that circle of male shoulders, dark frock-coats
smelling of tobacco and Macassar oil, the faces around her a blur.

Robert was speaking to her. Introducing her to a grave-faced man with a
splendid chestnut beard, who had testified so learnedly about the vicious



effects of Spiritualism and “theomania.” I believe Mrs. Lincoln to be insane
from the account given to me by Mr. Robert Lincoln in his office....

“...Dr. Richard Patterson,” Robert was saying. “Dr. Patterson operates a
private sanitarium in Batavia.”

“You mean a madhouse.” Mary's voice sounded flat in her own ears, and
queerly alien, as if someone else were speaking.

Robert's eyes shifted, but Dr. Patterson said, “Bellevue Place is a pleasant
house where people can rest and get better, Mrs. Lincoln. We think you'll be
very comfortable there.”

She opened her mouth to snap, And it doesn't matter what I think?
And then realized, No, it doesn't.

You're a madwoman. You must go where they send you, and do what you're
told.

Forever.

Trembling, she said, “You set this up between you, didn't you? You had a
prison all ready for me before we ever walked into this courtroom.”

While her heart whispered to her, It was my doing. my punishment. My
shame. No more than my deserving...

Reporters were craning to listen. Calmly, as if she had said nothing, Robert
said, “Mr. Arnold and I will escort you to Bellevue Place tomorrow, Mother.
I've taken a room next to yours at the Grand Pacific for tonight. But first,
Mother, I must insist that you turn over to me the bonds that you have been
carrying with you—"

“The ones you bribed chambermaids to tell you about? Or did you peek
through the keyholes at me yourself? That's what you wanted all along, wasn't
it? To get hold of my money?”

Robert raised his voice just slightly, though he didn't even glance at the
purposefully loitering members of the press. “You're talking foolishly,
Mother. You know I've always had the management of your affairs. And you
also know that it's dangerous to carry them on your person as you do. Of



course I will write you a proper receipt....”

“Surely,” put in Swett in his silky voice, “you would wish to spare yourself
the humiliation of having the sheriff take the bonds from you by force, Mrs.
Lincoln?”

She rounded on him. “Robert will never have anything of mine!”
“Then perhaps you would prefer to hand them over to Mr. Arnold?”

“I will not hand them to anyone! And I'm sure,” she added, “that since—as
all the world now knows, thanks to your paid testimony, sir—I carry the
bonds in my underclothing, even my son wouldn't wish me to be indelicate in
the presence of all the people in the courtroom. Now I'm hot, and tired, and I
wish to go back to my room—or do you propose to chain me now in a cage,
and feed me through the bars?”

“Of course you will be allowed to go back to your room, Mother,” said
Robert unhappily.

“Once you promise to give Mr. Arnold the bonds when we arrive there,”
added Swett.

“He can have what he likes.” Mary's voice cracked and she forced it steady,
forced herself not to give them even the smallest satisfaction. Hating them,
and hating Robert most of all. “Take from me what he likes. Only let me go
back.”

Leaving the courthouse was like those dreams she'd had as a girl, of
attending her classes at Ward's Academy and discovering in the midst of
recitation that she was still in her nightgown....

They used to let people tour madhouses and stare at the lunatics, she
thought, dizzily sinking into the upholstery of Swett's closed brougham,
sweating in pain at every jolt of the pavement. Do they still? Evening was
beginning to come on, though the bustle of pedestrians and vehicles on Clark
Street was worse, if anything, than it had been in the heat of the afternoon. A
breath of breeze from the lake brought a little freshness, but not one jot of
relief. We think you'll be comfortable there....

No. Not that.



She closed her eyes and wondered how much it would hurt to die.

With stony dignity she stepped out of her group of escorts—Swett, Arnold,
the two faithful Pinkertons, and a very uncomfortable-looking Mary Gavin,
whom they'd gathered up on their way through the Grand Pacific lobby—and
into the ladies' toilets down the hall from her room. Blessed relief—blessed,
blessed silence, stillness, privacy away from staring eyes and whispering
men...

They were all waiting in the hall for her when she came out. She almost
laughed at their clumsy unease.

“The bonds,” Swett reminded her as she unlocked the door of her room. He
reached to take the key from her but she closed it tight in her palm.

“You shall have nothing from me, sir. My husband left me those bonds....”

“I'm sure Mr. Lincoln would not have left them to you had he known you
were going to walk around Chicago with ten thousand dollars' worth pinned
in your petticoats!”

Her head splitting, her stomach queasy with the aftermath of migraine and
medicine, her whole body trembling with exhaustion, Mary shouted at them,
raged at them, backed into a corner of the dark suffocating room with its
crowded packages and high-piled trunks. But they did not leave, would not
leave. They stayed, argued, insisted, and refused to listen when she begged
them to leave, begged them to let her alone, to let her rest. At last, sick and
dizzy and shaking, Mary retreated to a corner among the trunks and pulled up
her heavy overskirt, so that Arnold could tear the bonds out of the pocket
sewn to her petticoat.

Then they left, all except Mary Gavin, who settled in her usual chair, as she
did all those nights when Mary could not sleep and paid the stolid Irishwoman
to spend the night in her room with her.

The bonds were gone.
Her money was gone.

She was helpless. She was exactly where she had all her life feared she
would one day be: penniless. And alone.



This is what it is, she thought, frantic, exhausted, fighting with all her
strength not to collapse in tears, to be a madwoman.

It is to be a child again, without a penny, with no place to live but what they
give you and no place to go but what they permit.

I am not insane!

She lay for a long time on the bed, her hands pressed to her mouth, her face
turned to the wall, burningly conscious of the woman on the other side of the
cluttered room.

Always watched. Never alone.

The sharp curve of her stays gouged her ribs as she drew in a breath, let it
out.

She thought, with aching longing, of the medicines in the cabinet, of their
promise of sweet sleep and oblivion.

But if she slept, she thought, she'd only wake in the morning with Robert
and that hateful Dr. Patterson at the door, waiting to take her to the madhouse.

If she slept, she'd lose whatever time she had to act before Robert arrived to
spend the night in the next room.

She took another breath, and sat up. “I'm going down the hall,” she
announced.

Mary Gavin hastily screwed the top back onto the little flask she'd
withdrawn from her reticule, tucked it away out of sight.

“You don't have to come with me,” added Mary, getting to her feet. “I won't
be long.” She knew the maid never liked to get out of her chair once she'd
settled in with her little nips of gin. Through the curtained window, light still
lingered in the airshaft. It was seven o'clock. Here downtown, most shops
remained open until eight, and those within the hotel itself until ten.

Her heart beat fast as she opened the door, praying the maid didn't see—
black against the black of her mourning dress, in the dense dimness of the
room's single gas jet—that she had her reticule with her, her reticule that had
in it, now, all the money she had in the world.



She prayed it would be enough.

The Pinkerton men got to their feet and one of them hastily stashed the
Police Gazette in his pocket. Coldly, Mary informed them, “I am going down
to Squair's Pharmacy in the lobby, to get some medicine for my neuralgia. I
shall be back in a few minutes.”

The two men glanced at one another uncertainly and she walked off down
the corridor, head high. One of them put on his bowler hat and followed her;
Mary stopped, turned back and leveled a freezing glare at him, a glare that
only the students of a select Female Academy such as Madame Mentelle's of
Lexington, Kentucky, could muster.

Cowed, the man hesitated, fell back, and though he followed her—
lumbering rapidly down the stairs as she steeled herself to take the elevator—
he kept his distance.

And that, Mary knew, would be enough.

“] WOULD LIKE TWO OUNCES EACH OF LAUDANUM AND CAMPHOR, SIR.” Her voice
sounded reasonable, if rather flat and distant—it was astonishing, she thought,
how difficult it was to sound normal when one was trying to sound normal.
What was “normal-sounding,” anyway? The doctors in the courtroom that
afternoon had seemed to be very sure of it. She thought Mr. Squair's clerk
looked at her oddly—had she sounded too normal?—and she added, “I suffer
from neuralgia of the shoulder, and bathe it in laudanum and camphor for
relief.”

“Of course, Mrs. Lincoln. Just a moment, please.”

The clerk, a young man with a mustache that made him look like a terrier,
disappeared through a white-painted door into the room behind the counter.
Mary stared at her reflection in the mirrors that caught the last daylight from
the lobby, the gas jets that were just beginning to be lit throughout the Grand
Pacific Hotel. For two months now she'd been in and out of Mr. Squair's
pharmacy, which opened out of the lobby. It was more expensive than Dole's
Pharmacy three blocks down Clark Street, but when her migraines were upon



her she was willing to pay almost anything, just to be able to purchase
medicine and go quietly to her room. In the mirrors she could see the
Pinkerton agent—the fatter of the two, like an immense squash in his cheap
mustard-colored suit—in the lobby, looking around him unhappily.

Let him look, she thought. He can't stop me. If he tries to come in here I
shall complain....

To whom?

She was a madwoman. She was going to be sent to an asylum in the
morning. She had only tonight left to her.

Had she dreamed that hideous trial, the way she dreamed and re-dreamed
about the Fire? About her mother's death? About that last night in the
theater...

It would not be the first time that she'd acted on some too-vivid dream.
No. The Pinkerton man was proof of that.

“I'm sorry, Mrs. Lincoln.” The clerk re-emerged from the white door. “We
—er—the medicine will take a half hour to make up. If you can—please
come back in thirty minutes.”

“Thirty minutes?” Mary's temper snapped. “That's outrageous! I can't
possibly wait thirty minutes! I'm in pain....Thirty minutes for something you
only have to pour out of a bottle? Is Mr. Squair here?”

“No, ma'am. He just—he's having his supper—he went home to have his
supper....”

The clerk was trying to sound normal, too.

Mary caught at her temper, breathing hard. Waiting infuriated her, but
lashing out at Mr. Squair would only cost her time and draw attention to her.
Much as she would have liked to get this officious young lout fired, she knew
time was what she did not have. Robert might arrive any minute. If he came
before she could procure the laudanum, he would never let her go....

He would never let her go anywhere again.



She drew a deep breath and said—still trying to sound normal—“When I
come back, young man, I shall have some words to say to Mr. Squair about
your incompetence and rudeness to a good paying customer! I have never
been so ill-treated in my life!”

There were two entrances to Squair's, which formed a corner between the
main lobby and the hotel's side entrance onto Quincy Street. Mary stormed
out the secondary door before the Pinkerton in the squash-colored suit could
react—really, it was no wonder that murdering beast was able to shoot my
husband, with blockheads of that stamp for his defense!—and through the
hotel's side door.

There was the usual line of cabs drawn up along the curb on Clark Street
and it was no time to count pennies. Mary climbed into one and said, “Rogers
and Smith drugstore, please.” It was only about a block, but this wasn't the
first time she'd taken a cab that short distance. The cabmen didn't like it, but
there was no time to waste.

“Shall T wait for you, ma'am?” The driver's voice had the flat vowels of
Kentucky. One of the legs propped on the cab's dash was wooden, gone just
below the knee. Mary wondered which side he had fought on.

“Of course you shall wait; I'm not in any condition to walk back to the
hotel.” With traffic as heavy as it was this time of the evening she would have
done better to walk, but she was exhausted and in her tight shoes her swollen
feet felt as if someone were trying to cut them off at the ankles. The clerk at
Rogers and Smith was even stupider and more incompetent than the one at
Mr. Squair's. He was gone so long in the back room that Mary left before he
even came out, consumed with the fear that the Pinkerton agent would come
in, would stop her, would drag her back to the hotel and her guards.

Of course, she thought, I can always tell him the truth, that Squair's stupid
young man wasn't able to fill the order. That my shoulder was hurting so
badly I had to seek relief elsewhere. They can't quarrel with that. Even Robert
can't quarrel with that....

“Dole's Pharmacy,” she told the cab driver, and the cab lurched away into
the thick mill of carriages and drays in the street.

It was dark now, the white glare of the gaslights making the faces of
passersby seem harsh, and alien beyond belief. Staring out the cab window,



Mary shuddered at that wall of humanity—going where? Doing what?
Tomorrow it would be in all the newspapers: “Wife of Lincoln Found Insane.”
That morning she had cursed at them for not knowing who she was—such
unfeeling anonymity seemed a blessing to her now.

And by tomorrow afternoon, she thought, it would be “Emancipator’s
Widow Dead.”

She pressed her hands to her lips, and closed her eyes. They said suicides
went straight to Hell. But in the dark parlors where spirits knocked and
whispered in the shadows, she had heard the souls themselves give the lie to
those joyless preachers and their mistaken ideas of faith. I will not go, she
thought. Robert wants my money, well, he may have it: it's all going to him in
my will in any case. Rather than be a prisoner for the rest of my life—rather
than be stared at, pointed at, hear them whisper “That is Abraham Lincoln's
widow, and now she's gone mad, poor thing,” I will simply depart. It can't be
so terribly difficult. Everyone says that one just slips away.

And it is no more than I deserve....

And for an instant she was twenty-four again, with the heavy strength of a
man's body lying on top of hers. Feeling the rough power of those enormous
hands caressing her, seeing firelight reflected in the desperate darkness of
deep-set gray eyes.

At Dole's they refused her outright. Time was passing—Robert might
arrive at the hotel at any minute—so she did not argue. Would an account of
her lunacy have come out in the newspapers already? Why else would they
look at her that way, would refuse to sell her laudanum when they'd done so
before? She didn't argue. She returned to her cab and ordered him back to the
hotel, praying that Mr. Squair wouldn't give her any more trouble.

He didn't, though the cab driver as usual demanded far more than a ride of
three blocks was worth: “You'll take fifty cents and like it,” snapped Mary,
feeling as if her skull were about to split. “In my day gentlemen did not
haggle with ladies over the cost of services. Your mother would be ashamed
of you.” She turned and swept up the steps of the hotel before he could reply,
trembling with anxiety and rage.

The bottle Mr. Squair gave her was labeled LAunaANuM—PoIsoN and she
drank it on the second-floor landing. She hadn't eaten since lunch and her



head throbbed, her feet stabbed with pain as if every small bone in them had
been broken. As always she felt, as she climbed the stairs, that she'd safely
negotiated some terrible countryside filled with dangers, that she was
approaching the place where she was safe, where she could rest....

From the top of the stair she could see the remaining Pinkerton man by the
door of her room, talking with Mary Gavin. Gossiping about me, she thought.
Whispering how I did or said this, that, or the other. They're all the same.

Mary Gavin's testimony on the stand stung her, how she'd blithely babbled
to everyone in Chicago about Mary's nightmares, and the things she'd
confided to her in the dim spells of confusion....

Haven't you ever heard about keeping confidences? Mary wondered
bitterly as she forced herself to walk, head high, along that endless hallway.
Or is it customary among you slum-Irish to chat to the neighbors about your
friends' secrets and troubles, and how much they spent at the department
stores? She'd given the woman presents, too, and money—which she'd
doubtless spent on gin....

“That mentally deficient clerk at Squair's was taking so long to fill my
order that I was forced to go down the street to Rogers and Smith,” said Mary
as the Pinkerton man opened his mouth to admonish her. “Your partner will
bear me out, sir, if you suppose that I'm a liar...or insane,” she added, with a
vicious glance at Mary Gavin. “Provided he didn't stop at a saloon on his
way.”

She thrust past Mary Gavin, adding over her shoulder, “Please close the
door. And please ask those two gentlemen in the corridor to keep their voices
low. I am, as you may suppose, very tired, and would like to lie down. Since
you must be in here, please see to it that I'm not disturbed.”

She took off her bonnet, and lay down fully clothed on her bed, wondering
how long it would take the poison to work. Everyone was always telling her
how dangerous laudanum was, as if she hadn't been taking it without the
slightest ill effect for years. But at the moment it didn't seem to be doing
much, not even taking away her headache. The room was hateful to her, with
Mary Gavin's gin-bottle and newspapers crumpled on the chair, and the empty
purse that Mr. Arnold had torn out of her petticoats only a few hours ago
lying flat on the table.



How dared he? The shame and humiliation flooded back at having pulled
up her skirts in front of all those men—at having been forced to go through
what she had been through that day. How dared Robert subject me to that....

Shame tore at her, the frantic shame that had followed her all her life, and
the burning torment of guilt. The old feeling overwhelmed her, of wishing she
could go back in time and scrub out events and scenes; make them be gone,
have never happened. A single lie...

How could God be said to forgive, when events followed you through life
that way, stacking up more events like tokens in some hellish game?

She sat up, and fished from the cupboard as many bottles as she could
reach—Nervine and Catawba Indian Balsam—and poured a dollop of each
into her glass, as she had that afternoon. After drinking it she lay down again.
The familiar sweet warmth steadied her, lessening her anxiety. With luck
when Robert got here they'd tell him she was resting. She pictured his shock
and grief when they told him she was dead, when they found the empty bottle
—LAUDANUM—POI1SON—in her handbag, when he realized what he'd driven
her to.

Though of course he'd find some way of keeping it out of the newspapers.

Or maybe he wouldn't. Maybe he'd tell the reporters all about it, as proof
that she was insane. Only insane people committed suicide, after all.

No, she thought, as sleep stole on her—final sleep, she thought, endless
sleep. One doesn't have to be insane to want to die.

One only has to be lonely for long enough.

“Oh, my darling,” she whispered to that tall shadow that she could half-see,
where the dim pink-amber of the lamplight did not reach. “Oh, my beloved,
forgive me.”

Though as she slipped over into darkness she could not have said whether
she wanted forgiveness for taking her own life, or for keeping him waiting so
long.



CHAPTER FOUR

o 3

IT wAS A FRIDAY AFTERNOON IN APRIL, MUGGY AND HOT. THOUGH the curtains of
that large oval parlor on the White House's second floor were closed, still the
sharp yellow light pierced the chinks. Sitting in the dimness, Mary tried to
summon enough energy to go over and close them more firmly.

But it did not seem worth the effort of getting to her feet, crossing the
room.

The darkness comforted her. In the darkness, in the quiet, she could feel
that Willie hovered near her. She could almost see the child's sweet spirit
tiptoeing out of the shadows, flowers in his hands. He had been her boy, her
treasure, the most intelligent of her sons and the most loving. Even when the
boys were small, it was Tad who'd go crashing outside at a run to play, Willie
who'd stop his headlong rush after him to ask, “Is there anything you need,
Mama?”

Is there anything you need?

I need you, my darling! I need your cheer to make me laugh, your smile to
make me know I'm alive! When she thought of herself in old age, it was Willie
she had pictured at her side. Dear God, the sight of his face, wax-white and so
thin, on the satin pillows of his coffin!

“Mother?”



It was her husband. He stood in the doorway of the secret hall that he'd had
put in between his offices and the family rooms. For four years he'd had to go
through the public hallway on the Executive Mansion's second floor to get
from one place to the other, the hallway so crowded with people bringing
petitions or seeking favors or asking for jobs for themselves or their family
members that it sometimes took him an hour and a half to walk a few dozen
feet. He still had a boyish glee about using the inner door, as if it were a secret
passage designed to thwart the grown-ups....

His head came within a few inches of the lintel. In the light that came
through from his secretary's office beyond, flecks of gray showed in that
coarse Indian-black unruly hair that had begun its stealthy retreat back up his
forehead. She saw, too, how thin he'd become, not that he'd ever been stout
before. But the dark suit that had fit him two years ago hung baggy over his
shoulders, and his eyes had a bruised look in hollows under the heavy brow.

“I'm sorry I am late,” he said. “Will you come driving with me after all?”
He spoke diffidently and a little stiffly, and did not move from the door, as if
he feared yet another half-sobbed demand to be left alone.

He was indeed late, and Mary felt a flash of anger at him, for she had
looked forward all day to the ride, and now he had spoiled it with his endless
meetings. “I thought you had forgotten,” she said, “and had gone with Mr.
Stanton?” She hated the nervous, masterful Secretary of War who was so
often Lincoln's companion on his drives. Couldn't he see the man was
dangerous?

“Or perhaps you'd rather go with Julia Grant?” She remembered how her
husband had laughed at some witticism of his chief General's bosomy wife,
and the attentions he'd paid the woman when they'd gone down to Richmond
last week. They were going to the theater with the Grants tonight, too, and she
didn't know how she'd manage to sit in the same box with Julia all night, not
to mention that coarse drunkard brute of a husband of hers....

The minute the words were out of her mouth she regretted them. Tears
flooded her eyes. Her temper had gotten worse since Willie's death and she
knew it. As whose wouldn't, she thought defensively, in the face of her
husband's growing silences, his absence for eighteen hours out of twenty-four.
He had used to share things with her, talk over his plans and his hopes, the
cases he had in the courts. He used to ask her advice about his speeches:
Would “supremacy of law” offend the Southern moderates she'd grown up



with, or should he soften it to “primacy”? Now he talked of nothing but
commonplaces, left her out of the circles of power, pushed her aside....

She looked back at the doorway, expecting it to be empty. But he still stood
there, though by the deepened lines of his face she could see she'd hurt him.
Good, she thought. Maybe next time he'll take to heart what I say.

Maybe he'll leave me alone....
“I'd like your company best, Mother,” he said. “As I always have.”

Her mouth opened to rage at him—A pretty poor way you've had of
showing it lately!

But something in the weariness of his eyes stopped her, the silence like a
man who takes a whipping without a sound. For a moment she saw, not a tired
man of fifty-six with gray in his beard, but a gawky, gaunt, and painfully shy
Kentucky barbarian in a suit that didn't fit, standing in the doorway of her
sister Elizabeth's house under Elizabeth's withering gaze....

She smiled at that far-off young man, and said instead, “Pretty poor
company I've been, too,” and watched the tension melt out of his eyes. She
got up and took his hand. “I'd like to go driving with you, Mr. Lincoln. Thank
you.”

Outside the air was cooler than she'd feared it would be, the first stirrings
of breeze wafting across the Potomac to rustle the dogwoods. The dappled
sun on her face felt like a blessing, dissolving her disappointed anger. It
dissolved even some of the terrible grief over Willie's death that seemed to
have turned her heart to stone. The small escort of cavalry that followed the
carriage kept their distance. “A lot of use they'll be if a rebel assassin shoots at
you from the trees,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.

“The only way they could prevent a rebel assassin from shooting from the
trees is to surround us like a wall,” Lincoln pointed out, in a tone of academic
observation, as if he had not been receiving death-threats and letters filled
with unbelievable hatred for nearly five years. “And even then they couldn't
stop a man from flying overhead in a balloon and dropping a brick on my
head.”

“Will you be serious?”



“No,” said Lincoln, and smiled—that sweet lightening of his whole ugly
face that the photographers never caught. “I have been serious all morning
and I am mighty weary of it.” He curled his enormous hand around her small,
plump fingers. “Besides, what point would there be in murdering me now?
The war is over, all but the shouting—of which I'm afraid there'll be plenty,
once Congress hears that there are to be no war trials or hangings or firing-
squads for men who were only following their consciences. I want a carriage-
ride with the woman I love, not a military parade.”

Mary blushed, and tightened her hand over his. How could he still love
her? A few days ago she had apologized for the scene she'd made on their trip
to Richmond—an apology she wasn't sure she'd have offered if she'd known it
would lead to the invitation to spend this evening in a theater-box with
General and Mrs. Grant—and things had been easy between them, easier than
they'd been in months. It was good, she thought, to have her husband back, at
least for an hour or two....

“By the way,” he said, “the Grants have been forced to beg off from the
theater this evening. Robert's given his excuse as well....”

Mary's lips tightened at this newest evidence of their oldest son's
estrangement from his father.

“But we could ask Senator Harris's daughter Clara and her fiancé....Or we
could cry off ourselves, which I've half a mind to do. We've both seen the play
before, after all.”

“Oh, no!” said Mary quickly, the prospect of an evening at the theater
without Julia Grant and her cigar-stinking husband beckoning like a circus-
treat in her childhood. “We've already announced to the newspapers that we
would be there; it would be a shame to disappoint them. And it would do me
good to get out.” She sighed, and settled back on the cushions, looking out
over the open barouche's sides at the lush sweetness of the woods north of the
last houses of the town, the silver sparkle of far-off water among the trees.

As the carriage rattled along the dusty roads in the slanted evening light
they talked of small things: how Jip the dog kept trying to convince one of the
kitchen cats to play with him, and the scheme their just-turned-twelve-years-
old Tad had evolved to trap the last holdouts of the rebel army in North
Carolina. The fighting was over, and Mary reveled in Robert's safe return—
not that he'd ever been in real danger, as a member of Grant's staff, but one



never knew. It was good beyond computation to see how the years melted
away from her husband's face, to see the mischief and the old delight sparkle
in his somber gray eyes.

Good to have him to herself, as she had used to do in their old home in
Springfield, before office-seekers and Generals and Cabinet members and, as
he would put it, “every man and his little black dog” had a claim on his time
and attention and energy. For five years now, all she had wanted was to have
him to herself.

Good to hear him laugh when she mimicked Julia Grant, conjuring up a
scene of the woman measuring the White House for her own furniture. Good
to laugh almost to tears at his own imitation of the barely literate brother-in-
law of some Ohio Representative's cousin who'd come requesting to be made
military governor of New Orleans on account of his services to the
Republican Party back home in Cincinnati....

As they came back into town again, and the walls of the White House made
a pale blur in the gathering gloom, Lincoln said, “Mother, it has been such a
joy only to be ourselves again. We must both be more cheerful in the future;
between the war and the loss of our darling Willie, we have both been very
miserable.”

Mary nodded. “I know. And I have been as guilty of it as you. With the war
over now it will be easier.”

“I hope so. I find myself looking forward to the end of my term as much as
any of the poor slaves looked forward to Freedom. Where shall we go, when I
finally get my own emancipation papers? I know you've always said you
wanted to travel.”

“Oh, yes! Paris first, and then Rome...Oh, and we must visit Venice....” She
checked herself in her visions of the Opéra and the shops along Rue de la
Paix, and asked, “Where would you like to go?” And was surprised at herself,
because she realized—even after twenty-three years of marriage—that she
didn't know.

“T'd like to go to Jerusalem,” he replied, and she thought, Of course. For a
skeptic who stayed as far away as he could from anything resembling a
Church, he knew the Bible, as if it were some marvelous storybook. Of course
he would want to see David's city, and the remains of Solomon's Temple....



“And after that,” he said, “I think I would like to go to California.”

“California?” The name had an almost mythical ring to it, a place at the
farthest end of creation.

“To see the goldfields,” he explained. “When the men are done in the
Army, many of them will go there to find jobs in the mines. And after that,”
he smiled, “I think the place I look forward most to seeing is Springfield
again, and the inside of my old law office. To having things be as they used to
be...Except with Emancipation, you can bet there'll be more litigation over it
than if I'd put a tax on air.”

She laughed over that, and in her dream Mary clutched at the happiness she
felt; clutched at the white clouds of the dogwood against the graying evening
sky, and the sweetness of the air on her face. She knew what was coming next
and she tried to run from it, tried to put it aside, like a book whose ending she
didn't wish to read. Let it end here, she begged. This is all I want to
remember....

But of course she found herself in the carriage again, later that night, the
fog so thick she could see nothing beyond the carriage windows. Senator
Harris's daughter Clara was a pretty young thing and her fiancé, Major
Rathbone, was overwhelmingly jolly, like some character out of Dickens. But
Mary didn't care. In the dark of the carriage she held her husband's hand.

We must both try to be more cheerful, she thought, knowing what he had
said was true. She had put off her mourning for Willie that night, and wore a
gown of stiff gray silk that rustled like silver as Lincoln helped her down
from the carriage, led her up the theater steps and through the dress circle to
their box above the stage. The play had already begun, but the conductor of
the orchestra spotted them, and broke into “Hail to the Chief.” Lincoln—
whose main objection to a cavalry guard was that it embarrassed him to be
treated like an emperor—nodded gravely and gestured his thanks to the
conductor, and to the actors smiling up at them from the stage; Mary basked
in the music, as if in that afternoon's sun.

Maybe it embarrassed him to be treated like an emperor, she thought, half-
smiling at him. But she felt such pride in him that she knew she must be
visibly glowing. Those evenings when he'd come to her sister's house returned
to her, that shy tall awkward-looking man whose arms were too long for his
sleeves. That bumpkin, Elizabeth had called him. You can't possibly be



seriously thinking of marrying that hayseed?

I showed you, Mary thought, remembering Elizabeth's nearly successful
efforts to discourage the match. I showed you all....

The Republican Queen, the newspapers had called her.

She hoped Elizabeth had read them, back in Springfield. Hoped everyone
had read them who'd looked out their carriage-windows at her walking in the
snow, that first poverty-stricken winter of their marriage. One reason she'd
wanted to come tonight was her delight in reading about her own smallest
movements in the papers the next day, like admiring herself in the mirror back
in the days when she'd been the belle of Lexington.

Down on stage, the actor Harry Hawks ad-libbed, “This reminds me of a
story, as Mr. Lincoln would say,” and the audience roared with laughter and
applause. Just as if, thought Mary, half-angry and half-smug, they hadn't been
calling her husband nigger-lover, fool, despot, coward, a thousand hateful
things during the years of war....

As if every day hadn't brought mail telling him to say his prayers and
threatening his life.

But all that was forgotten now. The theater was packed, and a mood of
infectious jollity and goodwill rose out of parterre and stage with the usual hot
chow-chow of theater smells: pomade and perfume and the stink of the
gaslights. The play was delightfully preposterous, with the haughty English
grande dame Mrs. Mountchessington conniving to try to wed her
unprepossessing daughter Augusta to the homespun backwoodsman she
mistakenly believed was a wealthy Yankee.

As sister Elizabeth might have done, thought Mary gleefully, if she'd ever
believed that tall skinny lawyer Mr. Lincoln had had two nickels to rub
together....

She slipped her hand into Lincoln's, leaned her head on his shoulder:
“What will Miss Harris think of my hanging on to you so?”

There was a smile in his voice. “She won't think anything of it.”

Maybe he was remembering sister Elizabeth, too.



On stage, Mrs. Mountchessington reeled in horror as she learned the
ghastly truth: Asa Trenchard was not rich! Outraged, she sent daughter
Augusta from the room, and after a few well-chosen admonitions to the
bemused backwoodsman, flounced off herself.

“Don't know the manner of good society, eh?” Trenchard retorted. “Wal, 1
guess I know enough to turn you inside out—you sockdologizing old
mantrap!”

Lincoln was just starting to lean down, to make some wiseacre remark in
Mary's ear—she never afterwards knew what it was. The crack of a gunshot
was hideously loud in the enclosed space of the dark box, and his arm jerked
convulsively, wrenching from her hand. Mary caught him as he slumped,
smelled the gunpowder and the hot smell of blood....

There was a man in the box, springing out of the cloud of powder-smoke,
shouting something. Mary screamed when she saw that he held a dagger, her
mind stalled, refusing to understand, her husband's weight bearing down on
her heavier and heavier, blood glistening darkly in his black hair.

HER SCREAM PLUNGED HER OUT OF SLEEP, DROPPED HER INTO waking—her
scream, the smell of his blood, the weight of him on her shoulder and the
knowledge that he was gone, he had left her alone....

And seeing the shadows of her cluttered, crowded room in the Grand
Pacific, the looming shadow of Mary Gavin starting up from her chair, Mary
screamed again, and again, and again.

She was alive.

It hadn't been laudanum or camphor in Mr. Squair's bottle at all—only one
more trick.

And she was going to the madhouse in the morning.



CHAPTER FIVE

o 3

Lexington 1832

STRANGELY, WHAT KEPT GOING THROUGH MARY'S MIND ON THE TRAIN ride from
Chicago across to Batavia, Illinois, was that this felt exactly like being sent
away from home at the age of thirteen for putting spiders in her stepmother’s
bed.

She had detested her stepmother from the time that fair, thin, decisive
woman had first entered her father's house when Mary was eight. Elizabeth,
even then on the threshold of young-ladyhood, could smile at “Betsey” and
call her “Ma,” as she and their father demanded. Frances, a pale, quiet-
tempered nine-year-old, was exquisitely and impenetrably polite as she was to
everyone. From the first, Mary loathed that fragile, steely woman who looked
at her with so pointed an eye and said, “It takes seven generations to make a
lady,” and from the first it was Mary who led Levi, Ann, and little Georgie in
mischief, petty thefts, and finely-calculated never-quite-disobedience. “She's
not our Ma and nobody can make me say she is!”

The spider incident had its roots two days before Elizabeth's wedding, in
the icy February of 1832.

It was a Wednesday, and Nelson, the Todd family coachman, had driven
Betsey and the elder girls of the household downtown, for a final fitting of the
girls' new dresses with Madame Deauville, and to pick up the creamer and
sugar-boat Betsey had ordered for a wedding-gift. Under ordinary
circumstances this would have filled Mary with unalloyed delight: there were
few things in the world she enjoyed more than new dresses. It was not quite a
mile from the brick house on Short Street to the paved streets and stylish



shops of Cheapside downtown, and the girls could walk it easily, but taking
the carriage imparted a sense of style and importance to the expedition, and
Mary loved to wave to her friends from Mr. Ward's school when they passed
them on the streets.

She loved, too, the hurry and importance of downtown. Lexington wasn't a
great city, like Philadelphia or New York, but around the Court-house square,
and along Main Street and Broadway, brick buildings reared two and three
stories tall, and it was possible to buy almost anything: breeze-soft silks from
France that came upriver from New Orleans, fine wines and cigars, pearl
necklaces, and canes with ivory handles shaped like parrots or dogs'-heads or
(in the case of Mary's older friend Cash Clay) scantily dressed ladies (but
Cash was careful not to carry that one in company). Downtown, every sort of
person could be seen walking along the wide flagways that bordered the
streets, from her father's friends—planters and bankers in well-fitting
fiddleback coats of brown or blue and high-crowned beaver hats—to the
young belles of the town, Elizabeth's cronies, in their bright dresses that
rustled with petticoats and dangled with a thousand extravagancies of ribbon
and lace. Backwoods farmers in homespun shirts brushed shoulders with
young gentlemen from the University, studious Yankees who never seemed to
have any fun, the swaggering sons of the local planters in their ruffled shirts
and varnished boots, and slaves doing the marketing or sweeping the
sidewalks in front of their masters' shops, drab dark notes in the colorful
scene.

Madame Deauville had the dresses finished—exquisite white silk festooned
with blond lace for Mary, Frances, and Mary's cousin Eliza Humphreys,
twelve years old and Betsey's cousin, who was living at the Todd house
because the schools were better in Lexington than in Frankfort. They would
do, her father had said, for the “second day” party as well. This would be
given for those who couldn't make the twenty-mile drive out to Walnut Hill,
where Elizabeth had gone to live with their Aunt Liza Carr: It was from Aunt
Liza's house, and not their father's, that she would be wed. It was almost a
day's drive by carriage—the “second day” party would in fact take place on
the third day of Elizabeth's married life—and even the acquisition of a new
frock did not erase the anger in Mary's heart, that she had lost the sister who
had been like a mother to her a month earlier than she had to, because of her
stepmother Betsey.

Elizabeth—unlike Mary—had never breathed a word one way or the other



about her feelings toward the woman who'd come to take over the household
and Robert Todd's six motherless children, five years ago. But about the time
Betsey's first baby, Margaret, was born, Elizabeth had started going to Aunt
Liza's for “visits” of a week at a time. After Betsey produced little Sam, and
tensions in the now-crowded house on Short Street grew, these visits had
lengthened. From the final one, a few weeks after Christmas, Elizabeth had
simply neglected to come back.

She still called Betsey “Ma,” and kissed the older woman's thin cheek
whenever they met. But Mary knew that Elizabeth had left rather than let her
father's new wife run her life.

And this thought was in her heart as she, Frances, and Cousin Eliza waited
in the carriage for Betsey to pick up the wedding-gift from Blanchard the
silversmith.

Betsey was taking her time in the shop—“I'll bet she's going over every
square inch of it, as if she thought Mr. Blanchard would give her silver-
painted tin,” she whispered to Frances—and across the street Mary saw a
group of her school friends from Ward's. “Will you look at that beautiful
mantle Mary Jane's wearing?” gasped Mary. “Is that velvet?” Without waiting
to hear Frances's speculation on the garment, Mary pulled her own mantle
around her and sprang from the carriage in a froufrou of petticoats.

“Now, Miss Molly,” called Nelson from the box. “Miss Betsey told you
girls to stay in the carriage.”

Eliza and Frances drew back at once. “Don't be a baby, Eliza, come on!”
called Mary, halfway across the street already. “I'll only be a minute!” she
added, turning to wave at Nelson. She knew perfectly well the gray-haired
coachman could not abandon either the horses or the other girls. Then she
darted across the ice-slick pavement, to Mr. Sotheby's tall brick store.

“Mary Jane, how gorgeous!” she cried, swirling into the lamplit gloom on
the heels of the group of girls. “Where did you get the velvet? Who made it
up? Will you wear it to the second-day party Sunday?”

The girls surrounded her, exclaiming in their turn over Mary's description
of her own new dress, which lay snug in its cardboard box on the seat of the
carriage: “Is it true her sweetheart Ninian is the son of the governor of
Ilinois?” asked Mary Jane Warfield, the doctor's daughter, and Meg Wickliffe



chimed in, “What luck, to get a dress from Madame Deauville! Papa simply
won't hear of my going to anyone but old Miss Barney!”

The other girls giggled and exclaimed—Miss Barney was in fact every bit
as stylish and expensive as her French counterpart—and Arabella Richardson
turned from Mr. Sotheby's small case of jewelry and purred, “You couldn't
have done better than Deauville, Mary. She can cut a dress so that even fat
girls look lovely. My aunts absolutely swear by her.”

Mary felt the heat of rage scorch her face, since this wasn't the first time the
sylphlike Arabella had publicly remarked on Mary's plumpness. But before
Mary could make a retort about the provenance of Arabella's dress, the blonde
girl turned back to the jewel-case and inquired sweetly, “Mr. Sotheby, could I
just have a look at that sapphire pendant? Papa's getting me a new blue silk
and it would be just the thing to go with it.”

Searing with anger one moment, Mary felt her face grow cold. The chatter
of her friends around her seemed to fade into nothingness, as her
consciousness focused on Arabella, Mr. Sotheby, and the pendant now in
Arabella's pink-gloved hands. Mary had coveted that pendant for weeks, since
it had first come into the store, trying to figure out some way of talking her
father into getting it for her. It was a beautiful piece, sapphire and tourmaline
flowers clustering on golden leaves, more beautiful than anything Mary had
seen in her life. But it was a woman's jewel, not a schoolgirl's, and Mary was
only thirteen. Arabella—whom Mary had airily referred to as “that blockhead
who can't even spell ‘cat™ in the hearing of half their class at the Reverend
Mr. Ward's school—held it up to her throat as Mr. Sotheby angled the lamp to
make it sparkle: “What do you think, Molly dear?” she asked archly. “Does it
go with my eyes?”

Nearly strangling with fury, Mary replied evenly, “It does make them look
less squinty.” The other girls laughed.

“You know,” crooned Arabella to Meg Wickliffe, with deliberate
thoughtfulness as the girls rustled out of the shop like an ambulatory flower
garden, “it's so pretty, I'll just bet I can get Papa to buy it for me. My
birthday's next week.”

Following them out, Mary was almost too upset to breathe. Her father
wasn't due back from the Legislature in Frankfort until tonight, and then he'd
be taken up with preparations for tomorrow's day-long drive to Walnut Hill,



and Mary had begged a new pair of party-gloves only last week from her
other source of fashionable necessities, Granny Parker. What's more, she
knew that Mr. Richardson would buy anything for his lovely and stuck-up
daughter. Though in Mary's class, Bella was fifteen, and ready for her come-
out. On impulse Mary doubled back into the shop, heart hammering with fear
that Betsey would come out of Blanchard's and cross the street looking for
her. She would not—could not—permit Arabella of all people to take that
pendant away from her.

Anyone but her, thought Mary, as her small feet thumped hollowly on the
plank floor....

But in her heart she knew, that what she really meant was, No one but me.

In the instant that she turned back she'd thought, Maybe I can get him to
hold it for me until I can coax Granny Parker. But she knew already that Mr.
Sotheby dealt cash-in-hand. The thought that flashed through her mind
shocked her, but her anger at Arabella—and her sense of grievance that
Arabella didn't have to share her things with sisters or a stepmother's niece—
burned stronger in her, and as she walked up to the counter and looked up into
Mr. Sotheby's horsey face she opened her mouth and said the first words that
came to her.

“I didn't want to say so while the others were here, sir, but Papa wrote me
from Frankfort, that if I truly wanted that pendant—and I truly do—to tell you
to put it on his account.”

Her stomach gave a jar of dread as she heard herself—How could I SAY
that?—but even as the storekeeper's eyebrows went up in pleasure and
surprise she knew she couldn't take it back. Then excitement flashed through
her like fire on a powder-trail, erasing her first horror at herself. It was hers
now! That beautiful, beautiful thing was hers....

And she'd taken it right out from under Arabella's nose.

I'll talk to Papa tonight, she promised herself frantically, watching with
huge eyes as Mr. Sotheby wrapped the pendant up for her (beautiful exquisite
gems, coyly hiding in rustling white paper!). I'll beg him...I'll cry. (Tears
usually worked). And I'll keep it hidden until after he's said I can get it, and
then pretend I got it a few days later, and there's no difference, really.



Then TI'll wear it to the Washington's Birthday Dance at Giron's Ballroom
and just see that stuck-up Bella's face....

She suspected, as she crossed the street again—Betsey, as she'd hoped, was
still searching for minute nicks and imperfections on the wedding-present
that God probably wouldn't think much of this line of reasoning. But I can't
back out now! And what's the difference, if Papa says it's all right...?

“I thought I told you to stay in the carriage.” Betsey emerged from
Blanchard's with the silversmith carrying her parcels at her heels. She was
increasing again, Mary noticed resentfully, and her thin face looked sallow
against the old gold plush of the pelerine around her shoulders.

“I'm sorry, ma'am, but I just needed some air, and I thought it would be all
right.”

Betsey clicked her tongue and allowed Nelson to hand her in, then took the
parcels from Mr. Blanchard. The old coachman cocked an eye at Mary as he
helped her up the carriage's high step, but didn't comment on the fact that that
purported breath of air had involved a trip to Sotheby's and had occupied a
good twenty-five minutes.

Mary's father returned to Lexington well after dinner that night, for the
roads down to the state capital at Frankfort were icy in this season. Through
dinner—always a tumultuous meal, with Ann sulking because she wouldn't be
allowed to stand up with Elizabeth at the wedding Friday (and wouldn't get a
new dress on the strength of it, as Mary and Frances had) and George and
Levi plaguing their tutor, the stiff-backed and bespectacled young Mr. Presby
of New England—Mary had almost to shout to make herself heard when she
talked to Cousin Eliza. And throughout the meal she was listening, listening
for her father's knock at the door.

But when he finally came in he was mud-slathered and cold. “Horse threw
a shoe, poor fellow,” he said, as his children crowded clamoring around him.
“Thank you, Pendleton—" He handed the butler his gloves, riding-cloak, and
hat. “Has Nelson got the carriage packed for tomorrow?” Six feet tall,
powerfully built, dark-haired and blue-eyed, Robert Todd was in Mary's eyes
the handsomest man in all of Kentucky and she would have died for him.

The others were all shouting at once to be heard (“Did you bring me
something, Papa?” demanded Ann), and Mary saw at once that he was too



tired to listen properly to tear-stained cajoleries about jewelry. She ducked
into the dining-room while Betsey clapped her hands and ordered the others
up to bed, then found her father's slippers and brought them to him in the
small parlor where Pendleton had stirred up the fire.

Betsey glanced impatiently up as Mary came in, but said, “Thank you,
Mary,” as Mary sat on the footstool to place them on his feet.

As the butler knelt to pull off Robert Todd's boots, Betsey asked, “Are
those fools in Washington still talking of letting the National Bank's charter
lapse?”

“They're talking of it. Though what they think is going to happen to the
country's credit abroad if they do, I can't even begin to guess.”

“Aren't they going to shift the country's specie to state banks, at least?”
asked Mary. “That's what it said in the Kentucky Gazette.”

“That's my clever girl.” Her father reached out a hand to stroke the bronze-
gold curls that fell forward over her shoulder. “State banks and private banks,
which means more power for Jackson's friends, when they've got control of
the money to do favors.”

“But you run the Bank of Kentucky,” pointed out Mary, her concerns about
the pendant currently hidden in her jewelry-box vanishing in the double joy of
talking politics and having her father's attention. “Won't that give you
power?”

“Really, Mary. Your father's just come in from a day in the saddle, and I'm
sure he's too tired to explain the National Bank to a schoolgirl. Why don't you
just run along to bed? Goodness knows we all have to be up early enough in
the morning.” And Betsey put her arm through her husband's, squeezed it
possessively. Robert Todd smiled at her, and covered her hand with his.

“Goodnight, Molly.” In his fond eyes she saw herself change from a friend
and political partner back into a schoolgirl.

As if the golden joy she'd had in his company had been glass, it shattered in
her hands. And left her bleeding.

“Goodnight, Papa,” she said tonelessly. “Goodnight...ma'am.”



She was trembling as she left the parlor, and Betsey closed the door behind
her, leaving her in the icy gloom of the candlelit hall. Too hurt, too furious to
go up to bed, Mary snatched her shawl from where it hung over the bottom of
the bannister and, pulling it tight around her, crossed through the darkened
dining-room and out through the butler's tiny pantry, to the blackness of the
yard.

It was bitterly cold out there, last week's patches of snow still dotting the
ground. Her Granny Parker's tall brick house, catercorner from her father's on
the same big lot, was dark already, but rosy light beckoned from the kitchen,
and as she crossed the yard Mary heard the slaves' mellow laughter. The door
opened as she approached it, Pendleton coming out with a tray of cold supper
for his master. Welcoming warmth puffed out around him, the clatter of dishes
and the scents of cooking and soap.

“Lord, child, you should be in bed!” Mammy Sally looked up from the
hearth, where she was stirring milk-puddings for the little ones— Betsey's
little ones—in the nursery.

“You got a long trip tomorrow,” added Nelson, sitting at the battered table
in the middle of the crowded little room, drinking the watered-down remains
of the coffee from dinner. “As do we all.” He glanced across the table at Saul,
Granny Parker's stableman, a good-natured young fellow who'd managed to
keep himself out of the subtle power-struggles between the slaves who'd
served the first Mrs. Todd and those that Betsey had, five years ago, brought
to the household.

“I think he's talkin' to me,” sighed Saul. He put his arm around Jane, who
sat beside him. Jane was Betsey's slave, the housekeeper who acted as her
right hand and, Mary knew, was resented by most of the others because her
mistress had taken the place of Granny Parker's daughter. The house that
Robert Todd lived in had been given to him by Granny Parker—the continued
occupation was not the most comfortable of situations.

Jane—whom Mary had expected to look down on a mere stableman
because she was a housekeeper, and far lighter of skin—wrapped her fingers
around Saul's, and gently kissed his knuckles.

“What's the matter, child?” Mammy Sally beckoned Mary to the hearth,
under cover of the murmur and activity as Chaney the cook finished scouring
out the pans, and Betsey's maid Judy came in for Betsey's herb tea. “You been



quiet all afternoon....Careful—stand back from the smoke. You get one speck
of soot on your dress and neither you nor me'll hear the end of it from
someone in this house.” She glanced across the kitchen at Judy and Jane.

“What's always the matter?” Tears burned Mary's eyes as she drew up one
of the kitchen stools. “Mammy, she's poisoning Papa's mind against us! She's
keeping him away from us! She told me to run away and not talk to him,
because he's too tired, but she doesn't think he's too tired for her. She calls me
a limb of Satan to my face, or says I'm too fat or will never catch a husband.
She's got to be saying that to Papa, too! And he goes along with it!”

She brought up one small white short-fingered hand, dashed the tears away
from her eyes.

“I haven't seen him for weeks! He's always gone at the Legislature in
Frankfort, and right after the party Sunday he's going back again!” Desolation
filled her at the thought of losing him, of always losing him. “She doesn't like
to hear me talking politics with him. And I don't need it explained to me! I
know what we're talking about, I read the newspapers! I'm not stupid, like she
thinks I am—Iike she tells Papa and everyone I am.”

“No, child, I've never heard her say to anyone you're stupid,” corrected
Mammy.

“She says to everyone I'm a limb of Satan.”

“That's not the same thing.” An expression of gentle amusement pulled the
corner of the old nurse's mouth. “Takes brains, to be a limb of Satan.” With an
almost absentminded motion she continued to stir the thickening custard in its
pan.

“Lord, Miss Mary,” added Jane, coming to the hearth to tilt steaming water
into the tea-pot, “why you take everythin' so hard? Why can't you be sweet,
like Miss Frances?”

Mary pulled in her breath in a ragged sob, but if there was one thing her
Granny Parker—and her elegant Granny Humphreys, Betsey's mother, in
Frankfort—had inculcated into her, it was that you didn't put out your tongue
at darkies. So she waited until Jane had gone back to tidying up her account-
book at the table before she said, in a low mutinous voice, “If Jane's so smart,
let her tell me why I can't be sweet like Frances. Frances is just a mealy-



mouthed wall-flower...and I am sweet. Or I want to be.”

“Miss Frances is what she is.” Mammy Sally raised her eyebrows at the
scowling girl beside her. “And you are what you are. Wipe your eyes, child.”
And she took a clean bandanna from her pocket, lest Mary sully the small
square of lace and lawn pinned to her pink silk sash.

Mary obeyed, hands trembling. As always, the sudden swing from the
sense of power and gladness that she had in her father's presence, to the rage
and tears of having him taken from her yet again, left her exhausted and
feeling strange, as if some part of her had separated from herself and couldn't
quite fit back together. At such times she had a sensation, almost a fear, of
losing herself: an uneasy sense that she was about to start doing or saying
things that she didn't want to, couldn't help.

Was that, she wondered, for the flashing split-second before she buried the
thought, why she'd lied to Mr. Sotheby?

No. I'll make it all right.

Why couldn't she be like Frances? Frances would never have told such a
lie. Or like gay Meg Wickliffe, or giggling Mary Jane Warfield, or even
Arabella Richardson, who might be a conniving blockhead but never seemed
to lose control of either her temper or her tears. Why couldn't she be like any
of her other friends and cousins in Lexington, who seemed to get on with their
lives with little more than minor heartaches and occasional anxieties over
what dress to wear?

She didn't know, and the loneliness of this isolation—worse now that
Elizabeth had gone—was like a fish-hook, forever embedded in her heart.

Mammy Sally's heavy-jowled face glistened with sweat as she hooked the
pot on its chain down closer to the heat, quickened the gentle rhythm of her
stirring. Mary knew she should get to bed—Eliza, who shared her room,
would be wondering where she was—but lingered. She felt comforted by the
soft clanking of dishes, by the murmur of talk in this familiar room, with its
sieve hung on the door to keep the witches away.

She wished she could hang a sieve on the door of the house, to keep Betsey
out forever.



“Sometimes when I hears them old stories about wicked stepmothers, I
wonder how the poor stepmothers feel,” said Mammy Sally at last, still so low
that the others could not hear. “Can't be easy for Miss Betsey, you know,
coming down here from Frankfort where she had her own property and her
family was just about kings and queens of that town. Coming away from
being free, to marry a man with six children already and your grandmother
lookin' over her shoulder...” She shook her head. “That'd be enough to give
me headaches all the time like she gets, and to make me spit poison in all
directions.”

“How dare you take her side?” The betrayal cut Mary's heart like a knife.

“Child, I'm not taking her side.” Mammy Sally turned from her stirring to
give Mary a hug, her uncorseted flesh yielding as a feather mattress under the
faded calico of her dress. “I'm just sayin' she has a side.”

“Well, I have a side, too. Why couldn't she stay in Frankfort, and be free
and queen of everybody there like you say? Why did she have to come here?”

Mammy Sally smiled, and poured out the cooling milk into the shallow
ramekins for Patty the nurse-girl to take up to little Margaret and baby Sam.
“Maybe she wonders that now, too. But she got to make the best of things as
they are, the way we all do.”

The door opened into the frosty night and Saul came back in, breath
blowing steam. “Everythin' loaded up ready to leave in the mornin',” he
reported, and went to put his arms around Jane's waist. The housekeeper
turned, startled, then closed her eyes and with a motion that went straight to
Mary's heart leaned her head back against the man's heavy shoulder, as if
relaxing into the pillow of a bed.

“Because you know she can't go back,” Mammy Sally's quiet voice went
on. “Can't none of us ever go back.”



CHAPTER SIX

o 3

MARY LEFT THE PENDANT HIDDEN IN HER JEWEL-BOX AT HOME THE following
morning, when the family set out on the daylong drive to Aunt Liza Carr's.
She knew she'd be sharing a room that night not only with Eliza, but with
Ann, who kept a ruthless eye on Mary's trinkets to make sure their father
never gave Mary more than she herself got. Mary had meant to take her pony
and ride beside her father's tall horse—a ploy she used whenever she could, to
get time alone with him—but Betsey ruled that ladies didn't spend all day in
the saddle the way men did. A few hours was all that was proper for a girl.

So Mary and Eliza were drafted into the chore of looking after little
Georgie, who chose that morning to act up, racing wildly around the house,
refusing to dress, and shrieking at the top of his lungs.

Betsey's babies, mercifully, were left back at home with Mammy Sally.
Only those whom Mary thought of as Robert Todd's “real children”—Frances,
herself, Levi, Ann, and George—plus Cousin Eliza, of course—would be
with their father to witness the wedding of Elizabeth, who had stood in as a
mother to them all.

Even in wintertime, Mary loved the hilly bluegrass country, with its sharp
outcrops of granite, its shadowy thickets and dense woods. The dangers from
Indians, from cougar and bears, that had given this land the name “The Dark
and Bloody Ground” fifty years ago, had given place to plantations of tobacco
and hemp, where blood-horses looked mildly over pasture fences, but the
shape of the land remained, dramatic and untamed. Though pale sunlight



filtered through the leafless boughs of tulip and paw-paw trees, the silence of
the woods seemed to hold secrets that tugged at Mary's heart.

The ceremony at Walnut Hill was quiet, and small by Southern standards,
meaning fewer than a hundred people: Todds and Parkers and Logans and
Russells and all the other connections that made such unbreakable chains all
across the South. In addition to Mary and her brothers and sisters, several of
her father's brothers and their wives were present, and her exceedingly
handsome cousin John Stuart, who had recently gone to practice law in the
recently-admitted state of Illinois. The bridegroom himself had come from
[llinois to study law at Transylvania University in town, and it was
understood that though he would take up residence with Elizabeth at Walnut
Hill until he finished his studies, he would (what else? thought Mary) be
welcome in Robert Todd's house as an overnight guest several times a week.

Her throat ached with renewed desolation as she watched Elizabeth speak
her vows in Aunt Liza's parlor. All those years of going to Elizabeth for
comfort against Betsey's sharp tongue, all those years of knowing her oldest
sister was her refuge, and now Elizabeth was leaving her for good. Even the
fantasy that somehow, some way, Betsey would disappear and Elizabeth
would come back from Walnut Hill dissolved in the glowing happiness of
Elizabeth's words, “I do.” Elizabeth would go with Ninian, wherever Ninian
decided to go.

No quantity of sapphire pendants would ever assuage that hurt.

The second-day party held at Robert Todd's house in Lexington on the
following Sunday was four times as big as the wedding, and wildly more gay.
The house, which wasn't even large enough for the family (not to mention the
cousins, brothers, and family connections Betsey unhesitatingly invited to
take up residence from time to time), was jammed to the doors with well-
wishers and friends. Arabella Richardson showed up in the promised new
dress of blue silk so elaborate, and so much more beautiful than Mary's new
white frock, that Mary darted back upstairs and put on the sapphire pendant,
on a blue velvet ribbon around her neck.

The blazing chagrin on Bella's face was everything Mary had hoped it
would be.

Robert Smith Todd was a popular man in Lexington, and his friends
crowded the parlor. From the chattering circle of her school-friends, their



voices drew her like the Pied Piper's magic music toward them around the
refreshment table. Fond as she was of Meg Wickliffe and Mary Jane and the
others, their conversation was centered wholly around beaux and
earbobs...subjects all very fine in their place, but nothing to the headier
mental delights of politics. Her father was saying, “...just because Jackson
fought the British and can hold his liquor doesn't mean he has honest friends.”

“The voters will find their mistake if Jackson does do away with the bank.”
Mr. Henry Clay took a julep from the tray Pendleton offered, a tall man, thin
and hawk-faced and leonine, and also the handsomest man in Kentucky, Mary
thought, right after her father. “Think about some of the bankers you know,
gentlemen...present company excepted.” Clay's warm gray eyes twinkled as
he raised his glass toward Robert Todd. “Can you imagine putting the
finances of the country into their hands?”

Mary edged closer, and the man beside her glanced down at her with an
understanding flash of a grin: Mr. Clay's cousin Cash, who'd stayed at the
Todds'—naturally, at Betsey's invitation—when he and his body-servant had
managed to inadvertently burn down the dormitory of Transylvania
University a few years before. Though everyone was crowding close to hear
Henry Clay speak, Cash squeezed aside to make room for Mary. He was a big
handsome young man with black hair and a devil in his green-eyed smile.

Mary's new brother-in-law Ninian Edwards said, “And every one of them
can make as many friends as he needs for votes, just by extending credit....”

“Hell,” snorted Cash, “Old Hickory's idea of raising money is betting
everything he owns on a horse-race and hoping for the best—not that I mean
to disparage a single one of his horses.”

“I daresay some of them have more sense than some of the men Mr.
Jackson's been putting into office,” remarked Mary impulsively, and that got
an even bigger laugh.

“You have a smart little girl there, Todd,” approved Old Duke Wickliffe,
Meg's father and the wealthiest of the planters near-by Lexington. He spit—
with perfect politeness and excellent aim—into the cuspidor half-concealed
among the ferns at the end of the refreshment table.

Mary looked up at Mr. Clay, who had served in the government under
every President from George Washington on, who had been one of the last to



flee the capital in the face of the invading British, who was as close to a
fighting hero as Kentucky had. “You will run for President against Mr.
Jackson again, won't you, sir?” And, with her dimpled, one-sided smile, she
added archly, “I still hold you to your promise of an invitation to your
inaugural ball.”

Henry Clay laughed at the reminder of the old jest between them. Mary had
known Mr. Clay for most of her life, admiring him with her father's
admiration, and later loving him as a friend when she'd go riding out to the
gates of his plantation, Ashland, along the Richmond road outside of town.
Only gradually had she understood that he was something more than a kingly,
lion-haired family friend with a voice like an avenging god's. She'd heard her
father talk of Mr. Clay being elected President of the United States long
before she had any clear idea that President of the United States was very
different from state Assemblyman or state Senator, both offices her father had
held.

“My dear.” Clay bowed over her hand. “Since you remind me of my
promise, you give me no choice but to run.”

The men applauded, and Cash likewise bowed to Mary and said, “Then you
have my personal thanks, Miss Mary, for spurring my cousin on to his duty
again....”

“Like he needed it,” commented Meg's brother Young Duke Wickliffe with
a cheeky grin at the tall statesman.

“And I, in turn,” said Clay, with becoming gravity, “claim your invitation,
Miss Mary, to your husband's inaugural ball...whoever the lucky gentleman
may be.”

Cash and the other men laughed again, and Mary fluttered her fan and
glanced up at Mr. Clay sidelong, as she'd seen Elizabeth and Meg Wickliffe
glance at their beaux. It was another old joke between her and Mr. Clay that if
she couldn't grow up and marry him, whoever she did marry would have to
become President to even things out. Even at thirteen Mary understood how
to flirt as well as talk politics, how to look shyly under her lashes, and which
angles of her head best became her. This knowledge was almost second nature
among the well-born belles of the South. In fact, for a woman to talk politics,
she was almost obliged to flirt, to take the edge off what she said so that men
wouldn't think her mannish.



Besides, Mary had always enjoyed flirting.

“Elizabeth, you'd best go fetch that good-looking husband of yours away if
you're ever to get started on your wedding journey,” said Granny Parker,
leading Elizabeth into the parlor and fixing Ninian with a beady dark eye. Old
Elizabeth Parker had come over the Cumberland Gap in a wagon and had
lived in a blockhouse among the canebrakes before Lexington was founded.
She had scant regard for husbands, having buried her own decades ago. “I
take it you'll still be with Liza when you get back from White Sulphur
Springs?”

“Until Ninian's done at the University, yes.” Elizabeth's gaze followed her
grandmother's, to where Ninian's dramatic raven curls could be seen over the
crowd around Mr. Clay and her father. Something in her face, in the way her
expression softened, brought back to Mary the way Jane had settled into
Saul's shoulder in the kitchen, like the same passage of music, played in a
different key.

“Where's she put you these days, Frances?” inquired Granny Parker of the
second sister, who trailed along behind Elizabeth, holding her hand. “In the
attic?”

“I think I heard her tell Nelson to move a blanket out to one of the sheds,”
provided Mary archly, which got another laugh. “That way she can rent out
the room.”

Frances, who had no sense of the ridiculous, only said, “Oh, no, ma'am, I
share the small room at the top of the stairs with Ann.” But Betsey, making
her way to her husband's side, stopped and stiffened with anger, and her
narrowed gaze focused on Mary as if seeing her clearly for the first time in
that very crowded day.

Mary turned quickly, and looked around for her father. She had to catch
him now, had to make it all right....I'll tell him I don't know what came over
me—that was true enough....I'll tell him Bella Richardson said she deserved to
have the pendant because her father is richer than Papa....And I...and I got so
angry that I couldn't let that pass....

She began to tremble as she nerved herself up for the interview.

But the group of men had shifted, Ninian and Cash coming over to the knot



of girls around Granny Parker, Ninian to put an arm around Elizabeth and
Cash to sidle as close to Mary Jane Warfield as he could without her father
seeing them. Mary slipped away as soon as she could, joining the group of
girls who accompanied Elizabeth up to Frances's room, to collect the last of
Elizabeth's things as the carriage that would take her and Ninian to White
Sulphur Springs was brought to the door. The girls hugged Elizabeth as they
mounted the rather narrow stairway, blocking the way completely with their
wide mountains of petticoats: Frances and Meg were already in tears and
Arabella Richardson was pretending to be.

Mary saw Betsey emerge from the parlor and come toward them, and tried
to get up the stairs before her, but there were simply too many girls in the
way. Her stepmother reached out and caught the sapphire pendant in her hand,
jerking so hard Mary thought either the ribbon or her neck would snap.

“Why don't you tell me which is worse, Miss: to hold household in the face
of needless expenditure, or to lie to tradesmen in order to get something you
want?”

She spoke in a level tone, but quietly, so quietly Mary wasn't sure,
afterwards, how many of her friends heard. Mary's stomach gave one
sickening heave under her tight-laced corsets and she felt her face grow cold.
Then blood flamed to her cheeks and her throat and her chest, and she
retorted, “At least I don't spy on people behind their backs!”

With a gesture as smooth and swift as swatting a fly, Betsey dealt her a
stinging box on the ear, and every girl on the stairway stopped dumb, staring
down at the two of them at its foot. “You can go to your room, Miss,” said
Betsey, “and stay there. I think I've seen enough of you for the day.”

As Mary thrust her way blindly up through what felt like a patchouli-
scented forest of petticoats, she heard the voices behind her, whispering
questions....

Whispering answers.

She slammed the door of her room like a wordless curse flung at her
stepmother, then stood hanging on to the handle, her knees trembling so hard
she didn't think she could make it to the bed. Shame washed over her like the
waves of a bottomless ocean.



Shame and terror. She'll tell Papa. The words hammered the inside of her
ribcage until she felt she would die if she did not scream.

Liar. Liar. Mary Todd is a liar.

The whole town would know about it and nobody would ever speak to her
again.

Her father...

She felt sick, as if she were going to throw up. I didn't mean it. I only
wanted something pretty!

Thief. Liar and thief.

Please, God, don't have everybody in town be whispering that. Papa will be
disgraced, too. He'll never speak to me again.

And then I really will die.

Somehow she made it to the bed, and lay trembling, listening to the hushed
whispers of the girls in Frances's room next door. Thief, liar. Mary dragged
the pillow over her head, heedless of Mammy Sally's careful hours with the
curling-irons. She lay that way for a long time, her mind blank to everything
except dread and shame.

Betsey would tell everyone. Betsey had practically announced it to all her
friends, right there on the stairway. What would Eliza and Frances say?
They'd never be able to hold up their heads at Ward's again, unless they joined
in the cry against Mary....Mary knew exactly how those alliances worked. Her
heart curled up at the thought, like a giblet in a dry oven.

Daylight was fading from the windows when Mammy Sally knocked on the
door. Mary snatched the pillow from her head. “Go away!” And, when
Mammy knocked again and opened the door, “Don't you say a word to me! I
don't want to talk about it!” She was shaking all over. Somehow that was
almost worse than her father being disgraced for having a liar and a thief in
his family: that every darky in town was going to be whispering her name in
kitchens, tack-rooms, garden sheds. Did you hear what that Mary Todd did...?

Mammy's eyebrows went up, but she only said, “Turn round, child, let me
unlace you. No sense gettin' that pretty dress all creased up layin' on it.”



Mary obeyed in silence, too angry—and too humiliated—to further humble
herself by crying. When Eliza came up a few hours later Mary pretended to be
asleep. When she did sleep, her dreams were of walking down Broadway
hearing everyone she knew whispering behind her: Liar. Liar and thief.

The next morning Mary stayed in her room. She heard the voices of the
family going down to breakfast, but knew better than to even try it herself. All
she'd need would be Betsey dragging out the whole story in front of them.
She trembled at the thought of the upcoming interview with her father. He
would ask her why she'd done it—with the look of hurt in his eyes, as he'd
asked her about countless acts of disobedience over the years—and she had
nothing, literally nothing, that she could tell him.

She didn't know why she'd done it. Just thinking about saying that made her
want to cry.

But she wanted above all things to have it over with, done. He will never
speak to me again, she thought, and the next moment, He has to say it's all
right. He has to say it or I'll die.

She strained her ears for the sound of his boots on the stairs, and wondered
if she should pray. But she could think of nothing God would even consider
granting her.

Boots at the bottom of the stairs. Muffled voices, her father's and Betsey's.
She held her breath: It's going to be now....

I'll cry. He'll forgive me if I cry....

Then, very dimly, the sounds of hooves in the street. A saddle-horse being
brought around to the front of the house. The sound of the front door
opening...“T'll be back on the first,” said her father's voice.

The door closed. Betsey's light decisive step retreated to the parlor. A
moment later, the sound of hooves rattled down Short Street as her father rode
away.

Mary sat up, her mouth literally ajar with shock and, a moment later,
outrage. There would be no confrontation. No bargaining, no tears, no
forgiveness.

He had left without any of them. Without saying good-by.



“She told him you weren't feeling well,” reported Eliza, when she came up
an hour later after helping Betsey and Frances wash the good breakfast china
—a task never relegated to darkies. “She said you were still asleep.”

And SHE called ME a liar! The hairs on her head prickled with wrath.

Her father was going to be gone for almost two weeks, and Betsey had
taken it upon herself to step between them, and prevent them from even
having the chance to say good-by.

“What did she say to you yesterday, anyway?” asked Eliza, digging through
her own little painted tin box for a ribbon to go in her yellow curls. “Is your
ear all right?”

Mary barely remembered Betsey hitting her in front of her friends. All she
could think was, She told him in private. Of course—she doesn't want to hear
the darkies in every kitchen in town saying, “That Mary Todd's a liar and a
thief,” any more than I do. Not because she cares one single thing about me,
but because of Papa's reputation at the Legislature and the bank.

But she'd told him. Betsey wouldn't pass up the chance to drive the wedge
more firmly between Robert Todd and his “real children.” She had taken him
from Mary, and had driven Elizabeth from the house, Elizabeth who had been
like a mother to Mary, to make way for her own children. She had struck
Mary in front of all her friends, and had lied—Ilied to keep her husband away
from his daughter before he rode back to Frankfort.

Mary managed to whisper, “My ear is fine.”

Later that day she made it her business to linger in the kitchen, and when
Betsey's back was turned abstracted a handful of coffee-beans from the tin
caddy that was usually kept locked. These she used to bribe Saul to procure
for her a dozen live spiders, an astonishing number considering it was the
middle of winter. The result was everything Mary had hoped it would be,
Betsey's voice screaming wildly in the darkness a few minutes after bedtime
—she was always too stingy to carry a bedroom candle—and Patty, who had
her own reasons for disliking her mistress, reporting the next day in the
kitchen that she'd found Miss Betsey standing on a chair naked as a jaybird,
shrieking and trying to claw the confused arachnids out of her long unbraided
hair.



She can't prove I did it, thought Mary, with a kind of burning complacency
as she lay listening to the cries and thumps. She can't prove a thing.

But Betsey didn't need or want proof. Despite the fact that Mary had sworn
Saul to secrecy and dropped down the outhouse the candy-tin in which the
spiders had been delivered, Betsey confined Mary to her room for the ten
days intervening before her father's return from Frankfort—days of anxiety,
loneliness, and alternating waves of defiance and agonizing shame.

Worse still, she refused to let her have any books, not even the Bible. Only
sheets to hem.

So there was nothing to do but wait for her father's return.

She wished there were something she could do to punish herself, so that he
would forgive her. Wished there was some way she could go back in time and
rub out everything that had happened since that Wednesday afternoon in Mr.
Sotheby's store. Make it all not have happened, make everything go back to
what it had been before.

She knew she mustn't wish for Betsey to die before her father got home—
she could just imagine what God would have to say if she prayed for it—but
the thought was frequently in her mind.

Sometimes, when she thought of what her father would say to her, she
wished she could simply die herself.

Her father came home just before suppertime on the first of March. Mary
was so exhausted with shame, with remorse, with anger at herself and Betsey
and all the world, that she started sobbing the moment she heard the hooves of
his horse in Short Street, and was still weeping after supper, when Betsey
came into her room—wordlessly and without knocking—and escorted her
down to his study.

“Your mother and I have been talking,” said Robert Todd, when Betsey had
closed the door and went to stand beside him at his desk.

Mary protested, “She's not my mother!” Then she clapped her hands over
her mouth and stood, tears streaming down her face, looking from Betsey's
stony countenance to her father's weary one. She saw in his eyes only a kind
of tired peevishness. There wasn't even anger, she realized, with a sick shock



of disappointment. Only that he didn't want to be troubled with the conflict
between his first wife's children and their stepmother.

He just wants everything to be all right, so he can be like his friends and
not worry about it.

The knowledge was like opening a beautifully-wrapped present and finding
it empty. Like biting into a delicious-looking piece of cake that had been
made without sugar or salt.

And I'm the one who's hurting him.

It seemed that there was nothing that she could do or feel that was not
wrong.

“Your mother and I have been talking,” he said again, and Mary flinched,
waiting for the words of anger, of disappointment, of rejection. Liar. Thief.
She wished she could shrink in on herself and disappear. Then he said, “And
we've agreed that you're old enough now to go away to school.”

Mary looked up. This was so unexpected that she was caught breathless, as
if she'd stepped through her familiar bedroom door and found herself falling
down the backyard well. Then the meaning of his words sank in, and her
disappointment evaporated, her volatile spirits leaped.

School...

Mary had listened in hungry envy when the Reverend John Ward had
spoken to his classes about the seminaries for higher education that girls
could go to, in Philadelphia and New York. Meg Wickliffe—who at sixteen
was almost finished at Ward's—said she might go to Sigoigne's very
prestigious Female Academy in Philadelphia, next year or the year following,
and Mary's soul had ached with the desire to go, too. To learn more of history
than the Reverend and Mrs. Ward could teach. To have access to all the
literature of England and France that she'd only just heard about...to learn to
speak French properly, and maybe Italian, maybe even Latin like the boys.

The sudden shift from shame and dread to the great longing of her heart
was so unexpected that for the first few moments while her father was
speaking, Mary only felt confused, as if she were dreaming. Betsey didn't tell
him. She can't have told him....



“...know that we don't have the money to send you to Philadelphia or New
York. But Madame Mentelle at Rose Hill teaches a very fine course of
studies....”

Madame Mentelle! Mary's thoughts came crashing back to earth. She'd
seen the tall, rangy Frenchwoman striding about Lexington's muddy streets in
her hopelessly old-fashioned, high-waisted dresses. In the frame of her short-
cropped hair her angular face and pale eyes had a decisive expression even
more witchlike than Betsey's.

Mary's glance shot to Betsey's face, and she understood. This was Betsey's
way of getting her out of the house. Of having Robert Todd that much more to
herself.

She, Mary, had handed her the wherewithal to convince him to do it....

And because of the pendant—because of the falsehood she had told—she
couldn't even protest.

“You'll like it there,” said her father, with encouraging cheer.
How do you know?
She managed to say, “Yes, Papa. Thank you, Papa.”

He held out his arms to her, and Betsey moved aside a half step, as if giving
permission for Mary to sit on her father's knee. “That's my little girl,” he said,
rocking her, holding her—taking comfort, she felt, though it was something
never said between them, in her nearness and her unquestioning love.

Betsey didn't tell him, Mary thought again, disbelieving. Her heart ached
with gratitude—not to Betsey, but to God.

Betsey was getting exactly what she wanted, spiders notwithstanding.

Mary was still her father's little girl, his child for whom he could make
everything all right without effort when she wept, and not a liar and a thief.

But the price of that miraculous salvation was exile.

“Mary,” said her father's deep voice in her ear, “I want you to apologize to
your mother for what you did.”



Mary nodded, and at his urging slipped down off his knee. She curtsied to
Betsey, whispered, “Ma, I'm so sorry.”

Betsey's face was enigmatic. “I accept your apology, Mary. We will say no
more of it.” A formula? A promise? A simple acknowledgment that certain
things were best kept quiet for the good of the family's reputation? Mary's
eyes searched her stepmother's face briefly, then fell before the cold gaze.
Betsey had kept her secret, and Mary, now, was obliged to keep it, too. The
shame of being caught in a lie—of being trapped by her lie—burned in her
like the scar of a red-hot knife, sealed in her secret heart. She knew she would
never, ever speak of what she had done.

Not even to obtain forgiveness.
“Run along now,” said Betsey, “and tell Chaney to give you some supper.”

As Mary backed from the little book-crammed study she saw her
stepmother take the place she had had moments ago on Robert Todd's knee.
“Well,” said Betsey, as Mary shut the door, “now maybe we'll have some
peace.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

o 3

ROSE HILL WAS A LOW, RAMBLING HOUSE BUILT IN A GROVE OF locust trees, out on
the Richmond Pike. From earliest childhood Mary would pass the place when
she'd ride her pony to Mr. Clay's graceful stucco house at Ashland, which
stood nearby. She'd seen Madame Mentelle in town, too, and had overheard
Betsey and her bosom-bow Sophonisba Breckenridge talking about her
—*“virago” and “bluestocking,” and “very well educated I suppose, but those
dresses she wears...” The roll of Sophy's eyes had been worth a thousand
words. “I'll bet that poor husband of hers lives under the cat's foot.” And the
two women had giggled like malicious girls.

Now the tall Frenchwoman stood at the top of the front door's three brick
steps: “Dulcie will show you where to put Miss Mary's things,” she told
Nelson, as the old coachman unstrapped the trunk from the back of the
carriage. The slave woman of whom she spoke stepped down to help Nelson
carry in Mary's many boxes, and Madame herself glanced sidelong at Mary,
her pale eyes unreadable. “Take the books into the library. La bibliotheque de
votre pere, c'est renommé ici a la ville.” Her French was so fast, and so
slurred, that Mary had to grope for the words addressed to her, picking the
sentence apart.

La bibliotheque...the library...de vot' pere...your father's library...

“Merci, Madame,” she replied carefully, meeting that disconcerting gaze
unflinchingly. Understanding that this woman was testing her—probing to see
how much work her French would need to achieve the proficiency of a truly



accomplished young lady, she went on in that language. “Papa says you are a
scholar.”

Madame winced, as at the scraping of a nail on tin. “Une scholaira? This
isn't Latin! I was afraid all you'd learned here was American French. Good
God, the Chickasaws speak it better than those imbeciles at Ward's.”

Mary's spine stiffened, for she liked the Reverend Ward and his wife.
“Maybe the Chickasaws learned it while selling American scalps to the
French before the Revolution,” she retorted.

Madame's eyebrows shot up at this impertinence. Then, slowly, she smiled,
revealing long yellow teeth like a horse's. “From what I hear, your grandfather
kept the local market in such commodities fairly scanty.”

And as they crossed the threshold into the dim entryway Mary's heart
flooded with warmth, that this forbidding woman knew something of her
family. That she wasn't just another nameless schoolgirl to be pushed aside, as
she was always pushed aside at home unless she raised a fuss or made them
laugh. And at the same time it burst upon her like sunlight that French was a
language in which one could talk about things that were important and fun,
not just about the pen of the gardener's aunt.

“Grandpa Todd held off the Indians at Blue Licks, Madame.” She had no
idea what the French word for a salt-lick was, so simply gave the vowel a
Gallic twist. “My Great-Uncle John was killed in that battle.”

“‘My Great-Uncle John, he was killed in that battle,”” Madame corrected.
“This is how it is said in Paris. I too had an uncle killed in battle, fighting for
the King of France against the rabble.” She paused in the hallway; through a
door on her right Mary glimpsed dark bookshelves and busts of bronze and
marble and gilt-trimmed porphyry in niches; through another, wide windows
and dappled light. Somewhere in the house a woman sang as she worked, a
light air, and in French. There was a smell of wood-smoke, and of pine
boughs brought in to freshen the winter stuffiness. The quiet felt like the
blessing of God, after the constant turmoil and children crying of her father's
house—her stepmother's house.

“I understand you are something of a scholar yourself.”

“Yes, ma'am.”



“And I suppose you've been told all your life not to tax your poor little
female brain with such heavy matters as history and mathematics.” Madame
led the way down a passageway, and across a narrow court tucked in like an
open-air hallway between the main block of the house and its western wing.
Plum-colored nubbins of new canes punctuated the thorny stems of roses
along the brick of the wall. A green film of moss on the bricks underfoot
showed where the shadows lay longest. “At least that's what people were
always telling me.”

“Did they call you a bluestocking, ma'am?” It was the worst thing Betsey
and Sophy Breckenridge could say of another woman, and Mary was
astonished she remembered the phrase for it in French.

“Bluestocking? To hear them tell it, I was blue all the way up to my chin.”
Madame walked beside her down the court, which had several doors opening
onto it and a little iron gate at the end. “And do you know what? It didn't
change how I felt. One cannot change what one feels, child. Any more than
one can change what one loves.” She paused with her hand on the door-latch.
“We're a bit crowded this season. I hope you don't mind a room in the family
wing, instead of over on the east side with the other boarders? Dinner is in the
main house at five, and perhaps we'll have a little music afterwards—do you

play?”

Before Mary could reply Madame opened the door, to reveal a room every
bit as constricted—and as innocent of a fireplace—as her own on Short Street.
The two small beds it contained seemed to fill it. Mary's own three trunks
were piled at the foot of one, with hatboxes and satchels stacked neatly on
top. Beside the other, just removing an armful of folded linen from a stylish
portmanteau, was Meg Wickliffe, a smile of welcome and delight on her face.

“I shall see you girls at dinner,” said Madame. “Don't put spiders in my
bed, and I daresay you and I shall get along fine.”

WITH THE POSSIBLE EXCEPTION OF MAMMY SALLY'S KITCHEN, MARY had never
known a place where she felt so profoundly at home as she did at Rose Hill.
She missed Frances and Eliza—missed Mammy Sally and even months later
missed Elizabeth—but she had never known a sense of peace like the peace



she knew at the rambling, tree-shaded house on the Richmond Pike.

For all Lexington's brick shops and paved streets, for all its University and
bustling little downtown, it was still only a few minutes from the hilly
bluegrass meadows, from the dark woods and the fields of tobacco and corn.
When Nelson came with the carriage on Friday evenings to bring Mary back
to Short Street, they drove for the most part through groves and woodland
before the houses of the town rose around them, windows glowing amber in
the freezing winter dark, or, later, somnolent in the grass-scented twilight of
summer. Mary would wave to friends both black and white as they passed
them, and then they'd be on the other edge of town, where the hills started up
again and the trees clustered thick.

Mary settled quickly into the sleepy rhythm of those days, the peculiarly
Southern blending of countryside and town.

During the week, Meg Wickliffe was like a sister to her. They'd braid each
other's hair at night, and laugh over the running feud between Madame
Mentelle's parrot Xenophon and Dulcie the maid—Xenophon had learned to
imitate the sound of the silver bell Madame used to summon Dulcie, and
called the exasperated woman into the parlor a dozen times a day. Xenophon
also swore in Italian—*“I shall never be able to teach Italian so long as that
bird is in the house,” remarked Madame.

At sixteen Meg was very much a belle, and would be sent, she said, to
Sigoigne's next year, as soon as her French was up to Philadelphia standards.
Her beaux would come to Rose Hill in the evenings and make careful
conversation in the drawing-room with Meg and the older girls, under
Madame's watchful eye. Meg instructed Mary in the intricacies of curling-
irons, chignons, and how to wire one's braids into the latest and most
fashionable styles as seen in fashion plates from France; they giggled over the
courtships of their friends, designed elegant dresses for one another, and
stayed up far too long after bedtime reading The Monk to one another by the
light of a single shielded candle.

Mary would flirt with Meg's beaux in the parlor, when Madame's back was
turned.

When she was home on Saturdays, she would stroll down to Cheapside to
shop with Frances and Eliza, with Elizabeth if she was in town, and
sometimes with Ann. Mary had learned her lesson and never lied to Mr.



Sotheby again, though she found that she didn't feel quite right about the
sapphire pendant and seldom wore it. Still, her father bought her other things,
earbobs and slippers and gloves, as if deep in his heart he understood that he'd
really sent her away to buy peace with his wife. Mary sensed the guilt that lay
behind his unwillingness to see her cry, and occasionally used it, if there was
something she really, really wanted...though whenever she did this, she
always felt ashamed.

Sometimes after Nelson brought her back to Rose Hill on Sunday evenings,
Mary would sit in her room and take her special things out of the little casket
where she kept them: brooches, necklaces, handkerchiefs bordered in lace.
Proof that her father loved her.

Hope that he loved her best of all.

Frances, at fourteen, had finished Ward's school and was already a belle,
her fair hair dressed up in elaborate side-curls and serpentine plaits adorned
with silk flowers from Sotheby's. As far as Mary could see, she did little but
shop, and stroll, and chat with her friends, and sew dresses to wear at the
dances held in the long salon above M'sieu Giron's confectionary. On those
rare occasions when their father was home from the Legislature, he would
shake his head and say, “Now, a girl must be able to amuse her husband, and
to raise intelligent sons for the nation,” but Mary observed how Robert Todd
would puff with pride when planters' sons like Nate Bodley or Young Duke
Wickliffe would come calling.

And though there was nothing Mary liked better than to shop and stroll and
chat with Frances and Elizabeth—nothing that excited and interested her
more than the selection of lace for a pelerine, or of silk for a dancing-dress, or
being made a fuss over by Mr. Sotheby or Mr. Fowler when she'd come into
their stores—she loved, too, the peaceful stillness of the library of Rose Hill,
away from the noise and confusion of too many children in too few rooms.
There she could savor in peace the way Shakespeare's words sounded in her
mind: If I profane with my unworthiest hand / this holy shrine, the gentle fine
is this / My lips, two blushing pilgrims ready stand / to smooth that rough
touch with a tender Kkiss....

She had to be careful, of course, not to speak of it too much—no gentleman
liked a bluestocking—but she found great pleasure in being able to talk
sensibly about Shakespeare if the subject arose.



Spring advanced and the dogwood bloomed. The high tide of summer
transformed the hills to lush green, the shade of the thick groves to mysterious
blue-black. Like the savor of burgoo against the sweetness of toffee, the social
delights of dances and picnics were flavored with politics that were the
heartbeat of the South, as men wrangled with the framework of power and
law to shape and enable their quest for money and the comforts of life.

Henry Clay was running for President. An ardent Whig like Robert Todd,
Ninian took Mary, Frances, and Elizabeth out to hear the candidates speak at a
picnic at Trotter's Grove. Elizabeth joined at once with the other matrons,
young and old, of Lexington, in directing their slaves to set out the tables and
the food—cornbread, Brunswick stew, imported oysters, homemade jams—
and Frances, who cared little who became President, gravitated at once to the
young gentlemen who'd come to listen, but Mary found herself a place by the
speakers' platform. Cheap draperies of red, white, and blue bunting adorned
it; the American flag had had a couple of extra stars scootched into its blue
field for Maine and Missouri, and looked a bit ragged and out of balance.
Ninian, also maneuvering his way through the crowd to stand close, caught
her eye and winked.

Mary had followed the campaign closely in the several journals available in
Lexington, both Democrat and Whig, and wanted to hear what men from
elsewhere in the state were saying about Clay's American System of public
works and strong currency. But when she tried to edge closer, Elizabeth
gestured to her to come to the food-tables.

“Really, Mary,” she whispered, as soon as Mary came close. “You mustn't
push yourself in among the men that way.”

“I was close to Ninian,” protested Mary. And then, when Elizabeth simply
pursed her lips and handed her a dish of beans to set out, she added in
annoyance, “I'm not going to flirt with him, if that's what's worrying you.”

“The things you do say.” Elizabeth's expression was that of a woman
requesting a servant to remove a dead mouse from the soup tureen. “A
gentleman never seems to mind anything a lady does, but what he thinks of a
young lady who has so few qualms about unsexing herself is another matter.
In any case,” she added, “gentlemen are more comfortable talking politics
without ladies present...if you know what I mean.”

Mary scowled rebelliously, but when she looked back in the direction of the



platform, it was pretty clear to her what Elizabeth meant. She could hear Old
Duke Wickliffe's voice rising in anger about the God-damned bill to forbid
the importation of slaves to the state, see his son Young Duke lashing the air
with his riding-whip. Cash Clay was squaring off with the bull-like young
Nate Bodley, gesticulating furiously. By the sound of it, Nate—whose father
owned Indian Branch, one of the wealthiest plantations in Fayette County—
was already half drunk.

Before nightfall, thought Mary uneasily, somebody would call somebody
out, or someone would end up thrashed with a cane behind the line of
carriages where black grooms walked the blood-horses to be raced later in the
afternoon. And the young ladies of her acquaintance, Frances and Meg, Eliza
and Mary Jane and Isabelle, all clustered together, giggling at Arabella
Richardson's jokes or crying out admiringly at Meg's new walking-dress of
pleated jaconet, as if nothing more serious existed in all the world.

Don't they remember that Isabelle's brother KILLED Meg's brother three
years ago, over a letter written to a newspaper? Mary wondered, puzzled and
angry. Don't they care who gets elected, who runs the nation?

Of course, it didn't do for a girl to thrust herself in among the gentlemen
once the talk got heated, for fear of hearing words no young lady should hear.
But that didn't mean girls had to act like imbeciles, just to get young men to
like them.

She realized that the sun-dazzle in her eyes was growing brighter, that
sections of leaves were disappearing from the chestnut trees, appearing and
disappearing, as things do in dreams. Her stomach curled with dread. In a
small voice she said, “I think I'm getting a headache,” and Elizabeth's
annoyance changed swiftly to her old protective sympathy.

“Maybe if you sit down in the carriage where it's shady it'll go off.” She put
her arm comfortingly around Mary's shoulders, though Mary knew perfectly
well that her headaches never “went off.”

She had had them, on and off, for a year or more; it seemed to her that
since she'd begun having her monthlies they'd become more frequent, and
worse. Sometimes Mammy Sally's remedies of bitter herbs would stave them
off. More frequently nothing helped.

“Well, I'm not going back home,” Frances hastened to put in. “You just sit



still and be quiet, Mary.” And as if to emphasize her words she fluttered off in
the direction of Arabella and her cronies. Even in her agony, Mary felt a stab
of furious resentment, that she could not be joining her as the center of the
boys' attention. Wittier and quicker-tongued than the fairy-like Frances, she
surreptitiously enjoyed the game of drawing beaux away from her sister.

It was like the knowledge that her father sent her more presents than he
sent Frances or Ann.

“I'll get you a wet napkin to put on your eyes.” Elizabeth guided Mary
gently to the carriage, with clearly no intention of leaving the speaking either.
“Ninian, I think I saw Dr. Warfield over near the tables. Do you think he
might come and see Mary?”

By the time Ninian came to the carriage, with the gray-haired professor of
obstetrics and surgery from the University in tow, old Nelson had fetched a
glass of ginger-beer and had put up the hood of the barouche in a vain effort
to approximate by shade the darkness that Mary's throbbing head craved. As
Mary heard the voices approach, she heard Nelson offer, “I can take Miss
Mary on home and be back in an hour, Miss Elizabeth.”

“That's probably best,” agreed Elizabeth.

And Dr. Warfield—whose daughter Mary Jane had been shyly slipping
away all afternoon to speak to Cash Clay among the trees of the groves—
asked, “How often does your sister have these nervous headaches, Mrs.
Edwards?”

“Sometimes two or three a week. Sometimes she'll go a few weeks without
one.”

Old Dr. Warfield climbed into the carriage, making it rock like a ship in the
storm and bringing Mary's lunch heaving back into her throat. She wanted to
scream at him to go away, to leave her alone....Elizabeth and Ninian climbed
in also (rock, sway, lurch!), Elizabeth taking her seat beside Mary and the two
men opposite. It would have been, of course, completely improper for any
man to have been in the carriage alone with her. “May I take your pulse, Miss
Mary?”

Elizabeth turned down the cuff of Mary's glove; the medical man's gloved
fingers felt warm on her icy wrist.



“Your sister is of a nervous disposition, is she not, Mrs. Edwards?” There
wasn't a soul in town who hadn't heard of Mary's alternating charm and
tantrums.

“Yes,” replied Elizabeth, “very much so.”

“And I believe Mr. Edwards told me that this is your little family
politician?”

“She has a very lively mind.” Much as Elizabeth might disapprove of
Mary's unladylike zest for politics and study, she would never admit this to
even so prominent an acquaintance as the professor.

Just let me alone! Mary wanted to scream at them, and began to weep as
the hammering in her head increased. She opened her eyes a slit: Dr. Warfield
looked like a buzzard, with unhealthy skin and a straggling beard. As she
watched, half his head and a portion of his right shoulder disappeared into a
fiery cloud of migraine light.

“That explains it,” said the doctor wisely. “A female's constitution is far
more nervous than a boy's would be. The entire system of the female is rooted
in the nerves and the generative functions rather than in the higher organs of
thought and reason. For this reason mental activity tends to overload and
debilitate her, resulting in these headaches, which are much more
characteristic of the female system than the male.”

“But what can we do about them?” asked Ninian.

Her brother-in-law might be a blockhead about tariffs, thought Mary, but
that was the first practical remark she'd heard concerning her headache from
any white person that afternoon.

“Personally, I would recommend that she be bled, to lower her constitution.
If bleeding does not relieve the pressure on the overactive nervous system we
shall try a blister, to draw the heat away from her brain.”

There's nothing wrong with my brain! Just take me home and leave me
alone in the dark! Get Mammy Sally to make me some of her herbs. . . .

But of course nothing would do for it but that Dr. Warfield and Ninian
accompanied Mary and Elizabeth back to the house—and to Betsey, who was
sent for and who was less than pleased about being obliged to leave the picnic



and her friends to tend to a stepdaughter whom she half-suspected was putting
on this show of pain simply to gain attention.

Mary was put to bed, swathed in her green-and-gold-flowered wrapper. Dr.
Warfield came in with a china bleeding-bowl and a sharp little knife. He was
brusque and rough-handed, his breath smelling of bourbon, and the blade
gouged deep. In the stuffy, curtained bedroom the blood stank. Mary wept,
wondering if she were going to die as her mother had died, but her headache
didn't go away.

“Do you feel better, darling?” asked Elizabeth, and Mary had the good
sense to nod. The last thing she wanted was a blister to draw the heat away
from her brain.

“I'm afraid that as long as she is kept in school, she will run the risk of
continuing to suffer in this fashion,” she overheard Dr. Warfield say, outside
the bedroom door, as Elizabeth made sure no chink of light came through the
curtains and Ninian tucked her in with brotherly affection. “Education, and
the mental overstimulation of attending a political speaking, invariably react
thus on the female organism.”

“Well, I know how much Mary loves school....” Her father's voice. He must
have ridden back from the political speaking too. He sounded doubtful,
because it was true that the headaches had become much worse in the three
months Mary had been at Mentelle's. But before Mary could do much more
than think in panic, Don't take me out of the school . . . ! Betsey's crisp voice
cut in.

“We shall speak to Madame Mentelle about modifying Mary's course of
study, but I see no reason why she cannot continue to attend. I've heard
wonderful things of her there, and of course her French has improved
tremendously.”

Of course, thought Mary. She doesn't want me here.

She desperately hoped her father would come in and see her, maybe sit on
the edge of the bed and hold her hand a little. But he didn't.

“We'll keep you informed of Mary's progress, Dr. Warfield.” Tongue click.
“Now we really must be getting back—folks will wonder what's become of
us....” The voices trailed away down the stairs.



Hooves and the jingle of carriage-harness in the street, dimly perceptible
even through the shut curtains, the closed windows.

Mama wouldn't have left me alone, thought Mary, grief welling up in her,
almost worse than the pain. Mama wouldn't have sent me away—or made me
share a room with her cousin. She barely remembered her mother, barely
remembered sitting on her lap, enfolded and safe, in the days before Levi
came along. But the memory was precious. After Levi's birth—and then
Ann's and George's—her mother had had little time to give to her. But what
she had had, Elizabeth Parker Todd had given. As always when she felt sick
and alone, Mary tried to picture what life would be like now if her mother had
not been carried out of her room like that in the dead of night, never to return
again.

The anger she felt made her head hurt worse, swamping her grief in pain.

After a little time soft bare feet creaked on the hall floor, and Mammy Sally
came in, bearing a cup that smelled sharply and sweetly of hot ginger and
sugar. Mary drank it thirstily, and lay back in the darkness while those warm
strong hands unbraided her hair, gently brushed out the long, heavy curls. She
whispered, “Thank you,” and slipped over into sleep.

THAT WAS ALMOST THE LAST OCCASION ON WHICH MARY STAYED IN that small
room. The following Saturday, when Nelson brought her home for dinner, her
father announced that he had “closed the deal” on Palmentier's Tavern on
Main Street, and would be converting it into a house for the family—he cast a
significant eye at Betsey as he spoke, and she simpered in acknowledgment of
what the novelist Mrs. Radclyffe would have called the “token of his
affection” that currently swelled the front of her white lawn gown. You didn't
even ask us, thought Mary resentfully, as Eliza gasped, “May I have my own
room?” and Betsey heaved a visible sigh of relief.

“Now maybe we'll be able to entertain properly.”

Robert Todd said quietly, “Now maybe my family can come and go from
our own front door without crossing paths with coffles of Mr. Pullum's
slaves.”



And young Mr. Presby the tutor said, “Amen.”

Mary glanced sharply at her father from beneath her lashes, then across at
Elliot Presby, the theology student who hailed from some tiny rock-ribbed
village in New England. Bespectacled, skinny, with a face like a saint who's
just bitten a sour lemon, young Mr. Presby had little that was good to say
about the South or Southerners, and on more than one occasion had reacted to
Mary's teasing with sharp anger.

Above all he detested the institution of slavery, and looked upon all
slaveholders—including Mary's father—with ill-concealed disapproval. When
she was younger Mary had teased him mercilessly, but now she was more and
more conscious herself of the brick-walled yard on the corner near her father's
house, of the men and women who sat on benches under Pullum's awnings
out front, with chains around their ankles....

And of old Nelson's silence when he drove her past the place on the way to
and from Rose Hill.

Cash Clay had returned from his year at Yale an abolitionist, afire to end
slavery, or at least forbid the importation of more slaves to Kentucky.
According to Frances, after Mary had left the political-speaking Nate Bodley
had attempted to cane Cash over it.

Of course it isn't the same with our people, thought Mary, watching as
Pendleton circulated the table with a platter of boiled ham. The darkies were
slaves, yes, in that they were legally her father's property—or more properly
Granny Parker's property—but she knew he treated them well. Slavery in
Kentucky wasn't at all like slavery in the deeper South. She'd been in and out
of the kitchen all her life, listening to Nelson tell his stories, or watching
Mammy Sally make her custards for the children, as lovingly as if they were
her own.

Her father would never sell Nelson or Mammy Sally or Jane or even
grumpy old Chaney. They were part of the family.

And where would they go if they didn't live with us? That was something
that had always bothered her about Cash's wild insistence that all slaves be
freed immediately, for their own good and that of the owners' souls. What
would they do? Who would take care of them?



Then she thought, If we move down to Palmentier's Tavern, it will be
harder for Jane and Saul to meet. It was only a few streets up from Main
Street to Granny Parker's big house, of course; but she knew Granny Parker
was strict about keeping her people at their duties, as was Betsey.

And she, Mary, had been consulted about the move no more than had been
the slaves.

Why should I care? she wondered, as Nelson drove her back to Rose Hill
early Monday morning, with the horses' breath and her own a faint mist in the
chill. It isn't as if it were my home anymore. She had shared a bed with Eliza,
because Ann had taken over her old bed. Though they all laughed and giggled
as they always did when she came home, she felt like an interloper. Ann and
Eliza had to move their things around to admit her, cheerfully as they always
did. But she felt, as she always felt, that things went on without her. That if
she did not return, she would not be much missed.

Still, the thought of complete strangers sleeping in that bedroom, of another
family reading the newspaper by lamplight in the study where she had read on
those rare, precious evenings with her father, filled her with desolation. As if
she were invisible, and no one cared if she lived or died. She stayed away
from the house on the Saturday when the furniture was moved, joining instead
with Meg and the Trotter sisters, with Mary Jane and her sisters Julia and
Caroline, and her other friends from Ward's, to gather hickory-nuts in the
woods along the Richmond Pike.

It was a warm day at summer's end. The leaves of the maples had begun to
turn and the air within the woods felt heavy, mysterious with the coming of
the year's change. The girls were joined by several of Meg's numerous beaux
—Nate Bodley, Jim Rollins, Buck Loveridge, and a few others, sons of the
local planters or the gentlemen of the town—and there was a great deal of
laughter and chasing around the laurel thickets among the trees, under the
benevolent eye of Isabelle's widowed Aunt Catherine. Mary, with her curls
bobbing under a new hat of pink straw and a new dress of pink-sprig voile,
flirted with Nate and let him hold in his handkerchief the nuts she gathered, a
curiously exhilarating experience. In the dappled green light his handsome
face looked different, gentler than it did when she'd seen him among the
cronies at the political speakings. His brown eyes caressed her when he called
her “Miss Mary,” and she realized, for the first time in her young life, that
something might lie beyond flirting.



That instead of the delight in being the center of attention in a ring of
young men held by her saucy wit, she might draw to her a single man, who
would love her as Saul loved Jane.

It was a revelation to her, and one that confused her, as she had lately been
confused by the stirrings in her body of feelings she didn't understand. She
pulled her hands away from Nate and he chased her, laughing, through the
sun-dappled woods.

They came out of the undergrowth to see Cash Clay sitting alone in the
clearing, his long legs stretched out on the grass, hulling the hickory-nuts the
others had gathered, striking them on an outcrop of rock. Nate and Mary
stopped, unseen, for at that same moment Mary Jane came into the clearing
by herself, her bonnet gone, her fair hair undone and lying over her shoulders.
She was looping it up and working a hair-pin into it when she saw Cash;
Mary caught Nate by the sleeve and tugged him deeper into the laurel,
touching a finger to her lips. Nate nodded, his eyes bright. He knew, as Mary
knew, the trouble Cash had in getting a word alone with Mary Jane. Since
Cash's return from Yale as a new-fledged abolitionist (“He'll get over it,” Nate
had sighed. “With Cash it's always some damn thing”), Dr. Warfield had
barely been able to tolerate the young man's presence in his house.

By all rules of propriety, of course, Mary Jane should have gone
immediately to seek the others, for even the slaves had left to set up the
picnic-baskets by the spring. Betsey—and certainly Mary Jane's mother, the
formidable Maria Warfield—were quite clear on what a young lady must and
must not do. Watching her, Mary thought, Go to him! As if she watched a
play—like reading Twelfth Night and whispering to Viola, Tell him who you
are!

And slowly, Mary Jane crossed the clearing, her long hair falling unnoticed
down over her shoulders again, and stood above Cash, who held out his hand
to her, and moved his long legs aside. She hesitated for an endless moment,
then settled beside him, her butter-yellow skirts billowing as she sank down,
covering his shins in a froth of tucking and lace. Nate's hand closed around
Mary's behind the screening laurels, and she was suddenly, profoundly
conscious of the warmth of his grip, the soft whisper of his breath on her hair.
Like actors in the green-and-golden proscenium of the glade, Cash laid his
hands on either side of Mary Jane's face and kissed her; her own hands closed
briefly, hungrily, on his arms.



Then quickly she was on her feet, and hurrying away.

CASH AND MARY JANE WERE MARRIED IN FEBRUARY, AT DR. Warfield's house in
Lexington near the University. For two days before, there had been whispers,
panic, excitement. Another of Mary Jane's suitors had sent a letter to Mary
Jane—which her mother had then passed along to Cash for reasons best
known to herself—calling Cash a rake, an abolitionist, and a traitor, and Cash
had ridden down to Louisville and publicly caned the man. The result,
predictably, was a duel, to be fought on the eve of the wedding.

“Cash is really going to fight?” demanded Mary, aghast, when she and
Elizabeth went to call on Mary Jane on the afternoon before. Elizabeth would
be Mary Jane's matron of honor. They'd found the distraught bride with her
sister and four other friends, pacing the parlor and fighting not to weep.

“What else can he do?” demanded Bella Richardson, widening her long-
lashed violet eyes. “After the things Dr. Declarey called him in that letter...”

“And getting himself killed is going to help Mary Jane?” retorted Mary.
She remembered how her friend had looked up at Cash in the clearing in that
hazy autumn light, the way she'd held his arms, wanting and yet afraid. On
the back of the parlor sofa, where the light from the bow-window fell, Mary
Jane's bridal gown lay in a cascade of ivory-colored silk and point-lace. Mary
felt sick at the thought of not knowing whether in the morning she would put
on that dress, or black mourning for what was never to be.

“It's a matter of honor,” protested Bella. “I couldn't marry a man who
would not fight for his honor.”

“That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard,” snapped Mary, rounding on her
fiercely, and Elizabeth said, “Hush!”

Elizabeth put her arms around Mary Jane, almost forced her to sit in one of
the parlor chairs. Mary Jane was visibly trembling, her face waxen, but she
held herself calm. In her place Mary knew too well that she herself would be
in hysterics. Meg Wickliffe knelt beside the chair, gripping Mary Jane's
hands. Not speaking the name of the brother who had been shot.



“The matter is in God's hands,” said Elizabeth quietly. “Very often in such
affairs no one is hurt at all.”

Meg turned her face away.

But in the morning Cash appeared at McChord's Presbyterian Church,
muddy from his hard ride back from Louisville but otherwise none the worse
for wear. The matter vanished as if it had never been, save for the tears Mary
saw in Mary Jane's eyes, and the way she trembled as she stood at the altar
with her dark-haired, savage bridegroom. Mary, just turned fourteen and
clothed in her own new status as a budding belle, wondered if she were the
only person still troubled by the implications of the duel. At the reception in
the Warfield parlor afterwards, she watched Mary Jane and her friends laugh
and chatter and felt as alien from them as if they were characters in some
fantastic book. Isn't anyone going to ask Mary Jane if she has second
thoughts about marrying Cash? From the group of men around the punch-
bowl she heard Cash's booming voice:

“...of course the news had spread of the duel, and the whole state had
turned out to watch, it seemed like—Lord, it was like a fair! So I said to
Declarey...”

Could you marry a man who would stake his life—and your happiness—on
a letter written in anger, that should simply have been put on the fire?

Her eyes traveled the room, picking out the way Elizabeth touched Ninian's
sleeve as she murmured something to him; the way Mary Jane's gaze turned,
again and again, in mingled love and pain, toward Cash's dark, tousled head
among the crowd around the punch-bowl. She saw Nate Bodley in the crowd,
and saw how he turned also to scan the big double-parlor...seeking her? She
remembered the way he'd taken her own hands in the woods, the whisper of
his breath on her hair. She had dreamed last night that she was Mary Jane,
sinking down to be kissed in the green and gold of the glade.

Nate had come often to Rose Hill in the evenings, when the older girls
would sit in the parlor or, in warm weather, on the pillared porch, exchanging
shy commonplaces with the sons of planters, the students at the University.
He'd laughed uproariously with the rest at Mary's jokes and witticisms, and
had shown a marked disposition to seek the chair beside hers.

I will marry, Mary reflected again. The feelings stirred that day in the



woods had changed the words' meaning for her. It had always been, I will
marry someday, when I'm grown. . . .

But she was grown, or close to it. She'd coaxed a new dress from her father
for today, white tarlatan that rustled and whispered with silvery sweetness, the
sleeves so wide they were held out with hoops and everything trimmed with
green velvet ribbons. More and more young men were riding out to Rose Hill
to see her, and she had become adept at the secret language of sidelong
glances and gentle laughter, of kisses promised or withheld.

But it came to her that this was more than a pleasant game, a way to collect
beaux as tokens of her beauty and to score off her sisters. It was a hunt, to
find a husband. To not be an old maid, scorned and pitied by all.

To hear Meg talk, or Bella or Isabelle, any husband was better than having
people whisper about you in that sweetly hateful way, and urge their brothers
or cousins to dance with you so you wouldn't be a wall-flower.

Even a husband who would leave you a widow on your wedding-day
because some other man called him an abolitionist in a private letter that was
intended for no one's eyes but yours.

There was Nate of course, whose quest for her seemed to have been
sidetracked by a promising discussion of the proposed railroad between
Lexington and Frankfort. A golden Hercules, and well-off—stupid as a brick,
Mary thought, and not likely to get anywhere in the world except to be a
slaveowner and raise tobacco and horses.

When I marry, she decided, it will have to be to a man who's going
somewhere. A man like Father, or Mr. Clay.

Her old jest with Mr. Clay, about marrying a man who would be President
of the United States, returned to her. Naturally there was no way of
guaranteeing that, though it would be intensely gratifying to stand at the
center of power, to shine as first among all the women of the land. But it
occurred to her that marriage to someone who just stayed at home and minded
his slaves and his business would be appallingly dull.

And what if I don't want to get married at all? She thought of Betsey,
always pregnant, more and more frequently ill, confined to the quiet of her
room. What if by the time I'm nineteen—the last possible outpost of belle-



hood before people started calling you an old maid—I haven't met anyone I
love the way Mary Jane loves Cash, the way Elizabeth loves Ninian or Jane
loves Saul! What if I don't meet someone like that at all? What then?

As soon as Cash and Mary Jane left in the carriage for Crab Orchard
Springs for their wedding-trip, Mary took the opportunity to walk home with
Elizabeth, Frances, Eliza, and Ann. There would be dancing that night, and
while the men lingered over the punch-bowl and their cigars the girls
retreated, to change clothes and have a beauty-nap, for the dancing would last
most of the night. The other girls' chatter saved Mary from having to talk. She
felt troubled and lonely, doubly so because she had never felt completely at
home in the tall-fronted brick house on Main Street.

The other girls went rustling up the stairs, but Mary passed through the
dining-room and pantry to the big kitchen in the back of the house, where she
knew the servants would be gathered, taking advantage of the warmth there
on this icy day and also of the fact that the family was out.

But coming into the pantry she saw Nelson and Pendleton standing in the
kitchen door, and beyond them, heard the sound of a woman weeping.

“What is it?” Mary slipped between the two men and into the brick-floored
room. “What's wrong?”

Nelson turned, and Mary saw that his eyes burned with impotent rage. Past
him in the kitchen Jane sat huddled on a stool beside the big brick hearth, her
face buried in her hands. Mammy Sally held her, rocked her gently, tears
running down her face.

Softly, Nelson said, “Your Granny Parker took Saul to Mr. Pullum, to help
your Uncle David out for having backed a bill for one of his friends. Saul's
gone. Taken away with a coffle for Louisville this morning.”

“Saul...” Mary fell back a step. After the biting air of the street the kitchen
was warm, the smell of vanilla and steaming cider incongruously sweet. Jane
leaned her head back against Mammy Sally's shoulder, still hugging herself,
as if without the binding strength of the older woman's arms her heart would
tear itself out of her ribcage and flee to some land where things like this didn't
happen. Where a man couldn't be taken away and sold just to raise a little
extra cash, without anyone once asking if he had family or loved ones.



Saul was gone, just like that. Without warning, without good-by.

Not because of some stupid dispute about honor, thought Mary, that he
would have had the choice to take up or leave alone. But because it suited her
grandmother to help out Uncle David, and this was the quickest and easiest
way.

Marriage, and honor, and sapphire pendants, and not being an old maid—
even having a stepmother who sent one away from home for putting spiders
in her bed—suddenly seemed insults to the silent agony on Jane's face. The
petty luxuries of the free.

Mary gathered up her skirts and went quietly back through the pantry, and
up the stairs.



CHAPTER EIGHT

o 3

AFTER CASH'S WEDDING, MARY UNDERSTOOD THERE WERE TWO WORLDS in
Lexington. She had always been aware of the division between them, but had
slipped back and forth across it with the blithe malleability of a child, to
whom the fairies in the garden are as real as the horses in the stable. Besides
the storybook tales of King Arthur and his knights, and the heroes of Troy,
Mary had grown up on Nelson's narrations of talking foxes and clever rabbits
and of little boys and their conjure-wise grannies; of the Platt-Eye Devil who
waited for bad children in the dark and of the jay-bird who'd fly to Hell every
Friday night to tell Satan of little girls' iniquities.

Everyone always said that slavery in Kentucky “wasn't like it was deeper
south,” and that, to Mary's mind, had made it all right.

When Granny Parker sold Saul, the division between the worlds sharpened
into focus for her: how narrow the gap was, and how abysmally deep.

The world of the whites was itself divided into two: the world of men, of
politics, of speculation for new lands opening in the West, of horse-racing and
money-making and the casual, noisy, whiskey-smelling friendships of men;
and the world of women. Mary wasn't sure which she liked best. She reveled
in gossip, in shopping, in flirtations on the porch of Rose Hill and beautiful
new dresses—she'd grown adept at coaxing promises from her father, and at
holding him to them, if necessary, with tears. She loved afternoon-calls and
the intricate ritual of who was at home to whom and who left cards on whom.
But she understood that the ultimate power lay with the men.



And the men, who would gallantly offer their arms to help women cross
puddles that they assumed the women didn't have the brains to walk around,
guarded their power jealously. To get drunk, to shoot or thrash one another, to
whip any darky who needed it or gamble the fortunes on which their families
depended, were prerogatives not to be shared with addlepated females or
Northerners like Mr. Presby who couldn't comprehend what things were like
in the South.

Yet it was also a world of enchantment, of sultry evenings on the porch
listening to the cry of the crickets, a world of taffy-pulls and dances in the big
ballroom above Giron's Confectionary. A world of writing letters to friends
and brushing Meg's hair and frantically trying to sneak time to get back to the
literary adventures of the blameless Isabelle and her flight from the loathsome
and doomed Duke Manfred...

A world of sweet peacefulness where day succeeded quiet day, and season
gentle season, in a land where the rules were always clear—if sometimes
byzantine and never spoken—and people could be counted on.

On the other side of that narrow abyss lay the world of kitchens, backyards,
and dusty alleys in the deep shade of elm-trees, refuges for whoever could get
away from their unceasing work for a quick chat with friends who might
disappear tomorrow. It was a world of back-fences and the tiny economies of
vegetable-plots, fish-hooks, second-run coffee-grounds, and dresses too worn
for “the missus” to want anymore.

A world where there was no power, and no redress. Ever.

For weeks after Saul's departure Mary thought of him. She would see him
in her mind, chained to the deck of the steamboat going down the Ohio to the
Mississippi, and down the Mississippi to New Orleans, and thence to harsh
labor and early death in the sugar and cotton lands of the deeper South. In her
dreams he would gaze silently at the dark walls of trees gliding past, and
Mary would sometimes hear the wailing slave-songs that would drift from
behind the brick walls of Pullum's slave-yard.

“I'm goin' away to New Orleans,

Good-by, my love, good-by,



I'm goin' away to New Orleans,
Good-by, my love, good-by,

Oh, let her go by.”

Papa would never sell any of our people, she thought, and most of the time
truly believed it. But in fact, Mammy Sally and Nelson and Chaney and
Pendleton belonged, not to her father, but to Granny Parker. As Saul had
done. When that thought came to her, Mary would close her eyes in panic, her
heart hammering at the fear of losing her friends.

At the idea of her friends losing their homes and each other, weeping as
Jane had wept.

And there was nothing she could do about it, as there had been nothing she
could ever do about her mother's death.

When Cash came back from Crab Orchard Springs with Mary Jane, Robert
Todd gave a reception for the newlyweds at the new Main Street house. At
this party Mary took Cash aside and asked, “Are you an abolitionist, Cash?”
She'd heard the word bandied about a great deal, usually as a deadly insult.
Even her father would argue that, though opposed to slavery in principle as
Mr. Clay was, he was not an abolitionist. Cash looked down at her with his
arms folded, his piercing eyes grave.

He said, “Yes, I am.”

“But you own slaves.” He had been left fatherless young, at sixteen
inheriting the plantation of White Hall, where they grew tobacco and hemp.

“That will only be until I can establish my brothers in some profession
where they can make their own way, and until I can establish myself in a way
that will not do injustice to Mary Jane.” He glanced across the spacious
double-parlor that had once been the common-room of Palmentier's Tavern.
Mary Jane, clothed in the brighter colors and more modish styles of a young
wife, laughed with her friends as if she had never felt fear in her life. The
company overflowed the double-parlor and filled the family parlor across the
hall, and the dining-room beyond that. “Then I will free the people whom my
father left to me—and in freeing them, will free myself.”



Mary was quiet. She had heard this before, from Elliot Presby—and had
gotten into screaming arguments with the tutor on the strength of it. But from
Cash it was different. Cash did understand the South, as the sanctimonious
young New Englander never could.

“People in this country talk about slavery as if it were a matter of choice,”
Cash went on. “Like the decision whether or not to keep a carriage, or
whether to become a Methodist or a Baptist. We have lived with it so long
that it seems like that to us, and not what it really is. Not what Mr. Lloyd
Garrison has shown us—showed me, when I went to hear him speak at Yale—
that it is.”

Cash's voice had grown grave, without his usual edge of theatrical anger.
“And it is a sin, Mary. It is an evil, the most wicked of injustices, perpetrated
and carried on simply because it is profitable to us to buy and sell black men
and make them do work for us. Garrison describes it for what it is, and
describes slaveholders—myself still numbered among them—for what they—
we—really are: oppressors beside whom Herod and the Pharaoh of Egypt
were fiddling amateurs. It cannot be allowed to continue.”

A few days later Cash rode out to Rose Hill in the evening, at the time
when young gentlemen customarily called on the girls. In warm weather,
chairs would be brought out onto the lawn beneath the chestnut-trees, for
Madame frowned on such visits, but in the bitter cold of early spring she
relented, and admitted them to the fire-warmed parlor. There she would take
out her violin and play, to the accompaniment of her daughter Marie on the
piano. Most of the young gentlemen were terrified of her.

Madame had long ago ceased to frighten Mary. When the school-day was
done and the day-students went home, Madame and her husband seemed
more human, like parents to the handful of boarding-students. Evenings in the
big parlor were like the family that Mary had always wished she had; they
made up, in part, for the desolation she still felt each time she left her father's
house.

That evening Cash brought her a note from Mary Jane, a commonplace
invitation to tea the following week. When Mary walked him out to the porch,
he slipped her a closely folded packet of papers: “Mr. Garrison's newspaper,
The Liberator,” he whispered. “Read it yourself, Mary, and see if you do not
agree with us, that slavery is a moral issue, and not merely a question of white
man's property and white man's law.”



She stowed the papers under her mattress, where she was fairly certain no
one would find them. The girls made up their own beds each morning, and
changed their own sheets on Tuesday nights, the linen fresh-washed and
fresh-pressed by Dulcie and Caro. It did not seem, thought Mary, that you
could get away from slaves. Once she'd read The Liberator, tucked between
the pages of A Young Lady's History of the United States, it seemed to her that
slaves were everywhere, in every corner of Lexington.

They did all the laundry. They cut all the wood, for kitchen fires, bedroom
fires, heating water to wash clothing and dishes. They ironed sheets and
napkins in every house she knew of, from the wealthy plantations like the
Wickliffes' Glendower and Dr. Warfield's The Meadows to houses like her
father's and Granny Parker's. They worked on road-gangs, cutting trees and
leveling grades so that wagons could come and go from Louisville on the
river, taking hemp and tobacco down to market or hauling up the batiste de
soie and gros de Naples, the feathers and ribbons and buttons of mother-of-
pearl that made shopping-expeditions in Cheapside so entrancing. They
milked everyone's cows and shoveled out everyone's stables; they spread the
manure on everyone's gardens so that roses and carrots and potatoes would
grow.

She realized she didn't know anyone—except old Solly, the town drunk and
gravedigger—who didn't own a slave.

Yet it was clear to her, reading Mr. Garrison's impassioned writings, that
the owning of slaves, the selling of slaves, did more than just make a mockery
of the liberty that the United States had claimed as a birthright in separating
from England. It was evil in and of itself, in the eternal eyes of God. The men
who owned other men were tyrants, the men who sold other men were
kidnappers, the men who punished other men for not accepting bondage as
their lot were no better than robbers who beat their victims. Garrison's words
burned her, left her breathless and deeply troubled.

Because she knew in her heart that they were true. But if she accepted
them, she understood that she would have to accept that her father was a
tyrant and kidnapper. That Mr. Clay, whom she both admired and loved, was,
in Garrison's words, “a patriotic hypocrite, a fustian declaimer of liberty, a
highway robber and a murderer.”

Then she would look around her at the friends chatting of beaux and
dresses—good people, dear and sweet (except maybe Arabella Richardson)—



and she wouldn't know what to feel or think.

She would have liked to talk to her father about this, but on those Saturdays
and Sundays when she returned to the Main Street house, her father, if he was
home at all, was always surrounded by family: always talking to Ninian—
who frequently came up with Elizabeth from Walnut Hill if the couple weren't
staying outright at the Main Street house for a few weeks—or admonishing
Levi and George, or playing with little Margaret, little Sam, or baby
David....Or if he were doing none of those things, Betsey was there, and Mary
felt robbed and abandoned all over again.

Even a new pair of slippers or the promise of a new dress did not entirely
make up for the ache—and confusion—in her heart.

Nor could she bring the matter up to M'sieu Mentelle without opening the
subject of where she'd gotten hold of copies of The Liberator. No young lady
at Rose Hill was permitted to receive correspondence that had not been
scrutinized by Madame. The parents of her boarders expected her to be aware
of such things. And in any case the rule about speaking only French within
the house was strict, and Mary did not feel up to discussing “the popular fury
against the advocates of bleeding humanity” in French.

One Saturday evening in the summer of her second year at Mentelle's—
1833—Mary found her chance. Supper at the Main Street house was done—a
reduced group around her father's table, for Ninian had received his law
degree not long ago, and had taken Elizabeth north to his family home in
Springfield, Illinois, leaving Mary bereft. Mr. Presby had returned to Boston
to visit his family, and the Todds had begun to make plans to retreat to Crab
Orchard Springs—or perhaps to Betsey's small country house, Buena Vista,
five miles outside town, as soon as Mary was out of school for the summer.

Mary herself felt depressed and strange, as if she were going to have a
headache later. She had had a nightmare the night before, about the town
being flooded with water that shone ghastly green with poison, and the
thunderclouds building over the mountains filled her with uneasy dread.

After supper she'd followed her father out onto the rear porch that
overlooked the small formal garden that was Betsey's pride, and beyond it the
woodland that bordered the stream at the rear of the property. In buying
Palmentier's, Robert Todd had also purchased the three town lots surrounding
it—practically the only vacant lots remaining near the center of Lexington—



so that this green and pleasant prospect would remain his.

This evening he sat smoking in the gloom, listening to the muted burble of
the creek. Betsey had retreated early to bed with a headache—she was, Mary
suspected, increasing yet again—and Mary herself shivered at the far-off
sounds of thunder.

But she sat on one of the cane-bottomed chairs beside her father, and said,
“Is Mr. Clay going to run for President again, when Mr. Jackson's term is
up?”

Her father grinned, and pinched her cheek. “Always the little politician,
eh?” He sighed. “Maybe. Jackson's a sick old man. Even if he could, I don't
think he'd court accusations of being a dictator by running for a third time
when Washington was content with only two.”

“Mr. Clay is against slavery, isn't he, Papa?” Mary leaned against her
father's arm, taking comfort in his bulk and size, in the scent of tobacco and
Macassar oil and horses, the faint sweaty smell of manhood in his coat. “Yet
he owns slaves, the way you do.”

Her father sighed again. “A man can be against slavery and still not be a
crazy abolitionist, Molly,” he said. The darkness, broken only by the faint
glow of light from the kitchen windows, seemed to bring them closer; Mary
treasured the delicious quiet of the moment, the man-to-man matter-of-
factness of her father's voice as he spoke to her. Like a woman and a friend,
not like a child.

A closeness better than all the sapphire pendants in the world.

“Slavery is evil. I don't think you can argue that. But simply turning all the
slaves loose would bring down a greater evil, in terms of poverty, and chaos,
and lawlessness. Darkies aren't like you and me, daughter. They don't
understand principles—you know how you have to keep instructions to
Chaney or Judy very simple, if you're going to get anything like what you're
asking for—and in most ways they're like children. Even a smart darky like
Jane isn't more than a few generations removed from the jungle, you know. It
wouldn't be any kindness to them to turn them loose to fend for themselves,
any more than it would be to let loose your sister Frances's pet canary in the
woods.”



Thunder rumbled above the hills. The metallic drumming of the cicadas in
the trees seemed to accentuate the heat and closeness of the dark. Mary
shivered, hating the electric feel of the air that pressed so desperately on her
skull, as if the lightning itself flickered in her brain. Nelson emerged from a
side door, descended the back steps, and crossed through the garden to the
coach house, in whose attic he and Pendleton had their rooms while the
women slaves slept above the kitchen. “But couldn't they do their same jobs
at wages?”

He shook his head. “It doesn't work that way, sweetheart. No planter could
make a profit if he had to pay wages, and if the wages were low the darkies
would go looking for higher ones, and drive white men out of work. No, Mr.
Clay's scheme is best. You don't free the Negro race until you're able to
provide a home for them. Either colonize them out in the West beyond the
Mississippi—which would certainly spark problems with the Indians or the
Spanish—or set up colonies for them in Africa, where the benefits of what
they've learned in this country will gradually civilize the heathen tribes
around them.”

“Wouldn't that be like letting loose a canary in the woods?” asked Mary.

“Of course it would, baby.” Her father patted her gently, and glanced
longingly at the cigar he'd stamped out the moment Mary had appeared in the
dark door to the house. “That's why we have to do this slowly. It's only the
abolitionists who want to rush pell-mell into things, to solve the problem their
way, in their time, the minute they think they see a solution. They're not
thinking about the consequences, to the country or to the darkies themselves.”

Lightning leaped white across the sky, blanching the leaves of the chestnut-
trees. Mary screamed—at the same moment the trees bent in the rushing
wind, as if reaching for the walls of the house, and thunder ripped the
darkness that dropped like a smothering blanket in the lightning's wake.
Trembling, she retreated to the house as a second blast of lightning split the
night, and torrents of rain began to fall. Her head aching in earnest, she ran up
the stairs to the guest-room, flung herself fully clothed on the bed, covered
her head with the pillow so she would not hear.

But she did hear. And she saw, through the pillow and her shut eyelids, the
white blasts of lightning that ripsawed the night. She heard, too, the
hammering of the rain, until it seemed to her that the house and the whole
town would wash away. Once she crept from her bed and looked out the



window, to see the spring at the bottom of the garden overflowing, its waters
spilling everywhere, glittering in the lightning's blue flare. She remembered
her dream, of overspilling water bringing poison, bringing death.

The following day, Sunday, the bells of McChord's Church were tolling.
Her father came in while the family was seated at breakfast and said, “That
was Jim Rollins outside, coming up from the University. There's a woman
down on Water Street, where the Town Branch flooded last night, down sick.
They're saying it's cholera.”

Betsey clicked her tongue. “Nonsense. They can't tell so quickly.”

But Mary glanced over at Eliza, cold terror gripping her. Last summer's
newspapers had been filled with reports of the cholera that had killed
thousands in New York and New Orleans, like the ravenous plagues of
medieval Europe. Frances set down her spoon rather quickly, and said, “I
know Mary has a few weeks of school yet, but if some of us could go down to
Crab Orchard Springs early this year she could join us as soon as she's done.”

And little Margaret, glancing from face to face of her shaken seniors,
asked, “What's cholera?”

“It's a sickness, sweetheart.” Betsey stroked her eldest daughter's blond
curls. “A sickness that only bad people and poor people get.”

“Aunt Hannah wasn't bad, or poor,” pointed out Mary, “and she died of it
last year.” Betsey looked daggers at her, but Mary turned to her father, whose
sister Aunt Hannah had been. He didn't admonish her for contradicting her
stepmother.

Instead he said, “I think I'll just ride over to the University, and see what
they're saying at the Medical College. I won't be long—and I think it's
probably best if no one goes outside for now.”

Just before dinner he was back, with the news that ten other cases of
cholera had been reported in the town. Nelson was sent to the market to buy
tar and lime: “The disease seems to spread through the night air, according to
Dr. Warfield,” said Robert Todd, to his wife and children assembled in the
family parlor. “Until we can get packed, and get out of town, I think the safest
thing we can do is stay indoors, keep the windows shut, spread lime on all the
windowsills and thresholds and burn tar to cleanse the air. I think the



Mentelles will understand if you leave school a few weeks early this term,
Molly,” he added, glancing over at Mary. “I understand the air is better in
Crab Orchard Springs. If we leave now, we can probably get a cabin there,
until the epidemic is over.”

But the next morning Mary came down to breakfast to hushed whispers and
bad-news voices. “Pendleton is sick,” her father told her. “We've got him
isolated and I've called Grant Shelby to take a look at him”—Grant Shelby
was the local veterinarian, who also handled slaves—*“but Mammy Sally says
it looks like the cholera, and from what I've seen I agree with her. I'm afraid
there's no question of leaving town now—or of leaving this house.”

There followed three of the most nightmarish weeks Mary had spent in her
life. The summer's heat lay on the city like a soaked blanket. The air was
unbreathable from the white streaks of lime on every window- and doorsill,
and from the flambeaux of tar that Nelson made up and burned all around the
house. In the dark of the shuttered house the smells thickened daily, hourly, in
every stuffy, shadowy room. Mary felt the stink of it would never leave her
throat. Yet she was forbidden to so much as venture out into the yard, though
Betsey crossed back and forth to the coach house a dozen times a day, to help
with Pendleton's nursing.

Mary herself felt very little fear that she would catch the disease. She
feared it far less than she feared lightning-storms, or the silence that lay over
the stricken town. Generally the creak of wagons and carriages, the clop of
hooves and clamor of voices from Main Street, reached to every corner of the
big house, shutters or no shutters. Now Lexington was silent, and under the
summer's heat the only sounds that could be heard through the shutters were
the occasional creak of a single wagon passing, or the tolling of a funeral bell.
If she had no fear for herself, she was frantic with fear that Frances, or Ann,
or Eliza would come down sick, or that, when the quarantine was over, she
would hear the news that Mary Jane or Meg or Nate Bodley was dead. Every
night when she prayed—as Granny Parker had instructed her from earliest
childhood—she added to the rote litany of OurFatherWhoArtinHeaven...the
fervent request that her friends be spared.

But she had no sense that God heard her. The last time that she had truly
petitioned God was when she was six, that her mother return to comfort her,
for she needed her so.

God apparently had not heard.



Nearly as bad as the smells was David's crying, which went on and on,
sawing at the terrible silence. That, and the fact that as fruits and vegetables
were thought by some to cause the disease, in the height of the season of
peaches and mulberries the family lived on beaten biscuits and beef tea. After
the first week there was no more newspaper, for so many of the men who
printed it were either sick or tending the sick in makeshift hospitals. Betsey,
wraith-thin, took to her own bed with exhaustion, and was snappish and
impatient, and Robert Todd spent most of his days at her side. Mary kept to
the semi-dark of her shuttered bedroom, reading books from her father's
library to shut out her fears, or peering through the chinks in the shutters to
watch the dead-carts rumble by below. One afternoon the noise of clumping
and thumping in the hall brought her to the door, and she saw her father and
Nelson bringing trunks down the attic stairs.

“What is it?” she asked. “What's happening?”

“Old Solly the gravedigger's outside,” said Nelson. “He's asking for
whatever trunks and boxes folks have, since the coffin makers can't make
enough coffins for those that're dead.”

Shoulder to shoulder in the lamplight, both men were dirty and dusty,
shirtsleeved and daubed with the smuts of burned tar: black man and white
man, of the same age, in the same household, feeling the same fear—helping
others as well as they could. Mary opened doors for them and helped them
maneuver the heavy trunks down the stairs, with a sense of seeing the front-
parlor world of the whites, the shadow-world of the back alleys and kitchen-
yards, merge....

Do men like Papa and Dr. Warfield think they're going somewhere different
than Pendleton and Nelson when they die?

Pendleton recovered, though he was weeks in bed and lost a good thirty
pounds. By July the funeral-bells had quit tolling, and Robert Todd packed up
his family and took them, belatedly, to Crab Orchard Springs. Later Mary
heard that five hundred people had died in Lexington, including half the
patients at the lunatic asylum that stood beside the University.



COMING BACK THAT FALL TO LEXINGTON, MARY HAD THE SAME unsettled feeling
that she had had at Mary Jane's wedding: a sense that fear and upheaval were
all being swept tidily away out of sight. Fate had asked questions about the
two dusty men bringing trunks down from the attic, and those questions were
put aside unanswered. White men and black men had died, but when the
shadow of death withdrew, business at Pullum's Exchange revived more
quickly than at any other establishment in town. When Mary would go down
to the perfumers and milliners on Cheapside with Frances or Mary Jane, she
would see the hickory whipping-post beside the Courthouse, the place where
disobedient slaves were chained and flogged, and she would sometimes look
at her companions and think, Don't you see? Don't you understand?

But how could they, when she didn't really understand herself? All the
argument that year was about the National Bank, and Andrew Jackson's
iniquities, and the takeover of Indian lands in the West. Perhaps her father and
Mr. Clay were right, she thought, and freedom was something to be given to
the darkies only with due care, and not handed out rashly....

But the sight of slavery still sickened her.

One night shortly after the family's return, just before Mary was to go back
to Mentelle's, she was waked again by the distant rumble of thunder. Her
sleep was never sound, and some nights she would lie awake until nearly
dawn, listening to the soft breathing of Eliza and Ann, whose room she shared
in summer so that the guest room could be kept ready for visitors. Neither of
the other girls stirred. For a time Mary lay silent, listening to the slow ticking
of the clock in the hall and wondering what time it was and what had
wakened her....

Voices, she thought. Voices, and the sound of a door opening in the yard.

Silently, she slipped out of her low trundle-bed. The night was hot, the
smooth old wood of the floor cool under her feet as she stole to the bedroom
door and out into the hall. The door was a bone of contention between herself
and the other two girls, for since childhood Mary had been unable to endure
an open door—even of a closet or armoire—in a room where she slept. She
opened it now, and slipped into the upstairs hall, knowing that if she opened
the bedroom shutters they would awaken, too.

Moving by touch in the dark she unlatched the shutters of the window in
the hall. There was no light in the yard below, but by the moon's gleam she



could see figures moving at the bottom of the high kitchen stairs. Mammy
Sally, Mary thought, identifying the woman's figure though she wasn't
wearing the headrag that kept kitchen soot and grease out of the hair of the
women servants. And the tall man with short-cropped silver hair could be no
one other than Nelson. They faded back into the shadows of the wall, but
having seen them, Mary could see them still.

Waiting.

Curious, and wide-awake, Mary eased the shutter back into its place. She
knew she ought to go back into the bedroom for a wrapper or a shawl—
Betsey had repeated over and over that for a lady to move about in her
nightgown was only a half-step above walking about naked—but to do so
would risk waking Eliza and Ann. Besides, Mary frequently made
surreptitious nocturnal expeditions to the outhouse clothed only in her
nightgown—when she'd already used the chamber pot two or three times in
the night and didn't want to risk Ann or Eliza deriding her—and didn't think it
so horrible. She was covered, after all.

Crickets and cicadas made a strident chorus outside as she crept down the
wide staircase, her long braids lying thick down her back. Somewhere a dog
barked.

Hoodoo? she wondered. Though Mammy Sally would deny it to every
white member of the household, the old slave knew more about nursing than
the herbs and willow-bark she'd employed to get Pendleton through the
cholera. More than once, on her stealthy trips to the outhouse, Mary had seen
the old nurse out at midnight, drilling a hole in the south side of one of the
chestnut-trees at the bottom of the yard, to “blow the chills” out of her own
body and into the tree. Mary knew, too, that servants from other households
would sometimes come to their kitchen, asking for a conjure of peace-plant
and honey to sweeten up a harsh mistress, or balls of black wax and pins to
send an importunate master away. These they'd deny wanting, if they saw
Mary watching.

The dining-room with its graceful table and glass-fronted cabinet of silver
service was a cavern of nameless shadow. Mary kept to the wall, feeling her
way along, till she reached the pantry door, and slipped through into the
kitchen, smelling of grease and ashes, warm as a bake-oven even hours after
the big hearth-fire had been banked.



From there she stepped out at last into the blackness of the porch. Shadows
stirred in the dark beneath the house's tall brick walls, and Mary saw the
harlequin squares of a man's gingham shirt, the brief flash of eyes.

“Lou?” came Mammy's voice, and a whisper replied, “'S'me.” A moment
later Lou stepped across to the bottom of the kitchen steps. In the moonlight
Mary identified him; one of Mrs. Turner's slaves, whom she rented out as a
day laborer to the hemp and bagging factory in which Robert Todd was a
partner.

Mammy stepped out of the shadows, handed Lou a bundle. Not bulky
enough for blankets, Mary guessed; it had to be food or clothes. “There's a
hay-barn five miles down the Louisville road,” Mammy whispered. “Don't
sleep there, they always look there, but there's a cave in the creek-bank just
behind it.”

“Patrols ride that road mostly early in the night,” added Nelson. “Whatever
you do, you keep away from them.”

“With Mrs. Turner behind me,” said Lou, “you got no worry there.” In the
kitchen Mary had heard talk of Mrs. Turner, things the white folks of
Lexington never knew. The chill-eyed Boston woman was hated and feared
throughout the slave community. If even half of what Mammy and Nelson
and Jane had whispered was true, Mary wasn't surprised Lou would run away.

“When you get to Louisville keep to the edge of town. There's a tavern on
the south side called Bridges, the owner don't care who sleeps in his sheds.
Look for Mrs. Chough that lives behind the Quaker meetinghouse there, she'll
get you across the river. You see this sign on a fence, it means they'll take you
in.” Kneeling, Mammy sketched something in the dust of the yard, smoothed
it over at once. “You see that sign, it means they'll give you food at least.
When you been gone three days, I'll let Tina know you got away.”

Lou bent quickly to kiss Mammy's sunken cheek. “Tell Tina I'll send for
her, I swear it....” Tina must be the woman he loved, thought Mary, in some
other household, some other kitchen in the town. “Tell her I'll find a way
somehow.”

Nelson said, “She knows you will.”

“God bless you.” The runaway clasped Nelson's hand, kissed Mammy



again. “God bless you both.”

The two Todd slaves waited until Lou had disappeared into the dark of the
trees. Like a ghost Mary fleeted away before Mammy could reach the top of
the steps from the yard. In the dark of the downstairs hall she paused for a
moment, overwhelmed with a wild urge to laugh, to cheer, to dance.

She felt she had learned a secret, and the secret was this:

That the people most concerned in the subject of freedom weren't sitting
around tamely waiting for the abolitionists and the colonizers to quibble the
matter out between them. The people most concerned didn't really care
whether Mr. Clay and his friends were thinking “what was best for the
darkies,” or whether the issue was moral or political, or whether, as Nate
Bodley's father claimed, abolitionist pamphlets stirred up slave revolts.

They were doing whatever they had to, to be free.



CHAPTER NINE

o 3

FOR THE MOST PART, HOWEVER, MARY'S AWARENESS OF THE SHADOW-WORLD that
underlay the gracious brick houses of Lexington, the horse-races and picnics
and the ubiquitous network of kinship ties that spread from Kentucky to the
Virginia tidewater, was simply that: an awareness, like her awareness of the
earth underfoot. Cash, and Mr. Clay, and increasing numbers of men in the
town might be preoccupied with the subject of that earth—might see
everything in terms of mud and worms and stones—but except on those
occasions when the veil between the worlds of black and white lifted, Mary's
days were shaped and colored by other things.

She turned sixteen. Nate Bodley kissed her in the shadows of the cherry
orchard behind Rose Hill; she slapped him, and burst into tears, as a young
lady must (Betsey said), but the sensation of being held, of being touched, of
being wanted stirred her deeply. She found herself watching for opportunities
to engineer such a scene again.

Along with the girls she'd gone to Ward's Academy with—some of whom
were now day-students at Rose Hill as well—she and her sisters were part of
the vast web of Todd cousinry that stretched back into Virginia and extended
its tentacles across the river into Illinois: Porters and Parkers and Stuarts,
Logans and Russells and Richardsons and ramifications still more distant.
Girls and young men, they had known each other from childhood parties,
from picnics in the woods and on the banks of the Town Branch and the
Kentucky River, chasing each other through the trees as Nate Bodley had



chased her. And as she now looked at Nate, they all looked at one another
with changed eyes.

It was a happy time. In addition to Nate—and half a dozen other beaux—
Mary had her studies and her beloved books at Rose Hill. She had Frances
and Eliza and her friends, friends she'd known all her life. No longer forced to
live under Betsey's roof, she came to dearly love the small half-brothers and
half-sisters whom she had formerly so resented. Secure in the knowledge that
she would be returning to her own pleasant room at Rose Hill on Sunday
afternoon, she could hold little David on her lap, play with small Margaret
and small Sam, and bask in their uncomplicated love.

There were balls and cotillion parties almost every week, either in the long
room above Giron's Confectionary or in the private houses of friends.
Summer lemonade or Christmas eggnog, crickets calling in the warm nights
or the diamond glow of silent winter stars. Her father and the other men
arguing cotton and politics. There were lectures at the Lyceum about nitrous
oxide, galvanic batteries, cold-water cures for fever, and the Reverend
Zaccheus Waverly's talks on travel in the Holy Land, from which Nate or one
of the young law students at Transylvania would beg for the privilege of
walking her home.

There were exhibitions of waxworks, and rides under the lilac trees of
Ashland, Mary straight and graceful in a rifleman-green riding habit that
flowed down over the left side of the neat-stepping little hackney her father
had bought for her. There were student plays at Rose Hill, not amateur fit-ups
but careful productions with elaborate props and scenery: Pizarro, Hernani,
Macbeth in which everyone exclaimed over the passion with which Mary
played the mad scene to a couple of tall, thin senior students grimly bedight in
false beards. There was the true theater too, with troupes visiting from New
York or Philadelphia. There were bonnets and coiffures, and the always-
delightful challenge of extracting promises for new frocks from her father,
and holding him to them with tears; there was La Belle Assemblée and the
Royal Ladies Magazine.

The second Monday of every month was Court Day, when the justices of
the peace would assemble in the County Courthouse. But most of the people
who crowded the square before the Courthouse had little interest in what went
on inside. Peddlers, horse-traders, trappers from the hills would set up their
pitches, shouting the virtues of bloodstock or coonskins, milk-cows or Old
Sachem Medicinal Bitters. Slave-dealers would be there, too, to buy up



debtors' Negroes at the Courthouse door: stony-faced black men tricked out in
blue coats and plug hats and women in neat-pressed calico (“Strip off, gal, let
the gennleman have a look at yuh....” “See his back? Not hardly a stripe on
'im; he don't need much whippin'....”).

On the benches along the iron fence, idlers spit and whittled, smoked and
swapped tales: Nate Bodley in his ruffled shirt bought a peg of hard cider for
ragged old Solly the gravedigger, who had once been so drunk and disorderly
that in desperation the town council had sold the old white man to a free
Negro woman for thirty cents so he'd have someone to look after him.

Even young Mr. Presby would stop to hear the news and ask what was
being said in New York and Philadelphia. The young ladies went in rustling
groups with aunts or brothers or fathers to shop for ribbons and silk flowers,
but Mary found herself drawn as always to the men who argued about
improvements and the National Bank.

“Good gracious, Mary, you don't want gentlemen to think you're a
bluestocking!” exclaimed Frances, and Mary flipped her fan at her and
lowered her long eyelashes, and said, “Silly!” Mary was always meticulously
careful not to “parade” her learning more than was seemly for a girl, and in
any case a girl with as many beaux as she had was in no danger of being
considered “blue.”

But afterwards at the Court Day cotillion, Mary was hard-pressed to keep
her mouth shut when Buck Loveridge or Jim Rollins speculated on
possibilities of government contracts and the jobs that could be traded for
favors, votes, and influence. Her newspaper reading gave meaning to chance
fragments of conversation overheard at dances: “What the hell we need some
Yankee Congressman takin' money from us, every time we turn around?”

“Because if Congress didn't build a road down to Louisville with its taxes
you'd sit on your tobacco and starve,” Mary retorted. The men all laughed, but
later, as she edged her way to the lemonade table through a flowerbed of
petticoats and gowns, she heard Arabella Richardson purr to Nate Bodley,
“Honestly, Mary's so quick with a comeback, I just don't know how she does
it! Myself, I never could tell a demi-crat from a demi-john.” And Bella smiled
meltingly up into Nate's bedazzled eyes, like a trusting child.

A few evenings after this, Mary treated the other boarding-students at
Mentelle's to a hilarious imitation of Bella's simpering, during one of those



quiet evenings when the handful of boarders gathered after supper in the
library to study their lessons. From the secretaire in the corner where she was
doing the household books, Madame observed her without comment. But
when the other boarders went to bed, she crossed to where Mary sat reading at
the marble-topped circular table beneath the chandelier, and said gently, “It
hurt, didn't it?”

“What did?” Mary looked up from Les Trois Mousquetaires. “Little Miss
Demi-crat?” And she mimed Arabella's languishing flutter of eyelashes—then
had to turn her face aside at the sudden sting of tears.

Growing from girl to woman hadn't lessened the wild swings of her moods.
At balls and cotillions she still burned with the wild glow of exultation,
simply at the pleasure of dancing; from this she could pass almost instantly
into volcanic anger that left her ill and shaking. She still had those strange
periods in which it seemed to her that she was two people, that she stood on
the edge of saying and doing some unthinkable word or deed. And try as she
would to control her temper, in her anger she would still say cutting things
that had to be apologized for later, with agonies of anxiety and tears. She had
wept on and off, in secret, for two days, for Quasimodo and Esmeralda when
she'd finished Notre Dame de Paris; sometimes it only took a caring look or a
gentle query if she felt all right, to bring on tears she could neither explain nor
control.

But she refused to weep for the “slings and arrows,” as she scornfully
termed them, aimed at her by the other girls in the town, the ones who said
she was a bluestocking, or who raised their eyebrows or rolled their eyes
when she'd quote from Shakespeare. She shrugged and replied, “As if I care
what that little—" She fished in her French vocabulary for the word for
“knothead” “—imbecile thinks.”

“You are right not to care, child,” said Madame gently. “In five years what
will she be? The wife of some planter who fritters his money away on pretty
dresses and jeweled earbobs, with nothing to look forward to in this life but
the squalling of children and listening to her husband talk of horses and
slaves.”

Mary's mind returned to the cotillion, and Bella in her gown of shell-pink
silk, surrounded by young gentlemen. To herself, likewise the center of a
group who vied to get their names on her dance-card. To the sheer sensual
thrill of the fiddles, the sweet scents of the night outside. To Nate in his



ruffled shirt and coat of black superfine, swinging her out onto the dance-
floor with such gay strength. To the joy of being held, and the empty ache
when she looked through her little chest of her father's gifts.

“And in five years,” she asked softly, “what will I be, Madame?”

Madame's hand rested gently on her shoulder. With her angular face and
mannishly short-cropped hair, she looked like the embodiment of all those
sniggering warnings: virago, harridan, bluestocking.

If you're not careful you'll end up like that. . . .

Mary didn't even know whose voice it was, speaking that warning in her
mind. Because in a way she envied Madame. Madame was happy, with her
husband and her daughter and her books and her fiddle, doing exactly what
she pleased and not caring what others said.

Mary wondered what it would be like, not to be always looking over her
shoulder, wondering if Betsey or Elizabeth or Granny Parker were approving
of what she did.

“The world is an enormous place, Mary, and there is a great deal in it.
Good plays by actors a notch above the strolling players who come to Mr.
Usher's theater. Opera, sung by men and women of talent and long training.
Buildings that are older than your grandmother and that speak of the ages they
have seen.”

For a moment the schoolmistress's pale eyes softened, remembering
perhaps those gray streets of Paris in the days of the kings, where lush moss
grew on stones that had been set into place before the first Pilgrims boarded
the Mayflower. Then she smiled, and shook her head: “Somehow, child, I
cannot see a girl of your intelligence spending the whole of her life within a
dozen miles of the Kentucky River.”

No, thought Mary. And yet sometimes as Nelson would drive her to her
father's house on Main Street on Friday evenings, and back to Rose Hill on
Monday mornings, and she'd watch the slaves sweeping down the board
sidewalks in front of McCalla's Pharmacy, or old Mrs. Richardson gossiping
with Mr. Ritte—M'sieu Giron's cook—in front of the confectionary, she'd
wonder how she was ever going to leave this place.



Meg was gone, at Sigoigne's Select Female Academy in Philadelphia. Her
letters were full of playhouses and opera and dazzling dresses. Frances and
Eliza were fully occupied with the leisurely lives of helping Betsey run the
household, making dresses, riding out with their friends to pay “morning-
calls.” Though Mary loved her studies at Rose Hill, loved the exhilaration of
taking first in recitations and of knowing more about history than any other
girl, she sometimes wondered what Betsey's reaction would be if she said
some Sunday evening, “I don't want to go back.”

Would she reply, “You must”?

Rose Hill was her home, and Madame Mentelle like a mother to her, giving
her what no one ever had. But as the years flowed stealthily by, and her father
and Mr. Clay started talking of who would run for President again—as Mary
realized that from being among the younger girls at the school she was now
eighteen and the oldest—she began to feel a kind of desperation.

It wasn't that there had been any falling-off of her suitors. A belle to her
lace-gloved fingertips, she knew how to make the most of her rosy prettiness,
and had the advantage of being sharply intelligent, well-read, and with a name
for witty repartee. She was skilled enough on the dance-floor to follow even
the most awkward gentleman and make him feel he was actually dancing
rather well; she used a variation of the same technique in conversation.

Nate Bodley continued to seek her out at subscription dances and cotillions
and balls, and there had been a number of kisses stolen in quiet parlors and
secluded woods.

If she had loved any of the regiment of town boys and sons of planters
whose names filled her dance-cards, she knew it wouldn't be difficult to find a
husband.

But she didn't. And a husband wasn't what she wanted to find.
She didn't know the name for what she wanted to find.

Increasingly, it was dawning upon her that many of the Lexington boys
frightened her. It wasn't that she disliked them, although she considered a
number of them complete idiots on the subject of paper currency. Some, like
Cash and Nate, she was deeply fond of.



But the first time Cash got into a duel after his wedding—with Mary Jane
expecting their first child—Mary was shocked, and furiously angry. The
whole scene in the parlor, this time of White Hall, was repeated, except
without the wedding-dress lying like a mute and gorgeous intimation of
tragedy over the back of the sofa. Mary Jane weeping, Frances and Mary and
Mary Jane's sisters all gathered around to comfort her—old Mrs. Warfield,
too, muttering, “I told you how it would be....” in the background, and Cash,
of course, nowhere to be found.

And just as well, thought Mary, stroking her friend's icy hand. She didn't
think she could have seen Cash without screaming at him, “How can you do
this to Mary Jane?”

Four years had changed her view of what it was for a man to defend his
honor. It was no longer a case of the romantic agony of a bride widowed upon
her wedding-night, trading bridal white for somber veils of woe. Cash's death
would leave Mary Jane a widow and his unborn child an orphan, to be raised
by the gloomily triumphant Mrs. Warfield and whatever new husband Mary
Jane might eventually find. Their suffering was the price Cash would
cheerfully pay, thought Mary, for his precious honor.

Yet no one—not even Mary Jane—seemed to share Mary's awareness.
When she spoke her thought to Frances in the carriage on the way out to
White Hall, Frances stared at her and said, “For God's sake, Mary, keep your
mouth shut! Don't you think Mary Jane is suffering enough?” As if Cash had
come down with cholera, and had not chosen to make his wife suffer rather
than let some other man call him “nigger-lover” unpunished.

And Mary, sitting mute beside Frances as the team pulled the vehicle up
one of the long steep hills by the river, had the queer, sudden sensation of
kinship with Mr. Presby. She felt a stranger in an alien land, wanting to shout
things in a language that nobody there understood.

That night, at her father's house, after the exhausting afternoon comforting
Mary Jane, Mary had dreamed of Cash and the other man both firing into the
dirt at their feet. In the dream it was the earth that bled, as if in justification of
the Indian name of Kentucky, “The Dark and Bloody Ground.” On her way
down to breakfast a few hours later Nelson caught her with the news that both
Cash and his opponent had shot deliberately wide, and Mr. Presby subjected
everyone at the breakfast-table to a scathing sermon on the evils of dueling, a
practice never engaged in in the North. (“Except by Alexander Hamilton and



Aaron Burr,” remarked Mary, shaking out her napkin, which earned her a
bespectacled glare from the tutor.)

But every man Mary knew—including her father and both her uncles—
carried weapons when he left his front door. In the glass showcases of half the
shops, braces of pistols were displayed along with silk scarves and necklets of
pearls. Men showed off their knives to one another, which they carried
sheathed beneath their superfine swallow-tailed coats, and spoke with pride of
the swords concealed within the hollow shafts of their canes. During the
election of 1836 feelings ran high, and there were shouting-matches at
political-speakings, the hot tempers fueled by Kentucky bourbon. The ladies
mostly kept clear of these—as ladies must—but unlike most ladies of her
acquaintance, Mary could not pretend she didn't see what she saw: red faces,
mouths stretched by shouted oaths, the vicious blaze of violence in men's
eyes.

Men spoke admiringly of the “code duello” of the South, but there was
little of that punctilious tradition in the brawling that broke out at Court Days.
On one occasion Mary saw Cash holding back the crowd while his friend Jim
Rollins kicked and lashed a Louisville Democrat who'd sung a song insulting
Henry Clay: “In spite of his running he never arrived. . . .”

Dust stinging her eyes and the smell of blood in her nostrils, Mary thought,
I can't live like this. I can't.

She turned her face aside and found herself looking down a quiet street
near the Courthouse, in time to see her neighbor Mrs. Turner being helped by
her coachman into a carriage. There was a slave boy with them, carrying two
small parcels his mistress had bought from the peddlers in front of the
Courthouse. At the sound of the ruckus around the fight the boy checked his
steps and craned his neck, and without word or admonition Mrs. Turner took
the coachman's light whip from beside the dashboard and caught the youth a
savage lick across the backs of his legs that dropped him to his knees. The
parcels went tumbling into the dust. Mrs. Turner lashed the boy a second
time, this time across the face, and stood quiet as a schoolmistress in her
walking-dress of lavender-gray while the boy picked up the parcels and
staggered to his feet, blood running down his face.

Then she handed the whip back to her coachman, and got into her carriage,
the boy handing in her packages and scrambling up behind.



Where will I be in five years?

That year, Frances went to Springfield, Illinois, to visit Elizabeth and
Ninian.

“I daresay it won't be long till Elizabeth finds a husband for her,” remarked
Betsey in a tone of deep satisfaction, when Frances's first letter reached them
in Lexington, speaking of her warm welcome to Ninian's big house on the
hill, and the cheerful entertainments planned by the best of Springfield
society. Like Lexington, Springfield was a new town, rough and raw on the
bluffs above the Sangamon River, but growing fast. Like Lexington, it was a
hotbed of state and local politics, with money to be earned and money to be
grabbed in land-dealing and political patronage.

Like Lexington, too, Springfield seethed with Todd cousins and Todd
connections. Half of southern Illinois was populated by Kentuckians who had
crossed the river rather than compete, in industry or agriculture, with the
slaves the Virginians brought in. Mary's uncle John Todd was a physician in
town; another uncle there was a judge. Her handsome cousin John Stuart was
a lawyer there, as was her cousin Stephen Logan from the other side of the
Parker family: both were active in the Legislature in Vandalia, and there were
female cousins as well, Lizzie and Francy and Annie. In her letters Frances
sounded very much at home.

“And high time,” Betsey added, folding up the letter and glancing along the
table at Mary. Margaret, Sammy, David, and Martha had been joined in
Mammy Sally's care by beautifully dimpled little Emilie, and Mary suspected
her stepmother was increasing yet again. Robert Todd was as usual in
Frankfort at the Legislature. “A girl who isn't married by the time she's
nineteen just isn't trying.” Mary would be nineteen in December. “I don't
know what she's waiting for.”

“Maybe to fall in love?” Mary dusted sugar over the dish of mulberries and
cream that Pendleton had handed her. She didn't look up, but felt her
stepmother's glare.

“Girls fall in love every other week—most girls do, that is. I hope your
sister isn't too high in the instep for the Springfield boys.”

“And in any case,” added Mr. Presby disapprovingly, “the whole idea of
young females ‘falling in love' and marrying willfully whoever takes their



fancy is, I believe, responsible for a great deal of heartache and unhappy
matches.” He spooned a frugal pinch of salt onto the oatmeal he'd requested
Betsey have Chaney make for him—everyone else in the household ate
cornbread or grits. “The writers of romantic novels have a great deal to
answer for.”

“Surely you aren't advocating the selection of husbands by professional
matchmakers, as they do in China, Mr. Presby?” Mary fluttered her eyelashes.
“Or perhaps by the lawyers of the young ladies' families?”

Mr. Presby's upper lip seemed to lengthen with disapproval. Over the years
their relations had not improved—once they had nearly come to a screaming-
match over molasses. “It is to be hoped that Mrs. Edwards, with a certain
amount of experience in the world, will be able to guide Miss Frances's
choices and make sure that she marries a gentleman, and a man of means
sufficient to support her in the comfort to which she is accustomed. I am sure
that otherwise there is no happiness to be expected.”

She would miss him, Mary thought, when he returned to New England to
take up a parsonage in one of those gray little towns where no one seemed to
have any fun.

Already she missed Frances. Ann—now fifteen and finished with whatever
the Reverend Ward could teach her—she had never liked, bearing her an
obscure grudge from the days when she'd learned that her own name would
be shortened from Mary Ann to simply Mary...as if Ann had willfully stolen
half her name. Ann was a tale-bearer, a crybaby, and had a temper almost as
bad as Mary's—without Eliza to keep the peace between them, they had come
to hair-pulling more than once.

Eliza finished her schooling and had returned to Frankfort. Mary wrote to
her weekly, as she wrote to Frances and Elizabeth and Meg in Philadelphia,
but it wasn't the same. One by one the friends Mary had made at Ward's
school had married, or were engaged. When she went to the dances at Giron's,
the talk among them was all of servants and babies, or the latest of them to be
engaged. There were new young belles “coming out”—including Ann—girls
four and five years younger than Mary. Though Mary laughed and flirted, she
felt increasingly alone.

It was her last year at Rose Hill. She was the oldest girl in all the classes,
and helped Madame Mentelle with the younger ones. She still had the room



she'd shared with Meg, at the end of the narrow courtyard on the family side
of the house, but she now occupied it alone. More than once Madame had
said to her, “You are like a daughter to me.” Her own daughters were married,
Marie to the son of Henry Clay (“A drunkard who'll break his father's heart,”
predicted Betsey, with gloomy satisfaction).

“It is a shame and a disgrace that there is no possibility for a young woman
to attend college the way a young man does,” declared Cash, when he
encountered Mary at a Court Day in the spring of 1837. “You're a perfectly
intelligent person—God knows more intelligent than half the men of my
acquaintance. You're well read, well informed, politically astute.” He
frowned, his black brows plunging down over the slight hook of his nose.
“Yet this country can find no better use for you than to marry you off to a
bucolic ignoramus like Nate Bodley.”

He jerked his head in the direction of the planter's son, standing with half a
dozen of his cronies around Bill Pullum. Pullum had a young slave woman
with him, and by the sound of their voices, and the stony expression of the
girl's face, there was bargaining going on. Nate's voice rose over the others:
“Yeah, but will she breed, that's what I want to know.” He grabbed the front
of the girl's yellow calico dress in both hands, pulled it open and down over
her arms, to squeeze her breasts.

“Yet what choice does a woman have in this country—or in any country?”
went on Cash, not quite rhetorically, but with his usual habit of preaching to
Mary about her rights. “‘Female seminaries'...young ladies'
academies'...Faugh! Marriage-marts by another name!”

Cash had recently expanded his interest in abolition into what he
sometimes termed “the rational treatment of females”—something Mary Jane
laughed gently over, because her husband still hadn't the faintest idea what it
cost to run a household. “This country will remain in bondage until women as
well as men free their slaves, make up their own beds, wash their own clothes,
throw away their corsets....”

“Why, Cash,” purred Mary, flipping open her fan and widening her eyes at
him over its lacy brim, “I never dreamed you wore corsets.”

Caught off-guard in mid-tirade, Cash burst into laughter, his eyes
twinkling: “You, young lady, are a minx,” he said. “Now you tell me whether
you don't think women should have the same rights to be educated as well as



men—to hold property in their own names—even to vote!”

“I'm not sure,” said Mary in a judicious tone, “that I'd sleep well at night
knowing Arabella Richardson could vote for the President of the United
States,” and Cash laughed again.

“I don't sleep well knowing Nate Bodley can. You aren't going to marry
him, are you, Molly?”

Mary sighed, and turned her eyes away in sick distaste from the sight of
Nate and his friends clustered around Bill Pullum and the slave girl in yellow.
“He's rich,” she said. “And Betsey has been trying to push us together. When
he comes to the house on Saturday evenings she always finds some reason to
leave us alone in the parlor, and whenever I go to the theater or the Lyceum,
it's “‘Why don't you send a note to Indian Branch?' I don't...” She hesitated,
looking up at the man by her side, the eagle profile, the lively sparkle of his
mad green eyes.

There was a man, she thought, who was going somewhere, who was going
to make something of himself.

Maybe she wouldn't end up marrying the President, she reflected. But a
man who wasn't in politics at all—who only followed what all his friends
proclaimed—seemed to her not wholly a man. And though she knew that
other men examined female slaves in the same fashion in the open markets,
she also knew it wasn't the same.

Then she tossed her head again, making the ribbons dance on her bonnet
and her bronze curls bounce. “I can't imagine spending the rest of my life
listening to Nate Bodley go on about his racehorses and his slaves....Not that
there's anything the matter with his racehorses, of course.”

But when Cash had conducted her back to where her father and Betsey
stood on the Courthouse steps, and she asked—hesitantly—about going on
with her education, her father frowned in puzzlement, and said, “Do you
mean to be a schoolteacher, then?” in a voice of disappointment and disbelief.

As if, thought Mary, she had expressed an interest in becoming a nun. A
Presbyterian one, presumably...

Levi and George snickered and nudged one another. George, at thirteen,



had already been in half a dozen brawls at Court Days and politicalspeakings.
Levi, four years older and living now in a boarding hotel, was drunk, though
it was early in the afternoon.

“I think it's an excellent idea.” There was something in Betsey's tone of a
woman in a shop slapping down a coin to buy the last packet of pins before a
rival's hand can touch it. “The Reverend Ward was telling me only the other
day what an exemplary student Mary was when she attended the Academy,
and how he would have loved to have her return for further study and to teach
the younger children. Although really,” she added, with a titter of laughter and
a sharp look at Mary under her bonnet-brim, “now that Frances has gotten
engaged up in Illinois I bet it won't be long until you catch a husband—"

“I didn't say I wanted to be a teacher,” Mary interrupted, feeling as if her
stepmother had given her a shove toward the door of the house.

“Then what did you say?” Betsey's glance was like steel. “Honestly, Mary,
I'm only trying to help you....”

“You're only trying to get me out of the house,” retorted Mary hotly, “so
there'll be more room for your own children. Don't think I don't know that's
why you've been shoving Nate Bodley at me like that purple fright of a hat
you made for me—”

“Mary!” exclaimed her father, with a fast look around to make sure none of
his friends had heard this outburst. Mary clapped her hands over her mouth,
tears of shame flooding her eyes.

“I'm sorry,” she gasped in a stifled voice. She turned and, springing down
from the Courthouse steps, darted into the crowd.

“Mary, come back!” called out her father, and Betsey added her voice to
his:

“Come back here this minute!”

She dodged around a gaggle of skinny cows, caught up her green-striped
skirts, fled between a countrywoman hawking lettuces and a trader trying to
sell a farmer a donkey, ran from the square down Main Street....

And stopped, shocked, seeing behind the shelter of two drawn-up carriages
a little knot of men beating another, savagely, with their canes. Two of the



attackers held the victim's arms as a third struck him, over and over. Mary
first saw the struggling shapes, almost without meaning: the figure bent under
the blows, the glint of the brass cane-head, the white straw hat lying in the
mud near the wheels of the Breckenridge carriage, the glint of broken
spectacle-glass. A fourth man stood apart, his hands on the shoulders of a
young black woman in a yellow dress.

The silence was eerie, broken only by the thwack of the cane, the grunt of
the wielder as he raised it above his golden-blond head.

Nate. The man with the cane was Nate Bodley.
And the man he and his friends were beating was Mr. Presby.

They flung the tutor to the ground and Nate said, “Goddamn Yankee
abolitionist, you keep out of my business after this, you hear?” He kicked
him, then turned, grabbed the slave girl roughly by the arm, and thrust her
ahead of him down the street, trailed by his friends. Presby lay in the dirt
where he'd fallen, blood gleaming in his hair.

Mary ran to him, fell on her knees beside him, turned him over. Panic filled
her, blind terror.... He wasn't dead, he moved his hand, thank God, thank God.

And all the while she repeated, over and over in her mind, I must get out of
this place. I must get out.



CHAPTER TEN

[l

Bellevue Place, Batavia, Illinois May 20, 1875

“A VERY SAD CASE.” DR. RICHARD PATTERSON LAID THE SLIM BUNDLE of papers
on the worktable in John Wilamet's little cubicle off the sunny parlor of
Bellevue House. John drew a clean folder from the drawer, scanned the top
page of the bundle—a letter in his mentor's careful, tidy handwriting—for the
new client's name, then raised his eyes to Dr. Patterson's in startled shock.

Dr. Patterson nodded at the unspoken question—Yes, it really is who you
think it is. “A most tragic case. And one which requires special consideration,
of course.”

“Of course,” John murmured, and let his body settle back in his chair again.
His long fingers flicked through the correspondence and doctors' opinions that
would make up the basis of the file. A letter from Robert Todd Lincoln dated
April tenth: “. . . If you would meet with me and Drs. Jewell, Danforth,
Isham, Smith, Davis and Johnson at my Chicago office on the twentieth . . .”
A much longer letter from Dr. Patterson's younger brother DeWitt, also—like
Patterson's son—a physician: “I treated Mrs. Lincoln during her husband's
tenure of office as President of the United States, for weakness of the bladder
and for head and back injuries resulting from a carriage accident on the
second of July 1863. I do not believe any permanent injury was sustained in
the carriage accident, though for the remainder of her residence in
Washington she complained of increased headaches. . . .” Several letters from
Dr. Danforth, whom John had met now and then during the past two years,
when he came to Bellevue Place to consult.

He looked up at Patterson again. “Is she violent?” Thinking of that stout



little black-clothed figure in the Army tent by the walls of Fort Barker years
earlier, screaming imprecations at the ladies of the Freedmen's Relief
Association.

Thinking of his mother.

“Good heavens, no.” Patterson sounded vaguely horrified at the idea,
although even some of his own carefully selected patients had their moments.
Through the open door of his cubbyhole, John could see Miss Judd and Mrs.
Goodwin, two of the twenty or so well-to-do white ladies who were the only
people Dr. Patterson would admit to Bellevue, both writing letters.

Miss Judd, fragile and ethereal-looking in the shaft of sunlight from the
wide windows, looked better than she had a few nights ago, when John had
settled down to the tedious task of coaxing her to eat. She'd entered Bellevue
at less than seventy pounds and there had been times John had feared she
would die simply because her heart would not endure the deprivation that she
seemed to so desperately crave. Mrs. Goodwin was thumbing through the
notepaper in the box, looking for a sheet that was sufficiently clean not to
repel her.

That bore watching.

“No,” Patterson repeated, and drew up another of the cane-bottomed chairs
that furnished—barely—the stark little room off the parlor. “Nothing of that
kind, dear boy. Mr. Lincoln—MTr. Robert Lincoln—is of the opinion that his
mother's insanity dates to her husband's death. Scarcely surprising, given the
terrible circumstances of her widowhood. And a woman's nervous system
naturally suffers from the burden of modern civilization more than does that
of a man. Greater noise, greater stimulation, the greater stresses engendered
by a need for order and punctuality...” He shook his head.

“In my opinion Mrs. Lincoln should have retired to some country retreat
following her husband's assassination, and lived quietly, instead of choosing
such over-stimulating venues as Chicago and Europe. Mr. Robert Lincoln
concurs with me on that. Her mental powers, already dangerously overtaxed,
seem to have been further irritated by the death of her youngest son four years
ago. Again, she followed this bereavement not with the total rest that is the
only possible amelioration of such a condition, but with further travel and
stimulation that eventually deteriorated her nervous tissue. Her attachment to
Spiritualist séances, and the excitation engendered by their rejection of the



divine authority of Scripture, only hastened the inevitable.”

In the parlor, Mrs. Goodwin finished her search through the small packet of
notepaper at the rosewood desk, sat back, her narrow, rectangular face pursed
with pent emotions. Then she leaned forward and began to thumb through
again. Her movements were quicker now and she'd begun to rock a little in
her chair. Bad signs.

Dr. Patterson went on, “According to Drs. Danforth and Isham, Mrs.
Lincoln suffers from a hysterical bladder and frequent urination, as well as
from spinal irritation, and theomania. Of course all of this must be confirmed
by observation. According to Mr. Lincoln there's no family history of insanity
or alcoholism, certainly no syphilis or epilepsy involved. I'm afraid, if indeed
her illness is of ten years' standing, that she may be with us for some time.”

John held up a finger, caught Patterson's eye and nodded out the door to
where Mrs. Goodwin had just sat back a second time, trembling now and
looking restlessly around. Patterson smiled a little at John and said, “You go
speak to her.” John got to his feet, crossed the parlor without appearance of
hurry or deliberateness to the woman's side.

“Maybe it's time for a little walk in the garden, ma'am?” he suggested, and
she turned on him, her face contorted with anger.

“Why can't this filthy place provide clean paper?” Mrs. Goodwin's gloved
fists bunched together on the table's waxed and polished top. Unlike Miss
Judd, who wore lace house-mitts of the kind wealthy ladies often did in
company—and who was regarding the stout stockbroker's wife with more
alarm than was usual in her lackluster blue eyes—Mrs. Goodwin had on kid
gloves of the sort usually worn for visiting and outdoors. She took them off
only to bathe. “Every single one of those pieces of paper is disgusting!”

5

“Dr. Patterson does the best he can here, ma'am,” said John in his most
reasonable voice. “Let's talk about this outside in the garden....” He had
observed that Mrs. Goodwin generally calmed down and felt better after a few
minutes among Mrs. Patterson's roses with the sun on her face. “When we
come back, I'll help you find one that's clean.”

Mrs. Goodwin got to her feet—John carefully moved her chair aside
without touching her—and, he thought later, would have walked outside with
him had not Dr. Patterson, who had been watching from the cubicle door,



come over and said, “Now, Mrs. Goodwin, surely you know those notepapers
are for everyone. We can't bring in paper specially to suit your tastes.”

“They're dirty!” She whirled, her cheeks reddening and her eyes
unnaturally bright. “I couldn't write to my children on those disgusting rags!
There's a spot—Ilook at it!” She jabbed a gloved forefinger at a nearly
invisible speck on the small, clean buff sheets. “Every page is like that!
Goodness knows what they'd catch!”

“But no one here is sick,” pointed out Patterson in his deep, reasonable
voice. “The papers are quite clean, you know....” He touched the top of the
stack, at which Mrs. Goodwin drew back as if he'd spit on it. “And we can't
make special cases for everyone.”

“You can give your patients something that's clean enough to touch without
giving them every disease from smallpox to cholera, and passing them along
to their families!” And with that she turned and fled up the wide stairs in a
storm of blue faille ruffles. Minnie Judd pressed a clenched fist to her mouth
and burst into silent tears.

“I suspect hydrotherapy is what she needs,” said Patterson to John. “You'd
best tell Peter to prepare the tub. She's been progressively excited for the past
two days. I've only been waiting for an outburst like this. But you did quite
well,” he added. “We shall make an alienist of you yet.”

“Thank you, sir,” said John. He wondered whether, if he had been allowed
to take Mrs. Goodwin for a short stroll in the sunlight before bringing her
back to the subject of the notepaper, the whole scene could have been
avoided. As Dr. Patterson climbed the stairs after his recalcitrant patient, John
went to reassure Minnie Judd, who was trembling like a whipped greyhound
and weeping without a sound.

JOHN HAD BEGUN CORRESPONDENCE WITH DR. PATTERSON THREE years earlier,
when he'd written to him asking for copies of the proceedings of the Fox
River Medical Association, of which Patterson was president. At the time
John had been working as a secretary for the resident surgeon of the state
asylum in Jacksonville. He read old journals, and the proceedings of medical



associations, whenever he could lay hands on them in the offices. The
overworked white men who ran the institution spoke approvingly of John's
“desire to improve himself,” but it never seemed to cross anyone's mind to put
him in a position of any responsibility. Those positions—or more probably
the salaries that went with them—were the purview of white men.

At times during those years at Jacksonville, John had wondered why he
didn't simply become a carpenter, or work in a brewery, or shovel horse-shit
in the streets—God knew Chicago's streets could use more full-time
shovelers. Lionel Jones—whose family shared the rear cottage of a two-house
lot on Maxwell Street with Cassy, Cassy's children, Lucy's children, John's
wife, Clarice, and their daughter, and Phoebe—was a laborer at the Armour
stockyards and made enough to pay his share of the rent and keep body and
soul together, something John was not always able to do. Lionel lived day to
day, ate and slept and walked out with his family along the shores of the lake
on Sundays, and sometimes fought with his wife, Lulu, and sometimes loved
her....

Why, John wondered, did he want more?
Why did anyone want more?
Why this driving curiosity to learn what insanity was? To help the insane?

As Cassy put it, “Don't you got enough to do lookin' after one insane
lady?” with a sharp nod at their mother.

John had no answer to that. For the first few years after the War's end he
had worked for Dr. Brainert, under whom he'd served in the Army; the red-
faced Army surgeon had resumed his private practice in Chicago, specializing
increasingly in diseases of the nerves. Working as his assistant, John had
studied the works of Greisinger, Charcot, and Johann Reil, trying to fathom
the shadowy world of lunacy while at the same time trying to cope with his
mother's intermittent hysterical rages, her long periods of silent refusal to get
out of bed, to wash or dress herself—her increasing tendency to seek release
from her inner demons in drunkenness or opium or “hop.”

During those first few years in Chicago, immediately after the War, John
had felt a good deal of hope. In spite of living in a rattletrap cottage “back of
the yards,” and being refused service in all but “Negro” stores, he had a sense
of being given a chance to prove what he could do.



When Brainert had died, suddenly, of heart-failure—struck down as if
smitten by lightning as he stepped from the trolley-car near his house—John
had learned how illusory that sense of well-being actually was.

That was in 1869; the first optimistic flush of Reconstruction was over. The
sense of rebuilding a new nation, of educating and helping the freedmen to
“take their places in American society,” had faded before the realization that
those freedmen wanted the same jobs that white men held. By the common
consensus of everybody but the former slaves themselves—who weren't
asked—their “places in American society” seemed to be doing exactly the
kind of jobs they'd been doing before the War: that is, anything that was too
nasty, too backbreaking, or too time-consuming for anybody but slaves to
undertake, and for not much more profit than they'd had as slaves. Less, in
most cases, because at least slaveowners had to provide shelter and food, or
their neighbors would talk.

After months of finding no work at all, John had secured a place as
assistant to a surgeon attached to a private sanitarium in Lake Forest, for a
third what a white man would be paid. The sanitarium had closed in '71; that
was when he'd gone to work at Jacksonville, after yet more months of helping
Cassy do white people's laundry, and rolling cigars in the Maxwell Street
room by the light of a single kerosene lamp to make the rent. When the banks
all failed in '73 he'd been let go from Jacksonville—not that they could spare
a single man from that overcrowded and hellish warehouse for the
permanently insane—and with that failure, it seemed to him, even the nasty
and backbreaking employment tended to go to the white men, who mostly had
brothers-in-law or cousins or friends in city government or the packing-yards
or the railroads. At least they got paychecks.

And he was, for all intents and purposes, back on that street in Washington
being beaten up by the Irish teamsters, who feared that newly freed slaves
would take their jobs.

The recollection of that day was clear in John's mind as he read over the
reports from Mrs. Lincoln's trial, and the evaluations of Drs. Jewell, Isham,
Danforth, et al. concerning the sanity of the President's widow. For years John
had regarded Abraham Lincoln with skepticism for backing the colonizers,
the men who'd wanted to free the slaves only if they could be shipped out of
the country where they wouldn't interfere with the white men. Now, he
wondered if the man hadn't simply guessed what would likely happen if all
black men were given their liberty at once, as the abolitionists had demanded:



that in such numbers, most black men would be unable to find jobs.

John lowered the papers, looked out through the window of his tiny office
—like a dressing-room off Dr. Patterson's handsome study, with its shelves of
books, painted lamp-globes, and imposing rosewood desk—and thought
about the stout little Southern belle who would come to the contraband camps
with boxes of clothing or blankets, brisk and busy and bossy. The woman who
would give such wickedly funny accounts of the reactions of the pro-Southern
society matrons of the town to her requests for help. Swinging from energy to
tears to hysterical rage with the same unexpected violence, fragile in the same
way that his mother was fragile.

But Mr. Robert Lincoln—and Drs. Jewell, Danforth, Isham, etc.—were
wrong if they thought her insanity began when her husband's blood had been
splattered over her gray silk dress at Ford's Theater that Friday night in 1865.

Whatever was wrong with Mary Lincoln, it started long before that.

Dr. Patterson had Argus—the attendant who doubled as coachman—
harness the team and rode down to the train-station late in the afternoon. They
returned in the evening, an hour before supper, when the first cooling breezes
rustled the trees around Bellevue Place. Mrs. Patterson shut her daughter,
Blanche, into her room in the family wing—Blanche was simpleminded and
often kept out of the way—and with her son, also named John but referred to
throughout Bellevue as Young Dr. Patterson, went out onto the steps.

John Wilamet watched from the window of his cubbyhole as Peter opened
the iron lodge gates to admit the vehicle. When it reached the steps, two men
—one lean and bearded with a mouth like a bracket, the other burly,
mustachioed, and dressed with the finicking care of a dandy—helped a stout
black figure out. Dr. Patterson made a sweeping gesture with one arm, taking
in the three-story brick house, with its lower wings and comfortable-looking
bow windows. Mrs. Patterson came down the steps and held out her hands to
the veiled widow; Mrs. Lincoln pulled her hand sharply from the other
woman's grip. John saw Mrs. Patterson's back stiffen, and knew Mrs. Lincoln
had already made an enemy, before she even crossed the threshold.

Somehow, that didn't surprise him.

A number of the other patients were in the parlor when Mrs. Lincoln was
escorted in. Mrs. Goodwin, of course, was still confined to her hydrotherapy



tank, wrapped in wet sheets with a steady stream of water flowing over her to
calm her spirits. But Minnie Judd was there, sharing the green-tufted sofa
with Mrs. Edouard—up and around for once—and the restless-eyed Lucretia
Bennett. By herself at the table sat Mrs. Johnston, to whom most of the other
ladies gave a wide berth. Mrs. Munger quietly brooded in a corner. Mrs.
Patterson made introductions, not mentioning that “Mrs. Lincoln” was in fact
the wife of the man whose idealized image, decorated with an incongruous
halo, was appearing coast-to-coast on china souvenir plates and allegorical
paintings of apotheosis in Heaven.

Behind them, in his study, Dr. Patterson was saying to Mrs. Lincoln's two
escorts, “I know your mother will be comfortable and happy here.” So one of
them—it had to be the younger man, in the natty gray suit, with the watchful,
suspicious eyes—was Robert, Abraham Lincoln's oldest—and only surviving
—son.

“Here at Bellevue we offer the modern management of mental disease
through moral treatment, not restraint. Rest, proper diet, baths, fresh air,
occupation, diversion, change of scene, an orderly life, and no more medicine
than is necessary are all that are required, we believe, to restore the failing
reason to health, if in fact it can be restored. And I believe we have had a
good deal of success in that field.”

“As to that,” said Robert Lincoln in a light voice that reminded John at
once of his father's, “I'm not sure how much success anyone could have with
my mother. The important thing is that she is placed somewhere safely, where
she can do no harm to herself. Beyond that...”

If in fact it can be restored, thought John, quietly leaving the cubicle and
following Young Doc, Mrs. Patterson, and Mrs. Lincoln into the hall that led
to the family wing. Aye, there's the rub. At Jacksonville, where he'd
sometimes doubled as an attendant, he'd seen those upon whose restoration to
reason family, doctors, state had given up: the maniacs pounding on walls,
writhing in the metal-barred cribs to which they were confined, shrieking or
weeping as they were held down for “water cures” considerably more rough-
and-ready than Mrs. Goodwin's hydrotherapy. He'd watched the delusional
confined to “tranquilizing chairs”; the melancholy wasting silently away
unnoticed, except when force-fed through tubes; the syphilitic screaming in
pain and the filthy avoided by everyone.

Many of them hadn't seemed worse than some of the ladies here—only



poorer, long ago abandoned by families who could deal with them no longer,
and picked up on the streets by police or strangers who turned them over to
the courts.

Could some of them be cured, he wondered, if treated with rest, proper
diet, baths, fresh air and all the rest of it instead of the Utica crib or the metal
collar? How could you reach them if they barely heard you? What could you
do?

“Now, I'm sure you'll find this room very comfortable.” Mrs. Patterson's
voice drifted around the corner from the hall that ran down the center of the
wing where she, Dr. Patterson, Blanche, and Young Doc had their private
rooms. John had guessed, a few days ago, when one of the small patient
rooms on that wing—and its next-door “attendant's room”—had been aired
and made up, that someone of some importance, a “special case,” was being
brought in. “You'll be free, of course, to walk around the grounds and in the
garden—I'm quite proud of my garden—and of course you'll have the use of
the carriage for riding anytime you care to. Our grounds are quite extensive.
We encourage our ladies to walk in the fresh air.”

Argus had brought in Mrs. Lincoln's trunks already, five of them, and half a
dozen carpetbags. They crowded the bright, bare little room with its single
iron-framed bed, its white curtains that did not hide the window-bars, its
small barred judas-hole in the door. Mrs. Lincoln put back her black veils and
regarded Mrs. Patterson with those large, tourmaline-blue eyes John
remembered: eyes red with weeping now, and settled into unhealthy-looking
pouches of pale flesh. In Washington, struggling to regroup from the death of
her beloved son, Mrs. Lincoln had struck John as brittle, changeable, volatile.

Now she looked beaten. In her small, silvery voice she said, “I don't
suppose anyone in this place has bothered to tell you that I'm not a well
woman? I suffer from headaches—not that my son will admit that they're
anything but a figment of my imagination, as he wishes they were—and from
pain in my back.”

“Of course Dr. Danforth has been over all that with us—”

“Dr. Danforth,” retorted Mrs. Lincoln witheringly, “would undoubtedly
prescribe poison for me—if he thought he could get away with it. And my son
would thank him for it, always supposing he didn't request it to begin with.”



“Now, Mrs. Lincoln,” smiled Mrs. Patterson, “you know you don't mean
that. You're just tired. Of course you'll have medicine here, all the medicine
you need. This is John Wilamet....” She gestured toward him as he stood in
the doorway. “John helps my husband, and he will bring you whatever you
ask for.”

John supposed there were worse things than being treated like an attendant
by Mrs. Patterson. At least Dr. Patterson consulted with him over treatment of
patients, and taught him what he had learned in over twenty years of dealing
with those troubled in their minds. And it certainly beat rolling cigars until
your fingers bled, or ironing shirts that white folks' servants brought to be
washed.

But such an attitude didn't bode well for his chances of becoming a doctor
of minds himself.

Mrs. Lincoln regarded him bleakly. He couldn't tell whether she recognized
him or not.

“Supper will be at six,” said Mrs. Patterson. “You'll want to wash up, of
course, and change your dress. You shall take your meals with the family,
rather than with the other patients....” She smiled in what she'd probably been
told was a kindly way. John wasn't sure her square, expressionless face was
capable of much else. “Someone will knock on your door.”

She rustled off down the hall, like a solid rectangle of corsetry. John knew
what was expected of him. His hand on the door, he asked, “Can I bring you
anything, Mrs. Lincoln, or do anything for you?” He had to check on Mrs.
Goodwin before supper, and look in on Mrs. Wheeler, who frequently became
disoriented at this time of the evening. But he could not, he thought, simply
leave this woman here without a word. There was something in the way she
looked around the small room in the graying light that reminded him of a
child, sent to a strange place alone.

She snapped, “No.” And then, as he began to withdraw, her square, heavy
face softened infinitesimally, and she added, “Thank you, Mr. Wilamet.”

John closed the door, and bolted it from the outside.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

o 3

N FRIDAY AFTERNOONS, DR. PATTERSON WAS DRIVEN IN THE carriage to the
railway station to take the Chicago and Northwestern to the city. John had
learned to lie low and stay quiet until the superintendent's return. Though
neither Young Dr. Patterson nor Mrs. Patterson had ever spoken a word of
disapproval about taking a man of color to train as an assistant—and though
neither was ever anything but polite—neither treated him in any way different
from Gunther, Peter, and Zeus, the men who made the rounds of the rooms
with the door-keys every night and were ready at call to restrain unruly or
hysterical patients, or from Amanda, Katie, Gretchen, and Louise, who were
in charge of making up beds and walking with the patients in the gardens.
John had once overheard Mrs. Patterson say to her husband, “I don't see what
the point is, since there are no Negro doctors anyway,” and had been unable
to hear what Patterson replied. Her tone had carried the self-evident inflection
of one who says, You know they don't enter sheep in the Kentucky Derby.

John knew that there were, in fact, black doctors, most of them trained
overseas. But there weren't many of them, and those there were made an
extremely poor living, as few blacks had the money to call a doctor when they
were sick.

And no blacks that he knew had the money to seek out help for the
terrifying agonies of the mind.

So on the Fridays and Saturdays while Dr. Patterson was gone, John
slipped into the invisibility he had perfected most of his life. He mixed



medicines for the patients—camphor, laudanum, morphine, saline draughts,
chloral hydrate, belladonna, ergot, cannabis indica...despite Dr. Patterson's
assurances about “no more medicine than is necessary.” Croton oil for those
who stubbornly refused to move their bowels and tartar emetic for those
whose frenzies or obsessions were best controlled by keeping them semi-
nauseated most of the time. He helped Gunther and Gretchen with the
hydrotherapy patients, making sure the water in which they lay was tepid—
Dr. Patterson at least didn't believe in such “stimulating” treatment as “the
bath surprise,” unexpectedly pouring ice water down a patient's sleeve in the
hopes of snapping their mind back to sanity, a favorite at Dr. Marryat's
sanitarium in Lake Forest. He helped Young Doc in leeching those patients
like Mrs. Wheeler who had exhibited signs of over-excitement and mania, and
took his turn at observing those who were confined.

He prepared a blister for the back of Mrs. Johnston's neck—as a counter-
irritant to the irritations of her brain—and more tartar emetic to puke Miss
Canfield out of her lethargy. Young Doc gave an electrical treatment to Mrs.
Hill, who was also slipping into a lethargy, but unlike Patterson he did not
permit John to observe.

At least, John reflected, Patterson's refusal to deal with the chronically
violent precluded such techniques as refrigeration—or maybe it was only that
the wealthy gentlemen who installed their female relatives here didn't wish to
see them going about with their heads shaved.

In any case, John didn't see Mrs. Lincoln again until late Friday afternoon,
twenty-four hours after her arrival.

Bellevue Place, before Dr. Patterson had purchased it, had been a school.
Although most of its sixteen-acre grounds were occupied by graveled paths,
green lawns, and little copses of trees, there was a formal garden to one side
of the main house. This Mrs. Patterson had had put into shape again, so that
the twenty or so ladies under Dr. Patterson's care—he admitted neither
epileptics nor syphilitics, no “furiously insane” nor of “filthy habits” (except
of course Mrs. Johnston)—could have at least a chance of regaining the
balance of their minds by fresh air and quiet. After the hellhole stench and
noise of the state asylum at Jacksonville, John wholeheartedly agreed with
this treatment. He loved the garden, though he did not walk there or sit there
except in attendance on one of the patients.

It would not do for these wealthy ladies to think that the silence and repose



being paid for by their families were being shared—and gratis at that—with a
black man.

So on Friday afternoon he stepped out the side door as he usually did, and
stood near it where the corner of the wall shielded him. Feeling the sun on his
face, listening to the silence and birdsong and drinking in the scents of warm
mulch, of grass, of sweet alyssum and June roses. Thinking of those, like Mrs.
Wheeler, or Mrs. Edouard who had spent most of the night screaming and
who now lay in opiated sleep, so lost in their lightless inner labyrinths that
they were cut off from this beauty, this peace.

The door creaked behind him and he straightened, turned back to the house
with the air of one hurrying from one duty to the next, as a stout crape-clad
figure stepped out. “Excuse me,” she said, “I was looking for—” Mary
Lincoln stopped on the threshold, gazing out at the brilliant green, the neat
hedged squares, and the exuberant colors—Ispahan and La Noblesse, Painted
Damask and Ville de Bruxelles. Her face, puckered a little with annoyance,
relaxed into her slightly crooked smile.

“How beautiful,” she sighed, and looked up at him, shading her eyes with
her hand though she wore the black bonnet of a widow. “We had a rose
garden, when we lived in Washington....Will you walk with me, John? Mr.
Wilamet, I should say now. It's good to see you after all these years.” She
seemed relaxed and cheerful—as well she should be, thought John,
considering the amount of laudanum she'd had that morning for back pains,
headache, and what Mrs. Patterson had described as “agitation.” Her voice
had the slight dreaminess with which he was well familiar. “I had no idea that
being clapped up as a madwoman could be so pleasant.”

“I wish I could say I was delighted to see you, ma'am.” John smiled and
offered her his arm. “And I would be, under other circumstances, I hope you
know.”

“What a dilemma for the writers of etiquette books.” Mrs. Lincoln laid a
small plump hand on his elbow, and with her other hand opened her fan. Her
black straw bonnet—worn without a veil—was in the latest style, John
observed. He knew she'd been assigned Amanda as a permanent attendant and
wondered how that quiet, matter-of-fact quadroon woman had dealt with the
contents of those five trunks and numerous hatboxes and carpetbags in the
confines of the small room. He'd already heard from Peter that another eleven
trunks were expected later in the week.



“I'm sure my husband would have come up with a dozen formulae for
introductions and greetings when one meets an old friend in a madhouse, or in
jail, or in the gutter outside a tavern: ‘Why, whatever are you doing here?’
seems somehow inadequate to the task. Is there any possibility of getting a
decent novel to read here rather than the collection of moralizing tracts they
have in the library? Or will I be put in a straitjacket only for asking?” Her
voice was careless, with an echo in it of a Southern belle's ineradicable
flirtatiousness, but John heard the tension hidden beneath. She doesn't know
the rules, he thought. She is in a new place, and, in spite of the laudanum,
watchful.

She may, too, have heard some of the commotion last night when Mrs.
Edouard started beating the walls and screaming.

“You won't be put in a straitjacket,” he replied. “Dr. Patterson practices
what they call moral treatment, rather than chaining up lunatics the way they
used to....” The way they still do, he reflected, in every institution but those
wealthy enough to hire the staff needed for adequate attention to their
patients. “In a way it's almost like letting the mind heal itself, the way the
body heals itself, provided there is no infecting agent poisoning the system.
There are lectures every Sunday night, and concerts—and of course you may
call for the carriage to go riding anytime you wish.”

Beyond the garden, he could see Mrs. Johnston walking with young Miss
Canfield and ignoring the nurse Louise, who walked in attendance behind, as
if she weren't there. Maybe to Mrs. Johnston she wasn't. At the far end of the
aisle of roses, Mrs. Hill sat alone on a bench, rocking back and forth and
presumably communing with the voices that spoke to her out of the air. With
a kind of wry bitterness John reflected on the filthy brick wards of
Jacksonville, on the never-ending smells, on the notorious “swing” that the
few overworked doctors there told themselves and each other was actually
calming and therapeutic...and had the added benefit of being a threat that all
but the most frantic lunatic understood.

“There seem to be lectures night and morning here.” Mrs. Lincoln's light,
silvery voice was dry. “I got a good one from Dr. Patterson before breakfast
concerning my ‘will to insanity," as he called it. And another about my dear
son's concern for me. Is that part of moral treatment, as well?”

“It's part of Dr. Patterson's system to instruct and convince patients in
changing their ways.”



“And to censor what they read, the way they do in Russia?”

And in Virginia, reflected John, if you happened to be black there sixteen
years ago. “lI admit the library isn't the most modern in the Western
Hemisphere,” he answered. “If you asked for a book I think it would depend
on what it was, whether Mrs. Patterson would procure it for you or not.
They're cautious about anything that would affect the balance of the mind....”

“The balance of my mind is perfectly fine!” She rounded on him, her
cheeks flushing red. She almost shouted the words.

John was silent.

“I'm not a child.” Her voice was trembling. “Or a lunatic.” Turning her
back on him, she burst into tears and strode away down the path. John started
after her. Swinging back, she shouted, “Let me alone!” and quickened her
steps, almost running—running in any direction that presented itself, because
within the wall that surrounded Bellevue Place, all directions were ultimately
the same.



CHAPTER TWELVE

o 3

Chicago May 1875

ON WEDNESDAY AFTERNOONS JOHN WALKED INTO TOWN AND TOOK the train to
Chicago. An hour and a quarter through flat warm prairies, green with
summer's advance, combed by wind and broken by the emerald tufts of
woodlots. Then a quarter-hour through thickening lines of brown brick
workingmen's cottages—white workingmen—that eroded into a ring of
shacks and shanties, boardinghouses and clapboard saloons, the streets dirtier
and more crowded and the steel rails doubling and trebling and quadrupling
and the stench of the packing-yards growing until it was impossible to believe
that the stink could still be invisible: John always felt that somewhere it stood
in a glowing green wall of filth, he was only looking in the wrong direction....

And that was Chicago.

He knew most of the people who rode on Wednesday afternoons in the
third-class “Negro” car. These were men who worked as gardeners or
stablemen during the week in Batavia or Geneva, and women who were
maids in Wheaton. There wasn't much work for blacks in Chicago, let alone
out in the white peaceful towns of the prairie countryside. Those few who had
it, tended to leave their families in the city where they had friends to help
them if anything went wrong. Amanda, the attendant at Bellevue, had two
children in town whom she left with her parents, and would visit every other
Tuesday when she had the night off. The Germans and Poles and Hungarians
who crossed through the rattletrap car for their own less-than-palatial third-
class accommodations—men who'd flocked west in search of jobs that simply
weren't to be had in New York—regarded the black enclave with occasional
curiosity, occasional suspicion, when they regarded them at all. Mostly the



blacks were invisible, as long as they stayed quiet, which they did. Nobody
wanted any trouble. The week was hard enough as it was.

All the car windows were open—those that weren't jammed permanently
shut—and still the air was hot. Sweat ran down the sides of John's thin face,
itched in his close-cropped hair under his mouse-brown derby and stuck his
shirt to his back. The thick lenses of his spectacles slipped down heavy on his
nose. As the train slowed down flies came in, the flies that seemed to hang
over Chicago in the summer like a roaring, glittering cloud.

Once they got into the city itself the noise of the other trains, coming and
going all around them as the tracks converged, drowned any attempt at
conversation. John gritted his teeth, bracing against the din as he always did,
as if it were a physical pain. Once he was out of the train he hurried through
the echoing immensity of the half-built station to the platform where the
southbound local would depart, chugging its slow way through the crowded
neighborhoods south of downtown. The shriek of train-whistles, the yelling of
the porters, the clamor of the engines, even after all these years, still made his
chest feel as if it would burst.

Since the War's end he had lived in cities. In Richmond, briefly and
terrifyingly, knowing that his blue uniform and his black skin made him a
potential target whenever he stepped outside the Army Headquarters; then this
nightmare metropolis where everyone seemed to be rushing, scrambling,
fighting at all times amid the unending stink of factory-smoke, horse-dung,
and the all-drowning stench of decaying meat. The moments he could snatch
in the garden at Bellevue were the more precious, in contrast to this. No
wonder women sometimes got well there, away from these hideous streets.

No wonder Dr. Patterson was of the often-expressed opinion that “the
Negro race is constitutionally unable to adapt itself to the pace and demands
of civilized life.” Most representatives of “the Negro race” that John knew
had come, like himself, from the quiet of country plantations.

Chicago was enough to drive anyone, black or white, insane.

From the Twelfth Street station he turned west again, picking his careful
way across and through the mazes of tracks. This whole neighborhood
between the Galena yards and those of the Illinois Central—which included
the river levee and the lower end of Satan's Mile—Iay under a permanent pall
of sooty smoke, rasping in his lungs. Dead cats and dead dogs lay by the rails,



some cut nearly in half. Now and then the trains would claim a child, or a
drunk. This close to the river the stink of the packing-houses, of the soap and
turpentine plants, was enough to knock you down. Constant, unending, the
squeals of the dying pigs, the lowing of cattle terrified and in agony made an
aural curtain as palpable as that green, rotting wall of smell.

The houses here, cramped two on a lot along the unpaved streets, sweltered
in the clammy heat. The Great Fire of four years ago hadn't reached this far
and this part of Satan's Mile was much as it had been for a dozen years:
clapboard cottages of two and three stories that had started life as sheds;
stables and shacks that still housed goats and pigs; muck-filled alleys and
rough frame houses whose very kitchens and hallways were sub-sub-sub-let
to make the exorbitant rents. Elsewhere in the city it had been as bad or
worse, but the vile “patches”—neighborhoods so rough they were a law unto
themselves, like Hell's Half-Acre or Hairtrigger Row—had been supplanted
by endless dreary zones of clapboard cottages.

The inhabitants of those ramshackle dwellings still grouped according to
nationalities, as they had before the Fire—why live among people you
couldn't talk to, even supposing they wouldn't beat you up on sight? But there
was a sort of neutrality accorded to the main thoroughfares. John walked
quickly as everyone walked in Chicago, tired and hot with his coat slung over
his shoulder and his little carpetbag of laundry in his other hand. He mentally
counted his way through the neighborhoods: Judd Street, Russians; O'Brien
Street, Hungarians; Kramer Street, now we're down to the Italians—skinny
children with glossy black curls chasing one another through the alleys behind
saloons where the kerosene lamps had begun to throw their orange glow over
shirtsleeved men in derbies and the thick blue pall of cigar-smoke...

Griffe Moissant's on Maxwell Street—red-peeling paint, shutters thrown
wide to the reeking heat—marked the last two blocks before the dump where
refuse from a nearby packing-house was thrown. In heavy rains the runoff
was the color of coffee, the texture of phlegm, and smelled like nothing of the
human earth. The neighbors here were mostly like John, born slaves and
either runaways during the War or freed in its wake. Many of the men had
fought, in the 22nd C.I. or the 107th or the 2nd Light Artillery. Many more of
them had been told, when news of Lee's surrender reached their home
plantations, that the government would prefer it if they'd stay put on the same
land they'd worked for their former masters, and work it for a wage.

“Funny thing about that,” had said Lionel Jones, when John and his family



had first moved in with Lionel, whose brother had still been alive then and
married to Cassy. “Once Marse Barton finished takin' out the rent for the
cabin, an' the bill for food from the plantation store, an' new shoes for
wintertime, an' hire of his hoes an' his plows an' his mules, we owed him
money....But he was nice enough to let us stay on an' work for free.”

“What a good man,” John had replied drily, and Lionel gave him a wink
and a savage, broken-toothed grin.

Most had stayed in the South. Seeing some of those who lived along
Maxwell Street—none of whom could read and few of whom had any
training or experience at anything except agricultural work, much less the
connections with police and city politics that were so vital to borrowing
money and establishing businesses—John understood why. The devil you
knew, in the quiet world of familiar faces and familiar countryside, be it ever
so stricken by poverty, was infinitely less terrifying than the grinding,
bewildering, many-visaged unknown demons that waited grinning at the end
of the tracks.

There were times, when the hammering of the train-engines and the stink of
the smoke and the rotting meat seemed about to crush him like a spider
between two stones, when he wondered if he shouldn't have gone back to
Virginia himself.

John passed Griffe's, and then Cuff's Grocery, where another gaggle of
drinkers sat on the porch sipping the stale dregs that Cuff bought from the
downtown saloons for a few cents a barrel. As he did so John felt his stomach
begin to tighten with dread. It was nearly dark and above the smells of privies
and stockyards he could scent the drift of side-meat and beans, cornbread and
red-eye from the open doors of those weathered shacks. Could hear old Aunt
Machie singing through her open door as he passed her house, singing at the
top of her lungs as always, sweet and beautiful as an angel:

“Shoo, shoo turkey, throw your feather way yonder,

Shoo, shoo turkey, throw your feather way yonder. . . .”

He was almost home. That cold quivering behind his breastbone tightened



up like a fist around his heart, wondering what the hell he'd find.

Every week—every Wednesday night when he came home to spend his
half-holiday with Clarice and Cassy and the rest of his family—it was a toss-
up whether he'd have rest and joy, or an agony of chaos and awfulness.

As he walked past the Bonfreres' house in the front of the lot, he found
himself listening for his mother's screaming voice.

Nothing.

But no sound of the children either, and they always made a noise as they
went about their chores. Cassy and Nando Jones had had three: Selina, Abe,
and Miranda, before Nando's death from pneumonia in '71—'71 had been a
bad year all around. John's little sister Lucy had grown up wild all her short
life, refusing to work with Cassy as a laundress and taking up with a gambling
man when first they'd come to Chicago. She'd died birthing her second child,
Josephine—Cassy had taken in Josie and Josie's sister, Geraldine. You didn't
turn family out-of-doors. Then there were the brothers and sisters John's
mother, Phoebe, had borne in Washington during the War, and in Chicago
afterwards, those who had survived: Rowena, Sharon, Ora, Ritchie.

With the children of Lionel and his wife, Lulu—George, Tom, Ish, and
baby Dellie—that made enough and more than enough to support, and most
of them too young to be of much help. A year and a half ago, against every
resolution not to do anything of the kind, John had fallen in love with a girl
named Clarice, and now their child, Cora, was just learning to walk. Clarice
helped Cassy with her laundry business, her sweetness and tact increasing the
number of their clients in times when nearly everyone else was losing them to
hard times, tight money, the closing of factories and shops.

But it was backbreaking work, and it took every minute of daylight for the
four grown women while nine-year-old Selina looked after the babies and
marshaled the younger children to the household chores. When times were
good John could hear Selina's sharp, sweet voice calling out commands,
encouragement, teasing, sometimes getting Tom and Abe to sing part-songs
with her as she swept and they hauled wood for the boilers set up in the
narrow yard, just the way Cassy had done, he remembered, with Blue Hill
Plantation's “hogmeat gang” all those years ago.

But there was only silence now and the silence went to the pit of John's



stomach as he came into the yard. Clarice and Lulu were gathering in washing
from the lines that strung back and forth, taking up the whole of the yard
between the Bonfreres' house and his own. In the cobalt dark of the porch the
open door shone with red-gold kerosene light. Clarice saw him, laid the shirts
and sheets carefully back over the line and ran to him, caught him in her arms
—“God, I'm so glad to see you!” and their lips met, hard. Hers tasted of
sweat, with the slightest whisper of honey. He could have stood there kissing
her in the dark all night among the wavering lines of sheets. “Your Mama's
gone off.”

Shit. “Where?”

She shook her head. She was a few inches short of John's own five-foot,
eight-inch height, and like John and Cassy built slim; darker than they, nearly
full-blooded African, like Lionel and Lulu, but delicate-featured, a coal-black
gazelle. She had her hair wrapped up for work and he wanted nothing more
than to tear off her headscarf and gather those great, soft, scrunchy handfuls
of her hair in his hands, and to hell with Phoebe....

“The kids have gone out after her.” Meaning Selina, Rowena, Abe, and
Tom.

“And Cassy didn't?”

“Cassy maybe got other things to do.” His sister appeared at the top of the
porch steps, her sleeves pushed up and her arms folded, slim as a strap. He
could only see her silhouette, but knew what her expression was from the
sound of her voice. “I got ten sets of sheets that need to be delivered tonight if
we'Te going to eat next week, and I'm just starting into the ironing now,
brother. Mama was in and out all morning, saying how she had a headache,
and a backache, and a bellyache, and how she was just going to stay in bed
and get herself better, and then just before the sun started going down she lit
out of here, said she was gonna go buy medicine.”

Shit. John was perfectly familiar with his mother's “medicine-buying”
expeditions. “I'll go look for her.”

“Get yourself something to eat first.”

“Save me some.” Though with the youngest nine children home and the
three grown women—and Lionel coming in God knew when from Griffe's—



whatever would be left by the time John located his mother wouldn't be much.
“I'll be back when I can, baby,” he whispered to Clarice, cupping the side of
her face for one more kiss, the anger and weariness of going through all this
yet again tight in his chest.

Then he set out on his search.

If Phoebe were a simple drunk, he reflected, taking a quick look through
the door at Griffe's—where as he suspected Lionel was having a couple with
his friends from the stockyard—the matter would be an easy one. Even the
drunks in the neighborhood knew enough not to stray across Kramer Street,
and that was a piece of wisdom just about impervious to liquor.

But for Phoebe, liquor was only an adjunct to whatever dark things
inhabited her skull. When her voices started talking to her, there was no
telling where they would lure her, or what would appear to her to be a good
idea at the time.

So he worked his way south and east, making for the dives and flophouses
and tawdry saloons of the levee. This was the way his mother had gone last
time she'd wandered away, when she'd been picked up, with a blacked eye
and a bloodied lip, naked in an alley behind the Eagle of the Republic saloon
on Grove Street and telling the cops at the Twenty-second Precinct House
about the revelation God had given her—John winced at the memory. For
weeks at a time she'd be more or less the woman who had raised him, who
had fled with her children from Blue Hill, with her wry sense of humor and
her bitter, sardonically funny observations, telling amazing tales to the
children of princesses and warriors and the serial adventures of the Hebrew
Children in the wilderness that had nothing to do with any Bible story John
had ever read....

And then she'd be gone. Even when she was there, she was gone. Abusive,
angry, shouting, or simply silent, staring at the wall. For the past four years
he'd been keeping a log of her moods, and knew she was getting worse, much
worse.

He didn't know what to do about that.

He hunted for her until nearly midnight, through steamy dark streets
illumined only by the smoky glare of the barroom doors. A one-legged white
beggar in the shabby remains of a blue Union uniform claimed he'd seen her,



on the plank sidewalk outside Dapper Dan's on Judd Street. The man, though
drunk himself, was good enough to go into the saloon to ask after her and thus
prevent John from getting his head broken by the men inside. Dapper Dan's
was one of those places where the “regulars” were all white. Through the
door John saw him pause long enough to pull off his wooden leg, untie his
real leg from among his rags, park prosthesis and crutches in a locker, and ask
the other plug-uglies in the place about her—he came back out, said she'd
been seen and thrown out.

From there John asked for her at the shabby dives along the levee, where
merchant sailors were incapacitated with chloral hydrate and relieved of their
pay, their shoes, and frequently their lives; at the catacombs that doled out
needled beer and murder. He went to the lakefront bagnios where the clap was
probably the mildest and most benign thing that would happen to you....His
sister Lucy, John knew, had died in one of the places along here.

One of the waterfront gangs shoved him up against a wall, drunk and
looking for sport: “Christ, you mean that nigger bitch who went on about the
river of flamin' locusts pourin' down out of the moon?” marveled the bulldog
Irishman who led them.

“She's my mother,” said John, keeping his voice steady with an effort. The
man who pinned him against the wall had on brass knuckles and there were
blackjacks, sticks, and chains dimly visible in the gang's shadowy hands. John
knew if you showed fear you were dog's meat.

“Let 'im go, boys. He got trouble enough.”
The men passed on, bawling with laughter.

In time John found her, where the tracks of the Illinois Central ran into the
lakefront yards. It was a nightmare world of darkness and lights, like a
shooting-gallery of trains switching back and forth, engines clattering, bells
hammering, all night long without cease. The night was still hot and the
occasional chuff of breeze off the lake like smelly glue, mosquitoes roared
and swarmed around the railroad lanterns that hung before the doors of dark
little dens where crooked games, camphor-laced wood-alcohol, and whores
too far gone to work even the levee beckoned to those with nowhere else to
go. John heard Phoebe's voice singing, cracked and beautiful and silvery, the
skipping, almost childlike march the Union soldiers had sung, with words that
always raised the hair on his nape:



“Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. . . .”

John always wondered what that woman had actually seen, the one who
had written that song. What the glory of the coming of the Lord had looked
like, in the deep of the night.

Phoebe was staggering along the tracks in the middle of what looked like a
river of ties and steel. Her black hair hung down her back to her hips and her
pink dress lay torn and ragged over her shoulders and she sang full-out as if
she were in a choir.

“I have seen Him in the watchfires of a hundred circling camps,
They have builded Him an altar in the evening dews and damps,
I can read His righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps—

His day is marching on.”

The groaning shriek of pistons and wheels drowned her voice and a train
clanked by between them, medium fast. Steam blasted John in the face. He
stopped on the tracks, aware that if another engine bore down on him the
noise was so great all around that he wouldn't hear it; he kept looking over his
shoulders, left and right. There was an engine there, lamp burning, but
unmoving as of yet—at least he could perceive no movement, in the shifting
shadows and dark. Two cars went by, tramps dimly perceived in their open
doors, and the lights beyond framed Phoebe's body and caught like dark fire
in the ends of her hair. She was walking toward another moving engine, her
arms outspread as if welcoming a lover.

“I have read a fiery gospel writ in lines of burnished steel,
As ye deal with my contemners, so with you my grace shall deal,

Let the hero born of woman crush the serpent with his heel,



While God comes marching on. . ..”

With one panicky look over each shoulder—and yes, there was another
train coming, though not fast—John darted over the tracks. His eye was
caught by the rats swarming between the ties, by the dark slumped form of a
drunk asleep or dead on the ground with a bottle glistening under his hand.

“Get your hand off me!” ordered Phoebe, when John caught her, pulled her
from the track. “I don't got to go with you! I don't got to go anywhere with
you!” Her breath smelled of oil of turpentine, a favorite tipple at the rough
joints along the tracks.

“It's me, Mama, it's John.”

“No it ain't. John wouldn't come look for me. John too good to go out
lookin' for his own mama. John thinks he's too good to speak to her, when he
see her on the street.”

“Ain't you got no place to take her?” One of the train-men emerged from
the dark at the edge of the switch-yard. “State asylum or someplace? She sure
crazy.”

The way the man looked at her—the familiar way he helped her over the
last couple of ties and over the filth-swimming ditch into Water Street—John
suspected the man had had her, in the shadows of one of the alleyways.
Maybe six or eight of his friends as well. He always suspected that was how
she'd ended up bearing Sharon, Ritchie, and her last baby, who had died.

John said shortly, “State asylum don't take colored.”
“Oh.” The man nodded vaguely. “Damn shame.”

Yes, thought John, escorting his mother back through the now-quiet streets.
It certainly is a damn shame.

About halfway home Phoebe abruptly decided that he was who he said he
was after all, and commenced on a rambling account of why she'd had to go
looking for medicine for her back and her belly and to shut up the ants
running through her brain. John murmured, “Yes, Mama,” and “No, Mama,”
as she spoke of the things she'd done.



At home he found Clarice had saved out some supper for him, but Phoebe
announced, “I'm hungry,” and took the pot from her. When John tried to get a
share she shouted at him so loudly that, mindful of Lionel and Lulu and the
older kids asleep in the next room—or out on the porch, draped in makeshift
tents of sheeting against the mosquitoes—he let her have it. As she gorged
down all that remained of the beans and rice, Clarice took him quietly aside
and showed him what she'd found under the house beneath the corner of the
room where his mother's bed was: twelve patent medicine bottles, all of them
new and all empty.

“How much pain is she in, to need that much medicine?” asked his wife
worriedly. John sniffed the necks of one bottle and then another, and glanced
back through the door at his mother in the single candle's quavering light. All
her favorites, Godfrey's Cordial and Nervine and Pritchard's Female Elixir.
Two definitely had the bitter smell of laudanum and two more the pong of
alcohol beneath the mingling sweetness of herbal tonic. “You think if you ask
your Dr. Patterson about her, to have a look at her...?”

“That's all I'd need,” sighed John. “To tell the man I work for that my
mother's crazy? That anytime she might take it into her head to come out to
Batavia and look for me?” All the way out to the levee, and all the way back,
the anger had been building in him, anger and grief and shame that he'd hold
her craziness against her. Shame even that he'd hold her drunkenness against
her, for it clearly was no fault of hers.

He knew those ants had been running through her brain long before she'd
started trying to shut them up with alcohol.

Clarice asked softly, “What are we going to do?” She too raised her head,
looked back through the doorway at the packing-box in which Cora slept. At
Cassy curled in a tight ball on her mattress with Miranda and Ritchie. Though
Cassy kept a hand on her money-box and slept with it under her pillow at
night, still Phoebe had managed to raid it two or three times in the past few
years, spending the rent-money inexplicably on toys for all the children, or
games of keno. “You know this can't go on.”

“T know.”

By the time they got Phoebe to bed—after an endless argument during
which she refused to lower her voice—it was nearly dawn. John could do no
more than lie on the mattress with Clarice in his arms, trembling with anger



and frustration, listening to the clanging of the switch-yards in the dark.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

o 3

SLANTING SUNLIGHT DAPPLED THROUGH THE DOGWOOD TREES ALONG
Pennsylvania Avenue; the horse of one of the Union Light Guard shied at a
passing dog and snorted, tossing its head. Mary glanced over her shoulder at
the sudden clatter of hooves, then back at Lincoln in the carriage beside her:
“A lot of use they'll be if a rebel assassin shoots at you from the trees.”

Lincoln leaned back against the leather of the carriage-seat: “The only way
they could prevent a rebel assassin from shooting from the trees is to surround
us like a wall. And even then they couldn't stop a man from flying overhead
in a balloon and dropping a brick on my head.” And he looked up, shading his
eyes as if to search for such a craft.

“Will you be serious?”

“No.” Lincoln smiled, and put his arm around Mary's shoulders. “I have
been serious all morning and I am mighty weary of it.”

Deep in her dream, feeling as if she were trapped in quicksand, Mary
thought, No . . . Let me out. Let me wake up.

I know what's coming and I don't want to see it. Not again.

But she couldn't wake—couldn't put from her the happiness of each relived
second in his company, even if she knew that each one was a knife in her
heart.



“...I want a carriage-ride with the woman I love, not a military parade....”

Sometimes—tonight was one of those times—Mary caught fragments of
other events in her dreams: hurrying downstairs to the carriage in her silver-
gray dress, her tippet of black and ermine wrapped around her shoulders.
Hearing Lincoln in the hall behind her knock at Robert's door. “We are going
to the theater, Bob; don't you want to go?”

She didn't hear Robert's reply, but in the carriage, on the way to Fifteenth
Street to pick up young Major Rathbone and Miss Harris, Lincoln shook his
head and said, “I can't blame him, the poor boy hasn't slept in a bed in two
weeks. I told him to do just what he felt most like.”

And then they were in the theater. Mary was conscious of the damp cold of
Lincoln's coat-sleeve as he escorted her up the dark little stair, of the scent of
Major Rathbone's hair-pomade and of Miss Harris's lavender sachet. Her heart
was crying No! Let me out! but she tightened her grip on the sinewy arm, still
strong enough, after all these years, to pick up an ax by the last inch of its
handle and hold it out straight before him....

Strong enough to swoop her up in his arms as easily as he'd swoop Tad.

The Pinkerton guard John Parker, burly and disheveled and smelling faintly
of liquor, rising hastily from the wooden chair beside the door of the box to
salute; Lincoln stopping for a moment to say something to him as Major
Rathbone opened the door and bowed Mary and Miss Harris through. The box
itself, dark and a trifle stuffy, with its drapery of red, white, and blue, and the
glow of the stage lights beyond it outlining the rocking chair the management
always brought in for Lincoln. The band breaking into “Hail to the Chief,”
and Lincoln moving the draperies aside a little to bow to the audience.

Laughter and cheering gusted up from below, warming Mary with a
glowing satisfaction—a sense of deep vindication—that she felt even through
her rising panic, her desperate struggle to get out of the dream before the end.
Six months previously every newspaper in the country had been calling him
“that giraffe from Illinois” and claiming that re-electing him would damage
“the cause of human liberty and the dignity and honor of the nation.” “There
was never a truer epithet applied to a certain individual than that of ‘Gorilla.”™

He had suffered—not from those slurs, but from the grinding toll of the
War itself. She could see it in his face, in the shadowy glow of the gas-lights.



The deep lines, the sadness in his eyes, made her want to weep. The cheers
from the audience were a balm, to her and, she thought, to him. At least there
was the lightness in his movement that he'd had during their carriage-ride, the
relaxation, as he sat beside her, that she hadn't seen in him in months. Major
Rathbone and Miss Harris settled in the other two seats, hand in hand, heads
together: the young soldier's mother had married Miss Harris's father, an
irascible and sharp-tongued Senator from New York, and now it looked like
the children of their separate first unions would themselves unite. Mary's hand
stole into Lincoln's, and down onstage the sprightly Florence tried to tell a
joke to Lord Dundreary, with predictably sparse results.

Florence: “Why does a dog wag its tail?”
Lord Dundreary: “Good heavens, I have no idea.”
Florence: “Because the tail can't wag the dog.”

“There's Charlie Taft,” murmured Lincoln, looking down into the audience
below them, and Mary hid a smile; in any crowd, Lincoln was always looking
for people he knew. And the other Mary, the Mary who lay locked in the
dream of these minutes, felt the minutes passing as if she heard the ticking of
a clock....

Ten more minutes to go. Nine. As if she walked with him down the road to
a ferry, dreading the sight of every tree, every path-side stone that told her it
was getting closer, and there was nothing she could do to stop the approach of
the crossing-over point, when he was with her one moment, and the next....

Maybe if I scream I can wake myself. . . .

“Don't know the manner of good society, eh?” sniffed the bumpkin Asa
Trenchard, down on the stage. “Wal, I guess I know enough to turn you inside
out—you sockdologizing old mantrap!”

Lincoln leaned down, to make some wiseacre remark in Mary's ear; she felt
the brush of his beard against her temple.

NOOOO. .. !

The gunshot was like the cracking boom of thunder, like the lightning that
had always so terrified her. Lincoln's arm jerked convulsively in her grip, and
Mary caught him as he slumped sideways in the rocking chair. Gunpowder



stink filled her nostrils, gunpowder and the horrible hot smell of blood.

Someone was shouting, rushing forward through the smoke. Major
Rathbone tried to seize him, struggling in the reflected glow from the stage,
and a knife flashed in the gaslight gleam. Miss Harris fell back against the
box rail, screaming, and on Mary's shoulder Lincoln's weight grew heavier
and heavier as he sagged against her. She saw the blood in his hair and began
to scream too, screaming as all that she had feared for four years came
rushing to catch her, to sweep her into the darkness that lay on the other side
of that dividing-line of her life....

THERE MUST BE SOMETHING I COULD HAVE DONE.

Mary looked back on the dream—Ilike looking back into a room, through a
window from the outside—as she sat beneath the elm-trees of Bellevue's
parklike grounds the following morning. Beside her on the bench sat Mrs.
Olivia Hill, black-clothed like herself, a widow like herself, who had come up
to her last Friday, after she'd run away from John Wilamet in the rose garden:
“Is there anything I can do, my dear?” she had asked.

There wasn't, of course, and both of them knew there wasn't. But it was
good at least to know that someone in this place actually cared. Like
John...Imagine meeting John here, after all those years! Olivia had sought her
out again after breakfast this morning, and offered to walk with her, the gray-
clad form of Amanda trailing inconspicuously behind. “They don't like to see
us in conversation, you know,” whispered Mrs. Hill, and widened her
enormous blue eyes at Mary. “Especially not those of us who were put here
for our beliefs.”

Mary turned her head sharply, met that gentle gaze. There was something
in Mrs. Hill's voice that told her exactly what “beliefs” her family had
considered marked her as insane, and she lowered her voice before she asked,
“Do you think it might be possible to speak to our loved ones here?”

Olivia glanced back at Amanda, then at Mary again.

“Have you ever tried it?” Mary persisted. “Since you've been here, I



mean?”

Olivia's thin, intent face grew troubled in its frame of black veiling. “The
problem is the daylight,” she explained, and Mary nodded. Every medium
she'd ever spoken to had emphasized that the yellow vibrations of sunlight
were absolutely inimical to the materialization of ectoplasm. “You notice how
careful the good doctor is, to keep us separated once it grows dark.”

Mary looked up at the trees overhead: elms like the clouds of a prairie
thunderstorm, even in the brightness of morning casting a dense blue shade.
“Surely,” she urged, “we can at least try. Is there anyone else here, who might
form a circle with us? Who might lend their strength, to summoning the
spirits across the Veil?”

“Oh, yes. Lucretia Bennett was put in here for exactly that reason—
because, her husband says, she believes that their sons speak to her from the
Land Beyond. And that, of course, must be madness.” She smiled her sweet,
sardonic smile. “And little Miss Judd as well, though I'm afraid, poor child,
she does have a terribly nervous constitution....She says she knew you when
she was a little girl.”

Mary smiled at the recollection of that fairy-like child she'd known in
Chicago, in the chaotic days of 1860 before the Republican Convention. “She
did. Her father was one of my husband's great supporters....The President of
the Illinois Central Railroad, you know. My husband did a great deal of work
for them, in his lawyer days. And had to sue them to get paid, I might add.”

“Oh, well, one can understand how the poor Illinois Central Railroad
would be so poverty-stricken that they wouldn't have the money to pay their
lawyer....”

And both women laughed. Bellevue Place, Mary thought, looking out past
her companion to the thick green lawns, the winding graveled carriage-drive
that circled the grounds, did not seem so very different from the Spiritualist
camps she'd attended in the green country of upstate New York. There was
that same relaxed air of not having anywhere else to be, of having all
arrangements for room and meals taken care of in advance....

The difference, of course, being that in those places one was treated like an
adult capable of making decisions despite one's grief, and not like a willful
and deluded child.



And even when she was a child, Mary didn't recall this horrible sense of
being always watched, always spied upon, tattled on for the slightest
deviation from what Dr. Patterson considered “normal” behavior.

It was worse than living with her sister Ann.

“I've never had success in materializing the spirits since I've been here,”
went on Olivia, with a sigh of regret. “It's what one can expect, of course, in
this atmosphere of concentrated skepticism—I should think the look on Mrs.
Patterson's face would send any spirit fleeing. But if nothing else, we can
transmit to our loved ones the assurance that we are thinking of them, even if
they cannot come to us.”

“But they know that anyway,” Mary pointed out.

“Of course,” agreed Olivia, with a beatific smile. “But is it not good to
receive a letter full of love and cheerful thoughts, even from one to whom you
are prevented from writing?”

No, thought Mary crossly. Mr. Lincoln hears me speak to him every day,
hears me tell him how much I love him, need him. . . . My sons hear my words
of love daily, hourly. One holds séances in order to hear from THEM. In order
to see their dear faces again, to hear their words, touch their beloved hands.
It isn't that I don't think they hear, there in the Summer Land. But I miss them
so!

“When those medical lackeys my husband hired came with their statements
about conversing with the dead being proof of madness, I told them, if belief
in the survival of the soul in Heaven is madness, then I claim the sisterhood of
madness with Christ and all his saints.” Scorn flicked in Mrs. Hill's voice and
she squared her slim shoulders. “If it is madness to believe that love survives
death, and that my precious boys in Heaven still love and comfort the mother
they loved on earth, then how I pity your bleak and loveless sanity!”

Mary assumed there was some kind of grapevine telegraph in operation, as
soldiers exchanged from rebel prison camps during the War had assured her
existed in Andersonville and Libby Prison under the very noses of the guards.
She was certainly aware that every darky in Lexington had known news and
information long before a single white was aware of it, apparently by
telepathy. In any case, the following morning directly after breakfast, she and
Olivia Hill made their way to the densest copse of elm-trees, that stood



farthest from the house at a corner of the grounds, and found Minnie Judd and
the white-haired Mrs. Bennett waiting for them there.

“It's good of you to come with us here,” said Lucretia Bennett in her oddly-
inflected voice. “Good of you to help us in trying to reach out to our loved
ones on the Other Side.”

“I don't hold much hope.” Olivia took Mary's other hand and drew her
down onto the bench in the secluded shade. “We have twice attempted to hold
gatherings here—mostly at this early hour, when the sunlight is not so harsh.
Perhaps there were not enough of us to invoke the energies needed to build a
bridge of thoughts for the souls to pass from the Summer Land to this world.
We can only trust, and pray.”

In the dense shade the four women recited, very softly, the Lord's Prayer,
and just as softly, sweet voices harmonizing, sang “Shall We Gather at the
River.” Despite her misgivings about the daylight, Mary felt herself relaxing
with the familiar words, the peaceful sense that these circles always brought
her. Others over the years had included more prayers, and many had
incorporated more music, drawing the Seekers together into calm and ready
thought.

But always was that awareness that they understood her loss. Who young
Minnie might have lost, Mary did not know—a friend, perhaps? She was too
young to have given a sweetheart to the War. But Mrs. Bennett's black dress
told her at least that this woman, like Olivia Hill, had walked the road she had
walked. And all of them, she knew, had this in common: that they had found
life without their loved ones literally beyond bearing.

In her mind Mary painted the darkness of those shuttered, curtained parlors,
the enclosed sense of comfort and safety. The flicker of candles that always
recalled the dim parlors of her girlhood, before the pallid glare of gaslight
chased shadows away.

Please come, beloved, she whispered in her heart. Please speak to me
through these kindly women. Rest your hands on my shoulders, let me know
that even here you're with me. That you've forgiven me . . . The dreams of the
night before last, and of last Wednesday night—was it only a week ago?—
were the clearest she had seen him in many months. Even the knowledge that
they would end with his head slumping down to her shoulder, blood gleaming
blackly in his hair, wasn't enough to make her thrust them aside, even if she



could have. They were all she had.
Give me something to live on, something to hold! I miss you so.

“Now, ladies.” Dr. Patterson's deep voice broke the sweet silence that
succeeded the song. Mary's eyes snapped open and Olivia and Mrs. Bennett
dropped her hands at once, like guilty schoolgirls. The superintendent strode
across the grass toward them, with his wife and Amanda striding purposefully
behind. “You know this kind of excitement isn't at all good for you. Mrs. Hill,
I'm surprised at you.”

Mary replied, since Olivia seemed unable to answer. “Are we not then even
permitted to pray? I should think you, of all people, would approve.”

The doctor smiled, that impenetrable and eternal smile that she was coming
to hate. “Of course you may pray, my dear Mrs. Lincoln. But prayer is for
Sunday in chapel, or quietly and privately in your room, as St. Paul
recommends, and in a spirit of Christian resignation. Mrs. Bennett, Mrs. Hill,
I have a little treatment I'd like to try on you now before lunch, to see if we
can make you feel better....”

“He always does that,” whispered Minnie Judd, in her soft thread of a voice
as the doctor and his wife led the two other women away. “He doesn't like to
see us gathered together. Not even in daytime.”

“And you put up with it?” Mary's voice snapped with scorn for this thin girl
in the dazzlingly fashionable dove-gray gown, scorn that reflected the surge
of rage burning through her. Minnie regarded her with surprise in her
cornflower-blue eyes.

“We must put up with it, ma'am. What choice do we have?”

What choice indeed? thought Mary, shaking with anger as Minnie, too,
walked away under the trees toward the big stone house, her demi-train
rustling on the grass. When you have been judged a madwoman, you have no
choice. You must take what they give you, and rejoice that it is no worse.

And all the peace beneath those lush trees, all the pleasant treatment and
hollow professions of understanding, could never make up for that indignity.



THAT NIGHT MARY TOOK SUPPER WITH THE PATTERSON FAMILY. MRS. Patterson
smiled her wooden smile and tried to make gracious small-talk, but the fourth
time she broke off to berate her daughter for not “behaving like a lady” when
the poor young woman was clearly doing her best not to upset her food in
company, Mary was hard put not to slap the doctor's wife.

Dr. Patterson had just returned from his bi-weekly visit to Chicago, and
though he spoke kindly to his daughter he said nothing in her defense. Mostly,
he chatted with his son about the affairs of his practice in Chicago. All her
girlhood Mary had been ingrained with the idea that Yankees had no manners,
and though she'd found that in many cases this was an exaggeration, she'd
never been able to get used to this particularly Yankee combination of
sanctimoniousness and preoccupation with work to the exclusion of one's
company. Even after all these years, even in this situation, it annoyed her.

After supper Dr. Patterson mixed Mary a glass of medicine to take before
she went to bed, for her back had begun to ache again, and her head, and she
found herself both depressed and unable to rest. But when Amanda had
helped her change into her nightgown and wrapper, and had locked the door
for the night, Mary sat up for a time in the chair beside her bed, her eyes
closed in the silence.

She whispered the Lord's Prayer, as the women had done that morning in
the shade, and sang softly under her breath, “Shall we gather at the river/ the
beautiful, the beautiful river. . ..”

Prayer and song were an incantation, like Mammy Sally's hoodoo rhymes.
Hoping against hope that even without the circle of loving hands and hearts,
the spirits would come. The gas hissed softly, its flame turned down low
behind a painted globe of glass—never since childhood had Mary been able
to sleep in a completely dark room. Through the pink mosquito-bar tacked
over the window a whisper of breeze stirred the dense, hot air. The big house
was silent around her. Even the woman who had screamed last night—
screamed so loudly that she could be heard here on the family side of the
house—made no sound.

How many nights she had sat thus in her great bedroom in that cold
dreadful mansion on Pennsylvania Avenue, that fraudulent white-painted
sepulchre of her dreams....Had sat late, so late that even the incessant noise of
soldiers marching in the street, of bugle calls from the camps on the near-by
Mall, had ceased. Her husband was absent, as he was so often absent, having



slipped down the service stairs and out of the house through the basement, to
walk alone through the chilly fog to the War Department to wait for
dispatches. Sometimes he'd even sleep there on the sofa in the telegraphers'
room. Or coming back, he would go to his office, his stockinged footfalls
passing her door, to read petitions or pleas or the papers related to a thousand
and one details of the War that only he could decide upon, until he fell,
exhausted, asleep at his desk.

In that silence—Mary remembered it so clearly now, called it back to her,
willed it back—it had seemed to her that the gaslight had burned blue, just as
candles did in the romances she read, and she had seen those beautiful,
glowing forms pass through the closed door of her bedroom and come to her,
holding out their hands.

Willie. . . ! She had seen him so clearly. His face—a round Todd face, just
beginning to lengthen as he passed his eleventh birthday—wore that
expression of thoughtful calm that had nothing in it of solemnity. A Todd face
and his father's gray eyes. Sometimes he wore the gaudy little uniform the
militia Zouaves had given him, along with an honorary commission of
Colonel; sometimes the dark wool suit in which he'd been buried. He did not
seem ghostly at all, only wrought of a pale light, and he led a smaller child by
the hand, little Eddie in the long toddler's dress of tucked linen that Mary had
sewed for him.

Her dearest boys! She had clasped them to her heart, though now she could
not remember whether their flesh had felt solid in her arms. Yet it wasn't a
dream! she told herself. It happened, just as Nettie Colburn, and Lord
Colchester, and the other mediums of the spirits had assured her it would!

She breathed deep, the swoony warmth from Dr. Patterson's medicine
enfolding her. If Dr. Patterson had not interrupted them, would not a few more
minutes have sufficed for the Circle they'd formed? Even in daylight, even in
the midst of this terrible place? Would not the spirits have found some way of
communicating with those they loved? In her mind she formed the scene, Mr.
Lincoln shyly smiling as he walked toward her through the deep shadows of
the elms, with Eddie on one hip and Willie clinging to his hand, and Tad—
young thin tall Tad like a half-grown Thoroughbred colt—striding alongside.

Could she not at least have felt on her shoulders the pressure of strong
hands, as occasionally happened in the darkness of those séance rooms, when
the medium would tell her that he sensed the presence of a tall and bearded



man?

She sat awake—or mostly awake—in the gloom for what felt like hours,
before lying down on top of the covers, and crying herself to sleep.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

o 3

Springfield 1837

IN JUNE OF 1837 MARY PACKED HER MANY TRUNKS AND HATBOXES, and in
company with her father and Judy, made the jolting coach journey down to
Louisville, to take one of the Ohio River steamers to Cairo.

Her father hired a stateroom for her, barely big enough to swing a mouse
in, let alone a cat. He himself took a curtained bunk in the men's cabin, and
spent a good portion of each day in the gentlemen's parlor, smoking long nine
cigars, playing vingt-et-un and talking politics with the highly assorted crowd
of slave-traders, land-speculators, cotton- and sugar-brokers, merchants, and
lawyers who journeyed up and down the Ohio from Cairo all the way up to
Pittsburgh. “I don't believe you talk politics with them at all,” teased Mary,
when her father took her for a walk around the upper deck in the evening cool
after supper. “I believe you just use that as an excuse to gossip, the way you
always accuse us poor women of doing.” And she twinkled a smile at him
from beneath her bonnet-brim.

“And isn't that just what you do?” he countered with a grin.

And Mary laughed, for she didn't want to complain of the company in the
ladies' parlor. But in fact she found it excruciatingly dull, consisting as it did
of a New England woman whose husband was engaged in “something to do
with land” in Mississippi, a merchant's wife whose whole soul was occupied
in the cost and difficulties of running her husband's business (and his life as
well, in Mary's opinion), and the wife and daughter of an Ohio state
Assemblyman who weren't entirely clear whether the husband/father of the
family was a Democrat or a Whig.



The talk was all of servants, and of the expense of running a household,
and the best way to get wine-stains out of damask. Why was it, Mary
wondered, that married people became so dull? When Mary said she was
from Kentucky the Yankee woman had asked disapprovingly if her father
owned slaves, and had proceeded to lecture her—in Mr. Presby's best style—
on the evils of slavery without bothering to ask first what her own views on
the subject were.

“You'll like Springfield,” prophesied her father, leaning his elbows on the
upper-deck rail. “With your taste for politics you'll feel right at home there.”
On the stern-deck below them hogs squealed in their pens among high-piled
sacks of corn, bushels of oats, barrels of whiskey and apples. Now and then
above the incessant pound and splash of the two great paddles, Mary could
hear the voices of the slaves who'd come onboard at Louisville, chained to the
walls along the narrow walkways on either side of the engine-room.
Sometimes singing, sometimes calling out in whatever gambling-games it
was they played to pass the time and take their minds off where they were
going. Sometimes, from the starboard where the women were chained, she
would hear a child cry.

“It's going to be the state capital now, isn't it?” Elizabeth had mentioned
that in her latest letter, in the midst of a host of Ninian's concerns, as if it were
important only because it raised the value of Ninian's town lots.

“If Ninian and the Long Nine have anything to say about it, it will.”

“The Long Nine?” Mary raised her brows. “So my brother-in-law has
become a cigar? It's a guarantee of popularity, I suppose....”

Her father laughed. “That's the name someone gave the representatives of
the Sangamon County delegation at the Legislature. There are nine of them—
the biggest county delegation in the state—and every man of 'em's over six
feet tall, the tallest six feet four. Springfield's already the center of trade and
farming in the state, and the biggest town. Vandalia's a mere village by
comparison.”

He shifted his broad-brimmed straw hat on his head, and looked out, as if
he could see, beyond the wall of forest along the riverbank, the small
settlements marked by pluming smoke, the tiny farms. “Illinois is one of the
fastest-growing states of the Union, daughter. The key to our nation's future
lies in the West. You'll meet the best of the coming men there.”



“Are you trying to marry me off, Pa?” Mary regarded him coquettishly.
He pinched her chin. “I just want my girl to be happy.”

She turned her eyes away to the green monotony on either side of the river,
the forest that seemed to stretch on forever, trying to unthink the thought that
had sliced across her mind: You want to be happy knowing you've done your
duty by “your girl.”

Happy with Betsey. And Betsey's children.

With the problem of those she supplanted all happily gone away at last, and
no man to say you didn't do your duty.

She had so looked forward to this journey—to seeing Elizabeth and
Frances again, and Elizabeth's new baby—Julia, named for the first tiny
daughter, who had died. She still felt wild, dancing excitement at the sound of
the churning paddlewheels, a bursting exhilaration at these new lands, this
new world. But the suspicion that this was only a farther-away version of
Mentelle's snagged in her mind. It caught on her thoughts like a burr in a
petticoat, filling her with unthinkable shame.

At Cairo they transferred to another steamboat, this one going upriver on
the Mississippi, which even in those high reaches was a broad yellow-brown
stream whose banks were a tangle of snags and bars that the pilot had to
negotiate with care. Sometimes they'd pass a flatboat, wide rafts a hundred
feet long and laden with pumpkins and corn and hogs, riding the current all
the way down to New Orleans. The paddles would churn the water and the
men working the sweeps would shake their fists, sun-browned men who
looked like they'd been braided out of strips of rawhide, with their faded hair
and faded shirts and heavy Conestoga boots. Mary made the acquaintance of a
French lady from New Orleans and her even-more-French aunt from Paris,
and had a good time speaking to them in their native language of the cities she
longed more than anything to see. She had a sense, riding the river, of
profound delight, of moving out of the lush hollows of Kentucky and into a
wider world.

They debarked at St. Louis, and then truly the world did change.

All of her life Mary had lived in Lexington, traveling no farther than
Frankfort to visit Betsey's haughty, thin-nosed old mother. Her world had



been a rolling verdant world of dense forests and granite outcrops, of patches
of laurel, paw-paw, tulip trees. When the stagecoach climbed from the river-
valley where St. Louis lay, the full harsh sweep of the prairie wind struck
them, and she saw for the first time the prairie emptiness: green, flat, endless,
unbroken to the horizon, baking with that indescribable scent of curing
grasses under the morning sun.

Clinging to the strap in the swaying coach, Mary gazed at the stage-ruts
sweeping away into the unimaginable distance and thought, I'm going in the
wrong direction! I should be going south, to New Orleans, or east to New
York and Europe. Where am I going, and why?

AT LEAST THERE WERE TREES IN SPRINGFIELD. FOR TWO DAYS ON THE stage,
jolting through that vast untenanted world of tall grass and meadowlarks,
Mary had had terrible visions—her sister's letters to the contrary—of yet
another desolate constellation of board shacks, weathering slowly to grayness
in the hot wind and unending glare of the sun.

But Springfield stood on the bluffs above the Sangamon River, and the
fertile country along the bottomlands and around Lake Springfield was settled
up with scattered farms and cattle grazing contentedly in the waist-deep
prairie grass. It was late in the day when the stage pulled into the yard of the
Globe Tavern, an unpromising quadrangle of whitewashed buildings whose
long porch sheltered an assortment of the local bumpkins and a pair of sleepy
dogs. A bell clanged from the cupola on the roof, to announce the arrival.
Dust and smoke hung in the air, as did the smell of livestock.

“What do you want to bet that's Ninian's carriage?” Robert Todd helped his
daughter from the big high-wheeled coach and nodded toward the lower-slung
and more elegant vehicle that stood waiting. “I wrote him the night we arrived
in St. Louis, that we'd be on the next stage. The team certainly looks like
Ninian's taste in horseflesh,” he added, with an admiring glance at the
glossily-groomed bays. “Have a seat and I'll go find him. He'll be inside.”

He handed Mary into the carriage and signed to the stagecoach guard to
pile their luggage beside it, then crossed the yard and climbed the plank steps
to vanish into the inner darkness of the porch. The slave girl Judy, exhausted



and intimidated by the journey, retreated to a bench near the woodpile. Mary
put up her parasol against the slanting light of the afternoon sun and looked
eagerly around her, taking in what she could see of the town that Elizabeth—
and now, apparently, Frances—had chosen for their home.

The tavern yard certainly didn't look promising, and the street visible
beyond—rutted and unpaved under a miasma of yellow dust—even less so. In
addition to the carriage in which Mary sat, the yard contained half a dozen
infinitely more plebeian vehicles, mostly farm-wagons, and a decrepit buggy,
as well as a number of saddle horses hitched to the porch railing. Dogs snored
in the shade. Chickens scratched. An occasional hog wandered in from the so-
called street.

Whereas in Lexington there would have been a variety of people in
evidence—wealthy planters, students of law and medicine from the
University, slaves on errands for their masters, and young ladies in silks and
fine muslins shopping in the Cheapside stores—here there seemed to be
nothing but farmers and teamsters. In the shadows of the tavern porch a gang
of rough-looking idlers drank, spit tobacco, and laughed uproariously over
some tale being spun for them by a tall skinny idler sitting on a barrel with his
long legs sprawled out before him. Presumably, reflected Mary, sitting up
quite straight in her new pink ruffled dress, there was a better class of citizen
farther into town.

Movement in the tavern doorway. Mary turned, hoping it was her father
and Ninian. But instead a blocky, broad-shouldered man in the tattered
remains of a black long-tailed coat, bewhiskered and filthy, staggered across
to the carriage, jabbed a grimy finger up at her, and declared, “And another
thing, Missy: if slavery was to be expanded into the Western territories, how
long would it be before the white slave-lords of the South would demand
white slaves as well as black? How long before the wealthy factory-lords
would take the indifference of the government for license to enserf the
luckless laborers who are already de facto slaves, by further robbing them of
what little liberty they still enjoy? Eh?” He glared up at Mary, red-faced with
anger. “You answer me that, Miss!”

Mary looked away, cheeks burning. The man reeked of cheap liquor and
clearly was incapable of taking—or even recognizing—a hint that his
conversation was not wanted. Judy, who'd gotten to her feet, was looking
around in an agony of uncertainty, not about to go up and tell a white man to
go away. In Lexington, of course, it simply wouldn't have happened. Too



many people knew Mary—any shopkeeper or clerk in town would have
headed off the drunkard from a girl they'd waited on since her earliest
childhood.

But since the alternative was to take refuge in a public tavern—presumably
among this man's equally inebriated comrades—and since Mary wasn't sure
she could make a dismount from the rather high carriage without providing
every idler on the porch with a glimpse of petticoats, pantalettes, and ankles
—she remained where she was. Her frozen silence seemed to enrage her
interrogator still further.

“A government system which condones the domination of any man by any
other man has automatically doomed to destruction all those it pretends to
protect!” bellowed the whiskered man. “Of course the government will permit
the extension of slavery into the newly formed territories and of course the
result will be—”

“Professor Kittridge, come on up here on the porch and let me buy you a
beer.” The storyteller unfolded himself from off his barrel and ambled over to
the carriage. Mary had an impression of enormous stringy height, of coarse
black hair sticking out in all directions and high, sharp cheekbones. The
stranger's features all seemed too big for his face—nose, brow, mouth—and
his eyes were deep-set and gray as winter rain. He was dressed like the men
on the flatboats in what seemed to be the uniform of the country, a faded
calico shirt and linsey-woolsey trousers tucked into Conestoga boots, and
there was a small straight knife-scar on his right temple. His voice was a
husky tenor, high without being reedy, and underlaid, Mary thought, by a soft
Kentucky flatness about the vowels.

“Lay not your hand upon me, servant of the servants of Mammon!”
Professor Kittridge swung around and lashed at the storyteller with a punch
that would have stopped an ox in its tracks. “Pettifogger! Serpent! Diabolos!”

The storyteller met this barrage of invective by putting his hand on his
attacker's forehead and holding him off at the length of his gorilla-like arm,
Kittridge's frenzied punches slashing inches short of his ribs. At the same
time he backed off, so that Kittridge's own momentum propelled him by
degrees to the porch. As he did so, the storyteller glanced up over Kittridge's
head to Mary, checking to make sure she wasn't harmed or alarmed. His gray
eyes met hers, and when he saw that far from fainting with affront she was
struggling not to laugh aloud, they sparkled with a deep answering delight.



Barely had the Professor and the servant of the servants of Mammon
vanished into the darkness of the porch when Robert Todd, Ninian Edwards,
and a skinny little man carrying a coachman's whip appeared from around the
corner, quickening their pace as they crossed the yard. “Miss Mary, I beg your
pardon,” called out Ninian. “I thought I'd have time to pick up sugar and
coffee from Irwin's. Can you ever forgive me?” His eyes twinkled as he, the
coachman, and his father-in-law loaded the trunks onto the back of the
carriage and strapped them into place. Judy, looking infinitely relieved to
have the world return to situations with which she was familiar, hurriedly
crossed to join them.

“Shall I horsewhip Jerry here for leaving the carriage?” Ninian indicated
the coachman with a grin, and the black man grinned back.

“I should think it massively unjust to punish the servant for a sin he shares
with the master.” Mary put on her most pious expression, and all three men
laughed. “Just don't you dare let it happen again.”

Ninian and her father sprang into the carriage, Judy climbing up to the
coachman's box. Jerry unhitched the team and swung himself up beside her.
“You are just, as well as beautiful, Miss Mary,” said the coachman gravely,
and clicked to the horses. Ninian leaned forward to point something out to her
father about his team. As the carriage turned, Mary saw the tall storyteller
emerge from the porch again, a couple of saddlebags over one bony shoulder,
making for the saddle-horses tethered on the other side of the yard. He
stopped a stride beyond the porch steps, seeing her with the men of her
family.

Mary met his eyes, raised her hand in a little gesture: I'm well. Thank you.
And he lifted his enormous hand to her in return.

The wheels of the carriage threw dust on him as it pulled out of the yard.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

o 3

MARY WAS THREE MONTHS IN SPRINGFIELD. IT WAS HEAVEN, TO BE with Elizabeth
again, mothered and fussed over as she had been when she was a child.
Heaven to share the second-floor front room of Ninian's handsome brick
house with Frances, instead of with the whining tattletale Ann. Frances slept
promptly and soundly, and didn't make a fuss when Mary sat up reading:
didn't moan and mumble, “What, again?” on those nights when Mary had to
use the chamber pot half a dozen times. It was heaven not to spend all day,
every day in a battle of wills with Betsey; heaven not to have a gaggle of little
half-brothers and -sisters playing in the library when she wanted to read.

That made up for a lot.

And Springfield was lively. Ninian's house—the “House on the Hill,”
though personally Mary wouldn't have called that hill more than a bump—
was the center of all the best society there, the young lawyers and politicians
who were starting to flood into town, now that it would be state capital. As a
member of the influential Long Nine, and the son of the former governor,
Ninian had connections with all the spider-threads of influence and favors and
promises of government jobs in the county.

For the first time in her life she could discuss politics freely, without Betsey
throwing up her hands and making remarks about schoolgirls and
bluestockings, and Mary reveled in this like a cat in catnip.

She had plenty of chances to talk politics. With the State Legislature



coming to Springfield, single gentlemen were ten to a lady, and a girl had to
be really trying, not to have her dance-card filled days before a ball.

That, too, made up for a lot.

But it didn't make up for the prairie thunderstorms, whose violence Frances
hadn't lied about. When the forks and sheets of lightning drove down out of
the blackness, when thunder ripped the sky as if the whole of the universe
were tearing to pieces, Mary could do nothing but hide herself in bed,
weeping with a fear she didn't understand and sometimes screaming
inconsolably as if Death itself stood just outside the bedroom door.

And it didn't make up for the fact that Ninian's modest collection of books
was one of the finest libraries in Sangamon County: Its few volumes of
edifying fiction Mary either had already read or made short work of in the
first week. The only bookstore in town, C. Birchall and Company, refused to
stock novels on the grounds that they were immoral, and thus she spent her
three months in Springfield engaged in a constant quest for something—
anything—to read.

Professional theatricals were immoral, too. No amount of picnics and
buggy-rides in company with admiring young gentlemen could make up for
that.

If Lexington was provincial, Springfield was rustic.

Much as she enjoyed that summer, she could not rid herself of the feeling
that she should have gone in the other direction when she got on the
steamboat at Cairo.

Though Springfield was officially now the state capital of Illinois—with a
cleared field for the new State House and ox-teams hauling stones through the
unpaved streets to prove it—the Legislature still met in Vandalia, a sleepy
village sixty miles to the south. Teamsters, laborers, and ruffians associated
with the building jostled along the few board sidewalks that dignified the
downtown, and clogged the barrooms of the shabby and unprepossessing
taverns that dotted the outskirts of town.

On Mary's second evening in Springfield, when Ninian gave a party for the
regiment of Todd and Stuart cousins—and their most privileged friends—
Mary couldn't help missing the students and professors who had added a note



of sophistication and learning to Lexington parties. The talk was either gossip
concerning all the Todd, Logan, and Stuart cousins, or of state politics, of
government contracts, and of who had influence with the state's Congressmen
and Senators in Washington—fascinating topics enough, but not to the
exclusion of everything else.

“Of course it's not much,” grinned her cousin John Stuart, as they stood
together on the porch in the semi-darkness, with the dim glow of the oil-
lamps within shining on the bower of polished honeysuckle leaves. “It's rough
and raw compared to Kentucky—and I'll say it myself, though I love this
place. But that's why we're all here. To be in on a good thing from the
beginning.”

From within, Elizabeth's voice lifted, calling for a game of Speculation.
There was warm laughter, and the scraping of chairs. “Can I help you, Eppy?”
asked Frances's voice—Eppy had been introduced to Mary as “our cook,” and
though legally Illinois was free soil, it was quite clear to Mary that Elizabeth
regarded the handsome young black woman in the same light that she'd
regarded Mammy Sally, as a well-loved slave.

Springfield was, Mary reflected, in some ways very like home.

“Sure, you can walk three blocks and be out on the prairie...now.” Cousin
John tucked a thumb into his waistcoat pocket, and turned his head, a strong,
blunt profile against the dark masses of the trees. The air felt dense, and even
this far from the river the occasional mosquito whined. Mary felt the
preliminary ache behind her eyes that whispered of a thunderstorm
somewhere, over those endless grasslands.

“But you mark my words, Mary, in five years, Springfield is where
everything will be happening in this section—maybe in this country. The
prairies are the best farmland there is. Land that people are trading around
now as if it were shoelaces is going to settle up. Town lots that people give
me to pay bills with will be worth what they are in Boston or Philadelphia.
The State of Illinois will swing a lot of power in the country. You could do
worse than to settle here and make it your home.”

“Are you trying to hitch me up with someone already, Cousin John?” Mary
forced aside fears of the coming storm and gave him a sidelong look.

John Stuart merely laughed. “I don't think you'll need any help from me,



Cousin Molly.”

He might even be right, thought Mary, as she let the big man take her arm
and lead her back into the parlor, though she'd heard far too many land-
speculators and schemers in her father's parlor in Lexington to be dazzled by
encomiums about “this section's going to go far....” She'd heard much the
same about the proposal to run a railway line from Frankfort to Lexington,
which had ended up in disastrous failure when it was discovered that the
grade was too steep and that the weight of the trains very quickly destroyed
the granite ties between the tracks.

The section may indeed have been destined for greatness, but the thought
of living in a town with no bookstores and no circulating library filled her
with dismay.

And if her destiny in life was to marry the President of the United States,
Mary reflected, with a wry nod to her early passion for Mr. Clay, it was pretty
clear she wasn't going to meet him here.

It was enough, on the occasion of that first party, to sort out relatives she'd
only met upon occasion years ago, if at all: the courtly cousin John Stuart and
his wife; Uncle John Todd—a doctor—and his schoolgirl daughters, tall
Lizzie and chubby Francy; Ninian's brother Benjamin and his wife Helen; the
Leverings, who lived nearby on the Hill; quiet, saturnine Dr. Wallace, who
was Frances's leading beau. Then there was Senator Herndon—another of
Ninian's Long Nine—and his chinless and pompous cousin Billy, and a short,
dandified little lawyer with the manners of a dancing-master and the voice of
Jove speaking from Olympus, Mr. Stephen Douglas.

“I thought your partner was going to make one of us this evening, Stuart,”
remarked Dr. Wallace, when the rather extended family party settled down in
the parlor for a game of Speculation.

John Stuart shook his head and grinned again. “He's ridden over to New
Salem, courting.”

“What, still?” laughed Ninian. “Is he never going to bring himself to the
scratch?” And Elizabeth rapped his elbow with her fan and scolded, “Shame!”

“Your sister's been trying for months to get Mr. Lincoln married off,” said
Mercy Levering, a fair and rather reserved girl of Mary's age to whom Mary



had taken on sight. “Mr. Lincoln is Mr. Stuart's law partner....”

“It would challenge any matchmaker in the world,” teased Frances. “Which
is why Elizabeth is so keen on it....”

“I am not,” replied Elizabeth, with the matronly dignity she'd already
begun to assume back in Lexington, and went on handing out the little
mother-of-pearl fish tokens for the game.

“Is he that ugly?” asked Mary, and Mercy put her hand over her mouth so
as not to be seen giggling.

“He is ugly as Original Sin,” replied Frances grandly. “And he eats with his
knife.”

»

“Frances...,” reproved Elizabeth, who would have taken the lead in the
gossip if she didn't have her position to uphold.

“Well then, dearest,” said Mary judiciously, “I can only say that your
encouragement of the match is terribly irresponsible, both for the sake of the
poor woman and whatever children they'll bear....”

“That is unjust.” Elizabeth was struggling not to burst out laughing. “He
isn't that ugly.”

“But you must admit he does eat with his knife,” pointed out Frances, amid
gales of chuckles around the table.

“He's a backwoodsman,” protested Ninian. “It's taken Cousin John a year
to teach him not to sit on the floor.”

“Stuart met him in the militia during the Black Hawk War,” provided Uncle
Dr. John, “and taught him to read....”

“I didn't teach him,” laughed Cousin John, turning to Mary as Elizabeth
went back primly to handing out counters. “I just encouraged him to read law.
He was a captain under me, elected by his men, a gang of toughs from the
rough side of New Salem....”

“As if New Salem had a polite side,” added Frances, rolling her eyes.

“I remember one day Lincoln was marching them across a field someplace



in the north of the state, beating the bushes for Black Hawk and his braves,
and they come up on a fence. It's clear across their line of march and there's a
gap of about three feet in the fence; I could see the look on Lincoln's face
when he realized he didn't remember the command to form a column—to get
in a single line to pass through the gap. He looked aghast for about half a
minute as the fence gets closer and closer, then he yells out: ‘Company to fall
out for two minutes and reassemble on the other side of that fence!' I almost
fell off my horse laughing.”

“Mr. Lincoln is engaged to a Miss Owens from Kentucky,” supplied
Elizabeth, seating herself at the head of the parlor table in a demure rustle of
taffeta petticoats. “I'm hoping—we're all hoping, for he is really the best-
natured soul on the planet—that she'll succeed in teaching him a few social
niceties.”

Frances shuffled the cards. “He'll always be ugly.”

“Well, there is that.”

Mary's father returned to Kentucky the following day—or more probably,
she reflected wryly, he returned to Frankfort, or Louisville, or some other
town where there was business that would keep him from the too-crowded
house in Lexington, and the sharp-voiced demands of his wife. The bitterness
that flavored her old grief at being left behind Mary hid, as she tried always to
hide it, beneath flirtation and jests and fun.

And it was fun. Frances had already formed around herself and Elizabeth a
coterie of the young men and girls of Springfield—with more young men
coming in all the time—and there was no more talk of being an old maid at
nineteen. On the afternoon of Robert Todd's departure, Mr. Douglas appeared
in a buggy to take Mary riding out on the prairies, and as if Elizabeth had
hoisted a flag from the topmost gable of the House on the Hill, every eligible
bachelor in Springfield put in an appearance that first week.

Mary was usually accompanied by Frances, and by Mercy Levering, with
whom she quickly became fast friends. Lively, dark-haired Julia Jayne often
joined them, the daughter of yet another town doctor: The four of them went
together to the orgy of militia reviews and barbecues that surrounded the great
Daniel Webster's visit to Springfield, and the ceremonies and speeches that
accompanied the laying of the State House cornerstone on the Fourth of July.



Mr. Douglas was a dandified little dynamo, barely an inch taller and only a
few years older than Mary and already registrar of the land-office of
Springfield, a position of considerable power. Of all the men in Springfield,
Mary felt that he was the only one who had potential to go beyond the small
politics of state and county. When he would take her to picnics and cotillions,
his talk was of the close maneuverings of money and land, and the promise of
new inventions that would open the frontier country to men of enterprise and
resource.

“Douglas is a Democrat,” said Ninian, over supper one night. “And a
demagogue, with his eye always on the main chance. I don't trust him.”

“Just because he votes for Van Buren doesn't mean he's going to break my
heart.” Mary smiled a little as she said it, because charming as he was, she
found something about Douglas's Yankee single-mindedness slightly
repellant.

“Doesn't it?” Ninian glanced sharply at her from beneath those level black
brows. “Could you really love a man whose politics were that different from
yours, Molly? You take politics seriously, as all intelligent people should.
Could you really live with a man for whose intellectual mainspring you had
contempt?”

Mary delicately buttered one of the beaten biscuits that were Eppy's pride
before replying. At home she would have dodged the question, since most of
Betsey's questions had some ulterior motive, but in Ninian's eyes—and
Elizabeth's peaceful silence—she read only interest in what she actually
thought. At length she said, “I hope I'll never be put to the test of falling in
love with a man whose ideas differ radically from mine.”

“That would hardly be possible, would it?” asked Frances. Mary and
Frances had spent the day—a Saturday, hot with the breathless humidity of
high summer—picnicking with Dr. Wallace, Mr. Douglas, and Mercy
Levering, in the woods that fringed Sutton's Prairie to the east of town. That
huge expanse of empty grassland, rising imperceptibly to a too-close horizon,
filled Mary with a kind of panic, and she had been glad for the company of
her sister and her friends.

Having watched the matter-of-fact understanding, the peaceful teamwork,
of Frances and William Wallace—having seen her sister's obvious happiness
with the soft-voiced young doctor—Mary wasn't sure what to answer. Could



she wholeheartedly love someone whose mind was alien to hers? She had
certainly not loved Nate Bodley.

She felt a lump of envy in her chest, and the lump of loneliness that never
quite ever went away. She said, “Would you love Dr. Wallace, if his ideas
differed from what you believed was right?”

“Of course.” The prompt self-evidentness in her sister's voice told Mary
that Frances had never given the matter a thought and hadn't the slightest idea
of why Mary hesitated.

“Which I suppose is why,” smiled Elizabeth, “everyone says that women
should stay out of politics. In how many households do you think there's
really room for two politicians?”

By her tone of voice that ended the matter, but Mary persisted. “Next you'll
be saying that women shouldn't have an education.”

“Of course not, dear,” said Elizabeth. “I know how you love your books.
Just don't let your education interfere with your happiness.”

Mary opened her mouth, and shut it again, overwhelmed with the familiar
sense of speaking to people from some unknown land.

In any case the point was a moot one, because much as Mary enjoyed
flirting with Stephen Douglas—and he, clearly, with her—she felt in his
presence no such stirring of the senses as she'd experienced with Nate Bodley,
let alone the delicious and instantaneous raptures occasioned by the heroes of
Belinda and Glenarvon. What she did experience—with more and more
frequency as the summer drew on—was an odd sense of desperation.

“Elizabeth is less insistent about it than Betsey,” sighed Mary a few nights
after that conversation, as she and Mercy sat on the porch of Ninian's house
watching their escorts for the evening drive off in a rented buggy. Merce had
been asked to a lecture on Phrenology at the Mechanics' Institute hall by Josh
Speed, a partner in Speed and Bell's Dry Goods—a twinkly-eyed Kentuckian
who had the gift of getting along with nearly everyone in town—and Mary
had been escorted along by Mr. Shields, a bantam Irish lawyer who quite
plainly considered himself God's gift to the female sex. “But she wants to
marry me off, too.”



Mary felt a twinge of anger as she said the words—at Elizabeth, at Betsey,
at her father. At the world that was so constituted that an unmarried girl
would, when she died, spend Eternity leading apes around Hell.

“They just want you to be happy,” pointed out Mercy, breaking off a spray
of the sweet-smelling honeysuckle to twine around her fingers. She spoke a
bit diffidently, for in spite of their friendship Mary had lost her temper at her
once or twice over trifles, and though they'd made up with tears and
apologies, Mercy now tended to pick her words carefully.

“Can't they see I'm happy as I am? Why does a woman need to marry some
man to be happy?”

Mercy replied, her voice peaceful in the thickening twilight, “I suppose
because we can't stay forever in our fathers' houses.” Sitting straight-backed
on the rush-bottomed porch chair, she seemed to give off an aura of quiet
from her rustling lavender muslin skirts, her smooth fair hair. “Because if
were not part of some household—father's, brother's, brother-in-law's,
husband's—we won't be comfortable, and will have to make our livings at
some horrid task like sewing or ironing or teaching school. And because
without a husband or children of her own, I don't think any woman can truly
be happy.”

Mary was silent, thinking of her mother, thin and worn with childbearing.
Of Betsey, always pregnant, always angry, more and more often ill and
confined to her room...With a flash of insight Mary realized her stepmother
felt the same anger she did, at the husband and father who found it so easy to
be away for weeks at a time with the Legislature.

“Elizabeth sees Mr. Speed, or Mr. Shields, and sees they'll be rich, and have
nice homes, and that as Mrs. Shields you'll never want for nice dresses or a
carriage.”

“As if that mattered!” retorted Mary. “I should rather marry a poor man
whom I loved, a man who is going someplace—even a Yankee—than an old
rich one with all his fortune secure. I've told Elizabeth that.”

“And I think Elizabeth doesn't see why you can't love a wealthy man as
easily as a poor one,” responded Mercy. “Or why you can't love Mr. Douglas,
who is certainly going someplace. He's used his position as registrar to buy up
some of the choicest property in the state, Mr. Speed tells me, up near



Chicago....”

“Chicago?” exclaimed Mary, startled. “You mean that village where the
lumber boats come in?”

“Mr. Speed said Chicago will be a major city one day, and that Mr. Douglas
will end as a very rich man.”

Mary sniffed, amused. “If I paid ten cents for one town lot in every village
someone told me was going to be a major city one day, I'd be bankrupt
tomorrow. And Ninian doesn't trust Mr. Douglas.” She hesitated, turning her
fan over in her hands. “To tell you the truth I don't either, after the way he
went on about Mr. Sampson's Ghost.”

Sampson's Ghost was the pseudonym used by a writer of letters to the
Sangamo Journal during a local campaign for probate justice that had been
closely followed by every inhabitant of the House on the Hill. The
Democratic candidate, a General Adams, lived on land deeded to him by the
deceased Mr. Sampson; the letter-writing Ghost offered proof that not only
had Adams forged the deed to Mr. Sampson's land, he had earlier forged a
judgment to gain title to the land of a man named Anderson, robbing
Anderson's widow and son. The letters were entertaining, written with a wry
satiric humor that had most of the town laughing. Stephen Douglas had
bristled when Mary had laughed at them, however, and had defended Adams
hotly.

“A fool can write whatever he likes to the papers, and get another fool to
print it.” Douglas, Mary had learned already, had little use for the editor of the
Journal, the bespectacled and cheerful Simeon Francis. Then he had added—
fatally, if he'd ever had any intention of winning Mary's hand—“What does a
pretty girl like you need to go reading that farrago for, anyway?”

“I think,” said Mary slowly now, looking back from her vantage-point on
the porch with Mercy in the scented dusk, “that Ninian is right about Mr.
Douglas. He probably wouldn't appreciate two politicians in one household.
Certainly not if the other one wasn't a Democrat.”

A mosquito whined in her ear, and she swept at it with her fan. It was time
to go inside. She gave Mercy a hug and a kiss, and the girls exchanged
promises to meet the next day to go downtown to look at ribbons at Birchall's
Store. Within the house the hall was dark, though lamps burned in the dining-



room where Frances helped Eppy to set the table. Mary ascended the dark
stair to her room, Mercy's placid words lingering uncomfortably in her heart.

We can't stay forever in our fathers' houses. . . .

What if Father dies? She hastily pushed the thought from her mind, turning
from it as she'd physically have averted her face.

But the image of him standing in the upstairs hall with Nelson rose out of
the shadow, both men covered with dust, the stink of lime and gunpowder
hanging heavy in the stuffy heat of the enclosed house and the glowing green
ghost of cholera flitting from window to window, just waiting to slip inside.

One day he will die. What then?
Live with Betsey? Mary shuddered.
With Levi? Or George?

Father will be fine!

But panic whispered to her, nevertheless. What then? What then? What
then?

A letter lay on her dressing-table, its green sealing-wafers cracked across.
Of course it was Ninian's right—and Elizabeth's, as her guardians this
summer—to read letters that came to her under their roof. But the sight of the
opened correspondence filled Mary with the sudden desire to go storming
downstairs and inform her sister that she would not stand to be treated like a
child.

But until I marry, she thought furiously, I am only a child in her household.
. . . Elizabeth certainly read Frances's letters. As Merce's sister-in-law read
Merce's.

And there was nowhere but Betsey's house to go back to.

Her hands trembled as she carried the letter to the window, where the last
twilight gave enough of a faint blue flush for her to read.

It was from the Reverend John Ward, her old Lexington schoolmaster.



My dear Miss Todd,

I hope this letter finds you in full health and happiness. Often in the years since you left my
tutelage I have spoken of you as the best and most promising pupil I have ever had the pleasure
and privilege to educate; and frequently my good wife and I have wondered whether, in fact, you
might find your calling in the education of the young.

Owing to my wife's illness this summer, she has been unable to assist me as she formerly did,
making it necessary for us to seek help in the education of the younger students here at Ward's.
Yours was the first name that rose to both of our minds. Your deep love of learning, combined with
your affection for small children, impressed us both deeply. I have already spoken to your father
and your stepmother concerning the propriety of your returning here to board and to teach. . . .

Mary's hand tightened hard on the paper and she thought, Oh, I'll just bet
Betsey leaped to tell Papa how proper it is, as long as it keeps me out of the
house. . . .

But as she sat in the window, looking out into the last of the twilight, she
thought again, We can't stay forever in our fathers' houses.

A schoolmistress.

The thought made her smile. She remembered Madame Mentelle. Maybe
an eccentric and happy schoolmistress, who did as she pleased and could stay
up all night reading if she wished, and whose letters no one would read
without her permission.

One who did not have to live in this desolate and book-less hog-wallow in
the midst of the empty prairies, waiting in terror for the next storm.

Still she leaned in the window, her forehead against the glass that was no
cooler than the stifling air. A man walked by in the street, a tall skinny
silhouette, whistling an old backwoods tune. Darkness settled thick.

After a long time Mary got up, shook her petticoats straight, and went
downstairs, to ask Ninian if, when he journeyed to Lexington next month to
investigate railroad stocks, she could return with him.

It was time to go home.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

o 3

Bellevue Place May 1875
“MRS. LINCOLN.”

A soft tap at the door of her room. John's voice—it was hard for her to
think of him as Mr. Wilamet, though he was so grown-up now, with his thin,
serious face and his spectacles. They changed so, boys....

Mary pressed her hands to her face, unwilling to think about the boys who
would change no more.

“Mrs. Lincoln?”

She didn't even look at the curtained judas on the door, the curtain that
could be nudged aside by anyone in the corridor.

“What is it?”
“Your son is here to see you.”
Mary's voice rang hard as flint in her own ears. “I have no son.”

John Wilamet said nothing in reply to that. But he didn't go away. Mary had
learned the distinctive creak of the floorboards in the quiet downstairs hall of
the family wing, even through the muffling of the Turkey carpets. When she
couldn't sleep—as often she couldn't, this past week that she'd been here—it
seemed to her sometimes that the comings and goings of Mrs. Patterson and
Young Doc shook the house, forcing her to demand paregoric or chloral
hydrate to help her drift off. How anyone could be so inconsiderate...



She repeated, raising her voice, “I have no son!”

Still Mr. Wilamet remained. Mary watched the curtain on the door, waiting
for it to move, as it did when Gretchen or Mrs. Patterson would peep in on her
—Dbelieving they were so clever and subtle! But it didn't stir.

She got impatiently to her feet and went to the door, yanked the curtain
aside to face the young man through the wooden bars. “Didn't you hear me?”

“I heard you, ma'am.” John still retained the gentle burr of the South that
Mary had not heard about her in years. “But the man who's here seems to
think he has a mother.”

Mary put a hand to her head; a tear leaked from her eye. She wasn't even
sure why she wept—Robert never had any patience with tears. But it had
become such a habit with her to weep that she did it almost without thinking.
“Get me some paregoric, then, if you will,” she said fretfully. “I have such a
headache. If I'm to see him I must be at my best.”

“Of course,” agreed John. “But if I may say so, ma'am—he'll be watching
for that.”

“Watching for what?”

“Watching for you to be a little sleepy, the way paregoric makes you.
Maybe a little less sharp. More forgetful.”

Mary opened her mouth to snap that paregoric never had that effect on her,
but closed it. It did make her a little drowsy and more than a little forgetful—
so much so that she'd sometimes sit for many hours gazing into the dimness
of her hotel-room, and come out of a dream to discover she'd drunk half the
bottle without being aware of it. But she'd hoped that no one had noticed.

The thought that Robert would be watching for weakness had never
occurred to her. But of course he was a lawyer. He'd watch, as lawyers all
watched. And use everything she did and said.

“Just a little, then—water it down. I won't give him that satisfaction. And
send Amanda in here to me, so I can change my dress.”

“Good for you, ma'am,” grinned John. “Don't give him a thing.”



As she dressed, Mary's anger rose, sharpened by the sense of restless
unhappiness that had so frequently attacked her over the years. In her mind
she saw Robert in the courtroom again, tears in his eyes as he announced to
the entire world that his own mother was a lunatic.

But when, at last, she entered the parlor and saw him sitting there,
physically so like her father, tall and barrel-chested, with wariness in his
Todd-blue eyes, her rage overflowed into tears again and she could only sob,
“How could you?”

He was on his feet at once, to conduct her to a chair. She jerked her arm
away. “Mother, you know you are not well,” he said, in his even, rather light-
toned voice. “You know you haven't been well—”

“I haven't been well for twenty-three years!” Mary lashed at him. “You try
living with headaches, neuralgia, back pains, and internal complaints for that
long and see what it does to you! But I am not insane!”

“No one is saying you are completely insane, Mother....”
“You are. A week ago, in a public courtroom, you said exactly that!”

“I didn't come here to argue with you.” Robert took her hands, his tone
indicated that he didn't want to discuss the matter further—Mary was familiar
with that from a lifetime of dealing with her own father. “I came to see how
you are feeling. You look more rested than you did, more at peace. How has
your week been passed here?”

Mary started to snap back at him that it had been passed in much the
fashion anyone would expect, for a woman locked up unjustly by her own
family, but she hesitated, his words penetrating past her fury.

How had she passed the week here?

And she realized, with a sense of panicked shock that shook her to her core,
that she did not exactly know.

It was a realization that took her breath away. It was not that she had been
unconscious: she remembered small incidents quite clearly, like the attempt at
a séance in the garden with Mrs. Hill, and the carriage-rides—twice? three
times?—with Mrs. Patterson and Blanche. But they all came back to her as if
part of a cloudy and pleasant dream, without anxiety or pain. She recalled



telling Mrs. Bennett—that haunted-eyed old woman with the extraordinary
delusion that parts of her body had been taken away and replaced by parts of
someone else's—that she had not been so happy or comfortable in her life.

Except when she slept.

She wasn't even sure if her conversation with Mrs. Bennett had been real,
or on what day it had taken place.

Was that madness?
“Mother?” Robert was still holding her hands.

“I'm so sorry, dear,” said Mary automatically, and made herself smile. She
added, because Robert was looking at her as if she'd begun talking about her
tormenting Indian spirit again, “Things go along so quietly here I was just
trying to remember what I have done all week.” And she laughed, the light
sweet conversational laughter of an accomplished belle.

But her heart had begun to pound and her thoughts to race, and she thought,
I must keep his suspicions at bay.

And then, I can ask Mr. Wilamet. He will know about such things, and he
won't betray me.

“I'm delighted to hear it, Mother,” Robert was saying, in the pleased tone of
one who has put everything into its proper drawer. “That's precisely why I
wanted you to come to Bellevue Place—so that you could rest.”

No, thought Mary, looking into her son's face and seeing only a stranger's.
You wanted me to come to Bellevue Place so you wouldn't be worried that I'd
embarrass you in public. You wanted me to come here so that I wouldn't have
to live with YOU. So that you wouldn't have to think about me again, except
maybe to say to yourself, “Poor Mama.”

And in her secret heart of hearts, a voice whispered: You wanted me to
come to Bellevue because of what I did to you, all those years ago.

Because of the lie I told.

The lie that had made, and destroyed, his life and hers.



Lexington 1837

MARY RETURNED TO LEXINGTON IN THE COLD AUTUMN RAIN OF 1837, jolting up
the hill in the stagecoach with Ninian and almost in tears with the pleasure of
those craggy familiar hills, the dripping tangled trees. She spent a week at her
father's house—which was still hard for her to think of as “home”—sharing
the upstairs front bedroom with Ann. Then Nelson loaded her trunks and
hatboxes into the carriage and took them over to Ward's school, where she
would occupy a room of her own five nights a week for what turned out to be
the next twenty-five months.

Ward's school being ten minutes' brisk walk down Main Street and up
Market Street, it was seldom that Nelson would bring the carriage, as he had
to Mentelle's. Instead Mary would walk—shaded by a ruffled parasol or
muffled in a stylish coat of her favorite hunter green—to the big brick house
on Main Street every Friday afternoon, and back after Sunday dinner. Under
these circumstances she could be pleasant and friendly with Betsey, and have
the patience to teach Margaret and Martha—M attie, they all called her—their
sewing-stitches while her stepmother looked after golden-haired little Emilie.

It was good to be back in the South, back in the world whose rules she
instinctively knew.

Yet that world had changed, and the subtleness of the changes made the
alteration more, not less, disturbing.

There were still the dances in the long room above Giron's Confectionary,
and laughter and French gallantries from the little Frenchman who was so
delighted to be able to hold conversation in his native tongue. There were
plays at Usher's Theater—heaven after three months in the wilds of
Springfield!—and danceables at the Meadows and in the big double-parlor at
Ashland. There were picnics at race-meetings in the spring, and young men
jostling discreetly to sit beside her while the horses galloped down the long
green turf, glistening like polished bronze and copper in the sun. There was
the wonderful gossip that only Southerners could understand, of vast tangled
family trees and acquaintance that went back generations.

But many of the shops in Lexington were closed up now, owing to the
collapse of the banks in the wake of President Jackson's economic woes. Girls
Mary had known no longer came to the dances, or they came in dresses that
bore the mark of discreet refurbishment from last season, and people like



Bella Richardson were extra-sweet to them and whispered, “Poor things...”
when she thought they didn't hear. Many of Mary's former beaux no longer
raced their own horses, and wore a look of grimness, as if they'd grown
suddenly old.

Mary Jane Warfield Clay had a son, and was expecting another child soon.
Though Mary delighted in little Elisha's soft curls and bright, knowing blue
eyes, she found Mary Jane almost wholly preoccupied with servants, high
prices, and the household budget. Meg and Mary Wickliffe were likewise
both married, and talked exactly like the Yankee women who'd ridden with
her on the steamboat down the Ohio, of teething babies and the shocking cost
of lamp-oil. When Mary stood at the dances among the single girls, she was
disconcerted to realize that some of them were in the upper year or two at
Ward's—as she herself had been, when first she'd put up her hair and entered
the fascinating world of a belle.

They seemed so young. Mary laughed about it with Isabelle Trotter and
Julia Warfield, before one of Mr. Clay's sons came over and swept her into a
cotillion on his arm. Then for a time she could dimple and laugh and be once
again the belle of the ball. But that night, listening to Ann's soft breathing
beside her in the dark of the upstairs front bedroom, Mary stared at the ceiling
with panic racing in her heart.

Nate Bodley came to call on her, the second or third afternoon after her
return from Springfield. “What is it?” he asked, when she stood up and
stepped away from his attempt to clasp both her hands, and they both glanced
at Betsey, who smiled pointedly and said,

“Well, I'll leave you two young people to get re-acquainted.” She rustled
out into the hall, leaving them alone together in the double-parlor. Mary heard
her sharp voice call out to Chaney about laying another plate for dinner.

“I've missed you, Mary.” Nate stepped closer, smiling his old devilish
smile, and still Mary didn't answer. In her mind she saw the brass head of his
cane flying up and down, smelled the mud of the gutter, and the bitter tang of
Mr. Presby's blood. “What is it, sweetheart? Now, don't you freeze up on
me....”

At that she glanced up at him, her eyes bright with anger. “Do you honestly
need to ask that, sir, since Mr. Presby lived here under our roof?” The young
tutor had returned to his family's New England home at the same time Mary



had gone to Springfield. He had not returned.

Nate's face flushed. Mary wondered whether it was because of guilt over
the caning, or because the caning involved the pretty quadroon slave girl he
had bought. She wondered too whether that girl was still in Nate's father's
household. “That was politics,” he protested. “You gotta understand, Mary,
there's things a man can't put up with another man layin' on him.”

A well-bred young lady would have simply said, Then we can only agree to
differ, Mr. Bodley—with or without shyly downcast eyes—and left it at that. If
she really wanted to sever the connection, there were a thousand social ways
to avoid Nate without fuss. Mary felt her own cheeks flame.

“It was not politics, sir,” she replied in a steady voice. “A righteous man
accused you of evil and you had no argument in your favor but violence. That
doesn't sound like politics to me.”

“What it doesn't sound like to me is any of your business, begging your
pardon, Miss Todd, or any woman's business....”

“It is every right-thinking person's business—”

“It is not!” Nate cut her off, jabbing his finger at her, his eyes blazing with
the gunpowder violence that had so frightened her that spring day half a year
ago. “I see you've become an abolitionist in the North, talking to people who
haven't got the slightest idea what it's like here—”

“I didn't need to travel to the North to see what's right under my eyes here,
Mr. Bodley!”

“But it's no man's right to tell me what I can and can't do with my own
property in my own house!”

“And not the right of the woman you'd make your wife, either, whether or
not you have a concubine under your roof?” Mary lashed back.

Nate's mouth flew open with shock at hearing her say the word; for an
instant he was silenced. Then he laughed harshly. “God help the man that
makes you his wife, Mary Todd!” Turning on his heel, he strode from the
room. Mary heard Betsey call out, “Mr. Bodley...” as the front door slammed.

Mary stood by the hearth, trembling, tears of anger blurring her vision and



her head starting to pound as her stepmother came into the parlor. “Mary,
honestly, how can you quarrel with Mr. Bodley so soon after your return? You
really must strive to get the better of your temper, my dear, or you stand in
grave danger of ending an old maid.”

“Oh, leave me alone!” Mary turned in a whirl of turkey-red skirts. “What
woman wouldn't be better off an old maid, than living with a yellow rival
beneath her husband's roof?”

“Mary!” gasped Betsey. “You didn't say such a thing to Mr. Bodley?”
“It's true!”

The older woman's lips pursed impatiently. “A good many things are true in
this world, Miss, but that doesn't mean that a lady ever speaks of them. If you
don't curb your temper, men will say—”

Mary screamed, “Leave me alone! I don't care what men say!” And
pushing past her, she blundered into the wide hall and up the stairs. Her vision
was beginning to dissolve into jagged lines of flaming wire. She wanted to
curse, to beat on the walls, to shriek at them for a parcel of fools. Later, lying
in her room on the big four-poster bed, she felt sick and depleted. Frightened,
too, and half-nauseated with guilt. Nate would tell everyone he knew—all the
young men in Lexington—that Mary had become a termagant and an
abolitionist since she'd been in the North.

And Betsey...!

She remembered screaming at Betsey—who would be certain to tell her
father when he came home, not to mention all her gossipy friends....

The floorboards outside the bedroom door creaked. There was a gentle
knock, familiar from a lifetime of tantrums and headaches and darkened
rooms, and Mary whispered, “Come in. Please come in,” without turning her
face from her pillow.

She heard Mammy Sally enter, and cross at once to the windows, pulling
the curtains against the light that Mary had been too angry and too sick to
block out. The day was hot for September, and Mary heard the dim voices of
children in the street—Sam and David and Margaret and Mattie and little
Emilie all shrieking at one another like baby birds. She peered dolefully up



from beneath the tangle of her disordered hair as the elderly nurse looked
down at her for a moment, then sighed and shook her head, and sat on the bed
at her side.

“Your head ache, child?”

Mary nodded. Even with the curtains shut the light in the room seemed
blinding.

The strong hand stroked back the tumbled chestnut curls. “Nelson told me
you took up for that poor yeller gal Serena, that Mr. Bodley bought last
spring, and thrashed Mr. Presby over. That was good of you, child, but it
wasn't any business of yours. Not to lose a beau over. And not to get yourself
into trouble with Miss Betsey, so soon after you come home.”

“He wasn't my beau,” said Mary softly. “Not from the minute I saw it
happen.” She sighed, and dropped her head back down to her arm, wondering
that her skull didn't split. Mammy Sally reached to the bedside table, where
she'd set a cup of her herbal tea. Mary managed to sit up, took it with
trembling hands and sipped the sharp-tasting, nasty brew. In the day's heat the
steam only made her head feel worse. “And Betsey would marry me off to the
Sultan of Turkey, if she thought it would get me out of the house.”

She turned over, tangled in her petticoats and stiff with corset-bones, and
Mammy Sally, instead of saying—as Betsey certainly would—that she would
crumple her dress and rip a sleeve-seam by lying on the bed fully clothed,
merely helped straighten the heavy volutes of fabric around her, and brought
up the other pillow for her head.

“Why can't I keep my temper, Mammy?” Mary whispered. “Betsey talks
like she thinks I like to shout and scream and feel sick the way I do. I can't
help it—I don't mean to get angry like this. I know what I'm supposed to do
and say, and I just...I just can't.”

“I know you can't, child,” the older woman said softly, reaching out a
gentle, work-roughened hand to wipe the tears away. “All you can do is watch
yourself, and do what you can so you'll have less to fix later. And maybe the
Sultan of Turkey likes a wife with a little temper to her, to keep him from
getting bored.”

And in spite of her pain, and the sickness rising in her stomach, Mary



laughed, and hugged the old woman.

It was truly good to be home.

NATE BODLEY BECAME ENGAGED TO ARABELLA RICHARDSON THE following
week. For the next year, in between teaching French and listening to the
smaller girls at Ward's read their lessons in the chill of early dawn, Mary
periodically suffered the spectacle of the radiant Bella shopping for her
trousseau, or comparing notes about it with the other unmarried girls of the
town.

Mary had not been the only girl whom Nate had squired to picnics, Court
Days, and danceables, and Nate had been far from Mary's only beau. Still,
when young gentlemen who were slaveholders or the sons of planters asked
Mary to dance, or came to sit beside her beneath the trees of Trotter's Grove,
there was a note in their voices, a difference in the way they disposed their
legs and arms and bodies, that told her—and every other girl in town as
clearly as an announcement taken out in the newspaper—that they no longer
considered her marriage material.

She was a good friend from childhood, and would of course go on being a
good friend. She was Robert Todd's daughter, cousin or second cousin or kin
to most of them, and there was no question of cutting her: people were
entitled to be abolitionists if they wanted to, they supposed. It was a free
country, wasn't it?

But none of them danced more than one dance with her, and only after the
younger girls' dance-cards were full.

And because—of course—nobody would speak of the scene between her
and Nate, she never had the opportunity to explain to anyone whether she was
actually an abolitionist or not.

Gentlemen who believed, with her father, that the slaves should be one day
freed—when they'd been sufficiently educated and prepared for freedom, or
when they could be relocated to some other country suitable for them—
continued to court her. The older students at Transylvania University were



joined by some of the younger professors. If Mary had to suffer the spectacle
of Bella Richardson hanging possessively on Nate Bodley's arm, at least—for
a time—she could contemplate it from within a circle of her own admirers.

For two years she was happy at Ward's, happier than she had been at any
time since she'd left Madame Mentelle's in 1837. She loved her pupils, who
ranged in ages from seven to eleven—girls and boys both, for the Reverend
believed that if the two sexes mingled in the backyards, nursery wings, and
parties of the town, there was no reason they shouldn't do so in the classroom.
She loved, too, having her own room, having access to all the books she
wanted—being able to travel, in thought at least, to those places where she
longed to visit: Venice, Constantinople, Paris, Scotland. When Elizabeth
wrote the following summer inviting her back to Springfield, Mary passed it
by in favor of a visit with the family to Crab Orchard Springs, as they had
done in her girlhood.

There were good times even with her family, helping to look after the littler
children when baby Alex was born, in '39, almost two years after her return.
She would sit in the kitchen as she used to, watching the stir and bustle of the
big house. Elizabeth's Eppy had taught her some cookery in Springfield—
Chaney began to instruct her in more.

Yet during those two years Mary found herself lying awake more and more,
either in her small pretty room in Mr. Ward's house or at her father's house—
with her father gone to the Legislature in Frankfort yet again—wondering if
this was what she wanted. If this was all there was. All there was going to be.
Sometimes she'd take out her casket of jewels, as she'd done at Mentelle's,
and turn over the earbobs, the gold chains, the sapphire pendant in her fingers,
as if the sight of them were reassurance that though she didn't live in her
family's house, still she was loved.

Sometimes this worked.
Sometimes it didn't.

She was perfectly aware of it, when people first started treating her as a
spinster.

That was at Christmas of 1838, shortly after she turned twenty-one. Nellie
Clay—who had been one of her senior pupils at Ward's when first Mary
returned from Springfield—got married then, in a huge party held at Ashland,



Nellie being a twice-removed cousin of Mr. Henry Clay's. Mary had coaxed a
new dress of pink and green silk from her father for the occasion, and her
curls, threaded with dark-green velvet ribbon, shone like copper in the light of
the candles in the octagonal central hall as the bride descended the stair. And
it gave her a sense of pride, almost as if Nellie were a daughter she had raised,
when Nellie ran to hug her after the ceremony—girls wed young in Kentucky,
and Nellie was seventeen.

Yet at the reception afterwards, hearing the babble of voices and seeing so
many familiar faces—Mr. Clay a bit grayer than he'd been at Elizabeth and
Ninian's second-day party, Nate already getting thick under the chin—Mary
felt a sudden stricken, shaken fear, as if the ground beneath her feet had been
rocked by an earthquake.

All the belles, in their rustling skirts of ivory or rose or pale-blue silk, were
now decidedly younger than she, some by nearly five years. The young men
crowded around them, offering cups of punch and slices of cake; eyelids were
fluttered, blushes half-concealed behind blond lace fans. The young matrons
—Mary Jane Clay, and Margaret Preston, who had been Meg Wickliffe when
she'd shared a room with Mary at Rose Hill—were gathered in the rear parlor,
watching with the satisfied air of soldiers whose battle has already been won
as the fiddles struck up a dance-tune. Madame Mentelle glanced around from
conversation with Mr. Clay and M'sieu Giron, and beckoned Mary to join
them, but halfway there Mary was intercepted by Nate Bodley.

“Will you dance with me, Mary?” he asked. “For old times' sake?”

Nellie, in the arms of her bridegroom—a planter from Louisville—was
smiling dewily at her, gratified, Mary realized with a flare of alarm, that
anyone was dancing with her teacher at all.

It was then she realized she was becoming someone that other people had
to look after socially.

She danced with Nate, but she talked to him as if she were talking with a
stranger, asking after his horses, his plantation, his wife—all the polite small-
talk that rose so easily to her lips. He replied in kind, perfectly happily, as if
he'd never taken her in his arms in the orchards behind Rose Hill, or chased
her through the green-and-golden woods. She wondered if he still had the
quadroon girl in his household, or if he'd sold her off.



It was something a lady wasn't supposed to ask, or even think about.

In May Elizabeth wrote to her again, announcing Frances's wedding to Dr.
Wallace and asking if Mary would like to come back to Springfield when the
Legislature finally opened there in the fall.

Mary wrote back, saying that she would be delighted to come.

Even then she knew that, books or no books, theater or no theater,
thunderstorms or no thunderstorms, she would never live in Lexington again.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

[l

Springfield 1839

SPRINGFIELD HAD GROWN IN TWO YEARS. THE STATE HOUSE WAS nearly finished,
though the earth around it was the same hog-wallow of mud, torn-up rubble,
and trampled gravel—scummed now with ice—that it had been, and the
Legislature would be meeting in shop-fronts all over town because none of
the building's rooms were finished inside. The State Supreme Court had been
given quarters in a commercial building across the street. But the town
swarmed with lawyers, clerks, minor officials eager to get government jobs or
government patronage. Ninian's house was always full of men, eager to do
favors or to buy small gifts—flowers for his wife and sisters-in-law, a stick-
pin or a pair of gloves—to curry his good opinion. Political wives were now
bringing their daughters to husband-hunt in the man-heavy town.

Springfield's atmosphere had changed, from bucolic sleepiness to the
aggressive sparkle of power. It went to Mary's head like drink.

Mr. Douglas called on Mary's first afternoon in Elizabeth's house, to
bespeak a waltz at the upcoming cotillion to be held for the legislators at the
new American House Hotel. He wore a well-tailored tobacco-colored coat
and a yellow silk waistcoat, and looked like a man who was going places in
the world.

“He's still a Democrat,” remarked Ninian, and Mary laughed.

Elizabeth had spoken of holding a ball to celebrate Mary's return, but since
her arrival was so soon before the American House cotillion, they settled on a
festive supper for all their friends before going en masse to the more general
féte. “Somehow it doesn't surprise me,” remarked Dr. Wallace, helping



Frances and Mary into the carriage after supper, “that Mary would manage to
get the entire Legislature to welcome her to town.”

In the long, lamp-lit common room of the American House, Mary, clothed
in a ruffled gown of fawn and rose silk—her father's parting gift—was again
the center of a court of gentlemen, laughing behind her fan and teasing them
as they vied to bring her up-to-date on all that had happened in the town in the
two years since her departure. Since she'd had Ninian send her both the
Sangamo Journal and the Illinois Republican, there was little she didn't
already know about the wild mudslinging that had gone on between the
Journal's claque of “Young Whigs” and the Republican's “Young Democrats™
over every conceivable subject from the State Bank to the digging of local
canals. Legislators and would-be government employees from Chicago to
Cairo clustered around her, and nobody even asked what her opinions on
slavery were or how old she was.

She danced two waltzes with Mr. Douglas, who was her height to an inch,
so that their steps matched beautifully. He was a wonderful dancer, light on
his feet and firm in his lead—“Of course that's how he'd dance,” she giggled
to Frances later, over a cup of punch. “That's what his politics are like, too—
leading you right along and making you like it.”

“I don't know, Mary,” teased Frances. “If you really want to marry the
President of the United States, maybe you'd better think about changing your
politics.” But she laughed when she said it, knowing—as all of them knew—
that Mary took her politics far more seriously than she took Mr. Douglas.

Senator Herndon's chinless cousin Billy—who after a number of opening
shots at various careers was currently a clerk at Speed and Bell's Dry Goods
—asked her to dance too, declaring that she moved as gracefully as a serpent;
Mary rolled her eyes, and replied, “That's rather severe irony, sir, especially to
a newcomer. Now I think I've torn a flounce, and need to go repair it.” As she
retreated upstairs with Merce and Julia she added, “Remind me to wear a torn
flounce next time, in case he ever asks me again.” All three of them were still
laughing over this—and over Billy's newly-grown whiskers, which resembled
nothing so much, in their patchy fairness, as socks hanging on a clothesline—
when they returned to the dancing a few minutes later.

Merce's new sweetheart, a patrician New Yorker named Jamie Conkling,
came up and claimed Merce with a bow—*“If you'll excuse me, Miss Todd, I
think I need Miss Levering to keep me from dying of loneliness out on the



floor....” Across the room, Dr. Wallace caught Mary's eye and started to
approach, but beside her a quiet, very light voice asked, “Miss Todd?”

She turned, looked up—and up and up—and saw to her enormous surprise
the tall stringy storyteller who'd rescued her from Professor Kittridge in the
Globe Tavern yard over two years before.

He wore a suit now of very ill-fitting dark wool, and a black string tie, and
his black hair was firmly pomaded to his narrow, rather bird-like head. In his
eyes was the look of an unarmed man about to go into single combat with a
Gorgon.

“If you please...Miss Todd...That is, if you don't mind...”

Beside him Josh Speed gave him a nudge closer to her, and whispered,
“Just ask her, Lincoln.”

Lincoln swallowed hard. He had an Adam's apple like a lime on a string.
Mary realized this had to be Cousin John Stuart's partner. Frances certainly
hadn't lied about his looks.

He blurted out, “Miss Todd, I'd sure like to dance with you in the worst
way.”

Speed shook his head and groaned.

Fighting to keep from laughing, Mary held out her hand and answered, “I'd
be delighted, Mr. Lincoln.”

He did, in fact, dance with her in the worst possible way. But while Mary
would have been merciless about someone like Billy Herndon—who had
done himself no good with his “serpent” remark—she felt oddly protective of
this gangly backwoodsman, and did her best to keep her new slippers out
from under the Conestoga boots that she guessed were Lincoln's only
footwear.

The fact that the dance was a schottische didn't help the situation any.
Halfway through Lincoln stopped abruptly, abashed, with all the other
couples swirling around them. “I guess I better let you go 'fore I kill you,
Miss Todd. I thank you....”

“Mr. Lincoln.” She looked up into his eyes, clear gray under the overhang



of his brow, and smiled. “How dare you slight a lady's courage, sir? I'm made
of hardier stuff than that. Lay on, Macduff. . ..”

His whole gargoyle face transformed with delight at the quote. “And curs't
be he that first cries ‘Hold, enough.’ But let's sort of get ourselves out of the
main channel here, and practice a little in the shallows.”

In a corner of the common room away from the main ring of dancers Mary
took him carefully through the steps: hop-hop, slide-slide, hop-skip-slide....

“Like tryin' to learn to march in the Army,” Lincoln said, gravely studying
the toes of Mary's pink Morocco-leather slippers, which she made just visible
with the tiniest lifting of the hem of her skirt. “Only then it was just right and
left, and once I'd tied a string around my right wrist I could remember it most
of the time. I guess folks would just laugh at us if I was to ask you to lead.”

“You did all right leading old Professor Kittridge across the yard the way
you did. What did he call you? For two years now I've been dying to ask....”

Lincoln laughed, and scratched the back of his head, a habitual gesture that
made rapid inroads on the pomaded neatness of his hair. His smile
transformed his face, dissolving its gravity into comic mobility, and
lightening it like sunlight on stones. “The servant of the servants of Mammon.
Bad enough, he says, that humanity has enslaved itself to the Devil of
Property. But lawyers who haggle over other men's property for pay are the
lowest of the low. Lookin' at it that way, I reckon he's got a point.” He
gingerly held out his hands to her. “Can we slow down to half-speed, till I get
the blame thing figured out?”

“Of course.” Mary took his hands—the biggest hands she'd ever seen,
straining at the seams of his much-mended kid gloves. “Everyone else in the
room is so busy minding their own feet, they'll never notice.”

It robbed the dance utterly of the reason that one did a schottische—the
exhilaration of its flying speed—but it did give Mary enough time to get her
toes clear of his boots. Now and then, when she glanced up, she could see his
lips move as he counted the steps.

“Did he ever marry his lady from New Salem?” asked Mary, after Lincoln
had bowed awkward thanks, fetched her a cup of punch (at Speed's whispered
reminder), and beaten a hasty retreat to join the men in the hall. The



musicians—a German, a free black farmer, and Ninian's quadroon coachman
Jerry—were likewise refreshing themselves before the next dance: Mary, her
sisters, Merce and Julia clustered at the rear of the room, all except Elizabeth
flushed and rumpled.

Elizabeth heaved a long-suffering sigh. “No. After all our urging...”

“Well, you could hardly blame him,” retorted Frances. “Apparently Miss
Owens didn't trouble to watch her figure and got enormously fat.”

“I heard she was the one who called it off,” put in Julia Jayne, tossing her
dark curls. “One can have enough of a man who falls into brown studies and
can't be troubled to converse with a woman for hours on end. Not to mention
leaving the poor thing to fend for herself when a group of their friends went
riding and had to cross a stream on horseback....”

“Lincoln's trouble,” observed Josh Speed, who had joined them, “—other
than not having a lick of sense about women—is that he's risen out of the
world he was born into, and so cannot marry the kind of woman he grew up
with. Yet he's still enough of a backwoodsman that he's never learned how to
talk to ladies of this new world that he hopes to make his.”

“I'd say,” remarked Frances, looking over at the unruly black head rising
above the jostling group in the hall, “that he's never going to learn to talk to
ladies at the rate he's going. He must be thirty if he's a day.”

There were shouts of laughter from among the men: “. . . so about the third
time the top of the hogshead fell down inside the barrel, the cooper figured
he'd put his son inside the barrel, to hold the top up while he fixed on the
hoops. ...”

Mary remembered Court Days at Lexington, and the backwoodsmen who'd
come in from their rough cabins in the canebrakes. Most held a few acres of
corn which they chiefly made into whiskey, their herds of cattle and pigs
which they let rove wild in the woods. Illiterate, coarse, woodcrafty as the
Indians they had supplanted, they lived from hand to mouth and from day to
day, their women barefoot in faded calico with trains of tow-headed silent
children.

What became of those children? Mary wondered, comparing them with her
well-mannered little pupils at Ward's, with Betsey's little ones at home. What



became of the ones who yearned for something beyond the woods, who
looked about them at men dying of pneumonia or accidents or sheer hardship
at thirty-five or forty, when their strength gave out? The ones who thought—
as she had thought—There must be something else?

She glanced across at Speed, and she saw the deep, amused affection in the
young storekeeper's eyes as he watched his lanky friend: a servant of the
servants of Mammon, in his shabby suit and rough boots and mended gloves,
an ungainly interloper in the world of gentility and power. “Mr. Lincoln's
come a long way,” she said softly, and Speed's gaze shifted to her.

“That he has.”

“And he'll have to go a long piece farther,” sniffed Frances, “before he's
likely to come across a woman willing to put up with him.”

ABRAHAM LINCOLN WAS LIKE NO MAN MARY HAD EVER MET. FRANCES still made
fun of him, but when they encountered one another at dances that winter, he
would awkwardly maneuver to speak to Mary, to dance with her if he could.
She was used to having beaux jockeying for her attention and trying to cut
one another out for dances, but Stephen Douglas, and the elderly widower
Edwin Webb, Josh Speed, cocky little Jimmy Shields, handsome Lyman
Trumbull—for whom Mary had a passing tendre—and the suave John
Gillespie were men who knew how to play the game, with women and with
one another.

Lincoln was different. He was agonizingly shy, laboring under the double
burden of his very odd looks and his excruciating awareness of social
backwardness. Mary guessed, from the hesitant way he spoke to her, the way
he would hang back when Douglas or Shields deftly claimed her attention
from under his nose, that he'd had harsh rebuffs from women before, and had
no idea how to make a neat riposte. Mostly he just retreated to the world of
men, a world in which he was a quite different man.

Across the room at Ninian's or the Leverings' she would watch him with
Ninian, with Jamie Conkling or Ed Baker—a brisk little cock-sparrow
Englishman and another of her Coterie, as their circle of friends came to be



called—or others who knew him through Legislature and the courts. The
shyness fell off him there like an ill-made coat, and he'd joke, and listen to
other men's stories, and speak with a sharp and quiet acuteness that vanished
utterly the moment one of the Springfield belles addressed him.

Elizabeth referred to him as a “cracker from the canebrakes”' but he had,
despite deficiencies in table manners, an inherent dignity that went far beyond
which fork to use, and a genuine kindly consideration for others. Moreover,
Mary knew perfectly well that a man couldn't become a lawyer, much less a
member of the State Legislature, without being able to read and write. “No,
it's perfectly true,” Josh Speed told her, one freezing January afternoon when
Mary came into Speed and Bell's to buy ribbons. “Most of what Lincoln
knows he taught himself. I don't think he's had more than a year of schooling
in his life. He really did grow up in a log cabin, in the Indiana woods. His
father used to hire him out to the neighbors to cut wood and husk corn, and
keep the money he made—which is legal,” he added, as Mary opened her
mouth in indignant protest. “Up until a boy's twenty-one. It's just most fathers
don't do that kind of thing anymore.”

“So that's what they mean when they speak of a ‘gentleman of the old
school,” sniffed Mary, and Speed laughed, and came around the end of the
counter to hold out his hands to the iron heating-stove.

“Well, Lincoln left Indiana the minute he could, and I haven't seen him in
any tearing hurry to get back. He told me once his pa used to thrash him for
reading. When he was living in New Salem, about a day's ride from here up
the Sangamon River, he used to walk ten or twelve miles to borrow books, if
he heard of people who had them.”

Speed and Bell, Mary knew, generally had a small stock of books, whatever
could be brought in from the East. These were mostly almanacs and volumes
of sermons, though once they did get in a volume of Shakespeare's sonnets,
which Mary bought. The store was built of sawn lumber and whitewashed
inside and out. It smelled of wood and soap, and now the heavy scent of
smoke and burnt coffee. Barrels and bins ranged the center of the room near
the stove, where men would sit through the winter evenings talking politics
and spitting tobacco. Shelves occupied every foot of wall with bright bolts of
calico and sheeting, pots of white-and-blue enamel, caddies of tea and coffee
and dishes to whose edges packing-straw still clung. They didn't stock the
variety of fancy goods and ribbons that Birchell and Irwin did, but Mary liked
Josh Speed.



“Is he in?” she asked impulsively, because she knew Lincoln lived upstairs
with Speed, in the big loft. Speed shook his head.

“He'll be at your cousin's law offices if he isn't in the Legislature— Stuart
left him in charge of the whole practice when he went to take his seat in
Congress. Lincoln's a devil for work: between riding the circuit courts all
summer, and now working to organize the Whig Party the way the Democrats
are organized, my guess is once the snow melts I won't see much of him.”

“That must be what happens,” remarked Mary lightly, “when you're
allowed to keep some of the money you make.”

Speed laughed, then glanced at the empty wooden chairs around the stove
with a reminiscent grin. “He'll be here tonight—the whole bunch of them,
Baker and Conkling and Douglas...” He shook his head, with a kind of
wonder and delight in his eyes. “I've never heard arguing the way it is when
Lincoln and Douglas get after each other over the State Bank or divorce or
Indian lands or anything that's on their minds. It's amazing, like watching two
gods throwing lightning-bolts at each other. One night Douglas wasn't here
and Lincoln did an imitation of him, and argued with himself. That's the
closest I've come in my life to dying laughing.”

Mary chuckled at just the thought of it—Dby this time she'd seen Lincoln do
imitations of people. But as Joshua escorted her across the muddy plank
sidewalk to Ninian's carriage she felt a pang of bitterest jealousy, that this
world of politics and power and informal alliances around the stove was
something she would never be permitted to join. For a moment she was a
child again, seeing the shoulders of her father's guests close in a rank against
her.

Hearing Betsey say, Really, Mary. . . .
And being relegated to conversation about earbobs and beaux.

The next time she saw Lincoln, at a Washington's Birthday ball given by
the Leverings, Mary caught his eye and edged from the group of her admirers
to stand with him in the corner by the stairway. “Mr. Speed tells me you're an
admirer of Robert Burns, sir,” she said, glancing up at the tall man who
towered over her. “I have a book of his poems, if you'd ever care to borrow it.
Mr. Speed says come spring you'll be riding all over the state to the circuit
courts—that has to be unbelievably dreary.”



The lined gargoyle face lit up first with surprise, then with pleasure, and the
uncertainty he always had around women vanished from his eyes. “Why,
thank you, Miss Todd. You're right, it's tiresome and lonely, riding the circuit
courts, and Burns would be the best companion I could ask for, aside from
Mr. Shakespeare. It's kind of you to think of me, Miss Todd.”

Any other man of her acquaintance would have spoken the words as a
formula: It's-kind-of-you-to-think-of-me-Miss-Todd, with a bow and a
knowing smile. But the way Lincoln said them, Mary knew that it was not
only kind, but almost unheard-of in the lawyer's experience.

“I promise I won't let it come to harm.”

“Good heavens, I never thought you would!” She smiled. “I can tell you're
a man who knows how to take care of books. God knows I've spent enough of
my time here in Springfield trying to find things to read to have sympathy for
someone cast ashore in places like Petersburg and Postville!”

He laughed at that, his nose wrinkling up and his big horselike teeth
flashing. “And in some of those places I feel cast ashore, like Mr. Crusoe—
and wasn't it just lucky for him that ship of his didn't sink under him at the
outset, and leave him without any of those guns and axes and ropes and the
rest of his plunder.”

“Which I think was just a little providential on Mr. Defoe's part,” remarked
Mary consideringly. “On the other hand, if he hadn't provided him with all
that ‘plunder,' as you say, poor Mr. Crusoe would probably have starved in the
first week, and Mr. Defoe couldn't have made much of a story out of that.”

Lincoln laughed again, and scratched his head, augmenting the crazy ruin
of his hair. Seeing the way his whole frame relaxed, Mary understood that this
sad-eyed man truly loved to laugh. “Though I will say, you'd be surprised
what you can do with just an ax. Still, there should have been an almanac
someplace on that boat, and if you're real desperate you can get some good
reading out of an almanac.”

After that Mary would lend Lincoln books, which he consumed like a child
devouring candy. He usually returned them on Sunday afternoons, when
Elizabeth held open house for the Coterie at the House on the Hill. Frances
would act as co-hostess for these gatherings, for she and Dr. Wallace were
still living in a rented room at the Globe Tavern. Mary—who was becoming



quite a notable cook under Eppy's tutelage—would assist with the
refreshments, but for the most part she was free to mingle with her guests, and
many of those freezing winter afternoons ended with her and Lincoln
lingering in the darkening parlor, long after the others had departed.

They talked of the books she lent him, and Mary was surprised at the scope
of his reading, and the depth and acuteness of his mind. Her other suitors—
Douglas and Shields, Trumbull and Webb—were educated men, familiar as a
matter of course with Shakespeare and Homer. Lincoln, uneducated, had
discovered the stories for himself, and had read them as Mary read Gothic
novels, with an almost sensuous pleasure. On one occasion he recited to her
“John Anderson, My Jo,” which he had memorized as he casually and easily
memorized entire speeches and scenes from Shakespeare, and she thought she
heard a catch in his voice on the ending line, “We'll sleep together at its foot,
John Anderson, my jo.”

“I got to memorizing poetry for when I travel,” he said. “It's three days' ride
down to Carthage, and four days to someplace like Belleville, and most days
you don't meet a soul on the roads. Back when I didn't have a horse I'd walk,
sometimes two and three days, if I'd delivered a load of goods by raft and had
to get back home.”

On other evenings they spoke of the issues in the Legislative committees he
was on, or of the suits he had before the courts. “Yes, the state needs a strong
central bank, but if it has one, who's going to run it?” pointed out Mary, one
lamp-lit evening when they sat, half-forgotten by the other guests, in the dim
rear parlor. “What if you get a scoundrel in charge, like Biddle in the National
Bank, who spent his time buying influence and manipulating credit to favor
his own supporters? Wouldn't that discredit the bank and cause more ruin than
it amends?”

“Oh, T would love to see some politician go to the polls sayin' he's gonna
tell the banks what to do,” sighed Lincoln, with a comical shake of his head.
“He'd be the first man in the country's history to not only get no votes, but to
have 'em taken away from him, so he'd be a vote-debtor and have liens
against him for the next six times he runs....But this whole mess the state's in
now, with no money for canals or railroads or anythin' else we need, is
because there's nuthin' sayin' what money is and what it ain't, which is all
banks really do, when you think of it....”

When she spoke of her father's slaves, he asked if she were an abolitionist:



“I hate slavery—one trip to New Orleans was enough to do that for me—but
the way the abolitionists are goin' about their business will surely tear this
country apart. When I see the violence that's come about in the last few years,
that printer Lovejoy murdered over in Alton, and the mob in St. Louis that
burned that poor Negro sailor to death—when I hear that some state
governments have put bounties on the heads of abolitionist publishers—all I
see is that both sides are turnin' their backs on reason, turnin' into a mob.”

“It's easy enough for us to say,” replied Mary softly, “because we're white.
For us it is a matter of reason. People like the slaves of that horrible Mrs.
Turner who lived back in Lexington, who would beat them literally to death
over things like a broken teapot, don't really care about what the Founding
Fathers intended. They just want to be able to leave a place where they're
being mistreated, and not have their husbands and wives taken away from
them to pay for someone's gambling debts.”

If he spoke easily and earnestly of how the state could raise money for
internal improvements through the sale of federal lands, or at what point
Macbeth could have turned aside from his disastrous course, he did not speak
of his family, or the Kentucky canebrakes where he'd been born. The stories
he told were of people he'd met on the road, or folks he'd known in New
Salem or Cairo or points between. And Mary remembered what Josh Speed
had said of Lincoln's father on that winter afternoon in the store, and of
Lincoln himself on the night of the Legislature's cotillion: that he was an exile
from the world he'd grown up in, who had found no place yet in the world for
which his starved mind yearned.

And Lincoln was ambitious. That was one of the first things Mary learned
about him, and one of the most surprising: that behind his diffidence in polite
company, his razor-sharp wit and his deep, gentle love for animals and
children, he had his eyes on political power and studied how to achieve it the
way he had once, he told her, studied to become a surveyor.

“Which you don't expect, when you speak to him in company,” said Mary
to Speed, on a rainy day in early March. She'd heard the rumor that there was
a new shipment of Irish lace—the first of the spring—and because Elizabeth
was out paying calls with the carriage, she had convinced Merce to walk
downtown through the slushy muck of the streets, hopping from plank to
plank of building material dropped off the construction drays and carrying a
bundle of shingles they'd found to bridge the gaps. Speed was astonished to
see her—the weather had been foul all morning and promised worse—but, as



she'd calculated, Mary had first pick of the lace, and put money down on the
two best pieces for herself, plus gifts for Elizabeth, Frances, Merce (who was
thumbing through the books), and Julia.

“He appears so humble—like Duncan, he hath borne his faculties so meek
—but I notice he doesn't put a foot wrong when he's negotiating with
delegates from the other districts for Legislative votes, and at Court Days I
don't think there's a man he doesn't speak to.” Mary dimpled, and shook her
head. “Yet he likes to present himself as a bumpkin who couldn't tell a
wooden nutmeg from a barleycorn.”

“Only when it suits him.” Speed leaned on the counter and scratched the
ears of the fat marmalade tomcat who shared the building with Lincoln and
himself. “People like to hear that, when he makes a speech—Lincoln's figured
that out. It lets him slip his point across when their minds aren't closed to
argument by highfalutin' words. I think his ambition springs from a different
root than, for instance, our little Stephen's—though they're both poor boys
who want to end up richer than their fathers were. But Lincoln's ambition
goes beyond that. He wants power so that he can do the job right, while other
men want it only so they can collect the job's pay.”

He glanced at the windows, gray with dreary afternoon light. The brown
puddles in the street lay still as glass, but the sky lowered sullenly above the
wet board buildings of the town. Work had resumed on the State House the
week before and the downtown streets were rivers of half-frozen slush. “You
two had best get home, if you're going to do it without getting wet. Would you
like to wait here where it's warm, and I'll see if I can find someone to take
word to Ninian's house to get the carriage here?” And after one look at the
ocean of goo beyond the plank sidewalk's edge, he added, “I'd take you home
myself but the canoe's got a hole in it.”

“We'll manage,” laughed Mary. “We got here, didn't we?” But when she
and Mercy reached the edge of the sidewalk Mary saw, to her alarm, that most
of the dropped planks and shingles that they'd used for stepping-stones had
already sunk in the mud.

A few wagons creaked past, hauling roof-slates to the State House before
the rain should start again.

Mercy looked around her anxiously as they retreated toward the shop's
door again where Joshua waited. “I promised my sister-in-law I'd be home.



Jamie's coming to dinner....”

“And Mr. Gillespie's coming to our house,” said Mary consideringly. “And
goodness knows if Elizabeth's back yet with the carriage...Oh!” she called
out, hurrying back to the edge of the sidewalk and waving her handkerchief at
the driver of a passing dray. “Oh, Mr. Hart!” For she recognized the man as a
laborer whom Ninian had hired on several occasions to fix fences and mend
the stable.

“Mary!” cried Merce, shocked. “What are you...?”

The little Irishman drew rein and touched his soaked hat-brim, and Mary
gave him her most flirtatious smile. “Mr. Hart, could I possibly, possibly
trouble you to drive past my brother-in-law's house on your way back to the
freight depot? It isn't so very much out of your way....”

“Miss Todd...!” said Speed, half-shocked and half-laughing, and Merce
gasped, “Mary, don't you dare! Everyone will talk!”

“Oh, pooh. We need to get home.”

“We nothing! That dray is...” She visibly bit back the word filthy, out of
consideration for Mr. Hart, and finished with, “My sister-in-law will kill me!”

“Well,” laughed Mary, “I think I'm a match for my sister. I can't make poor
Mr. Speed go hunting someone to take a message for me, Mr. Speed, I really
couldn't....And I think we can trust Mr. Hart, can't we, Mr. Hart?” She turned
to the carter appealingly, with a helpless flutter of her lashes, and the
unshaven, stocky little man laughed good-naturedly and held out a dirty-
gloved hand.

“I'm not too proud if you're not, Miss Todd.”

Speed rolled his eyes. “Your sister will skin me for letting you do this.
Here,” he added, pulling off his apron, “you'd better put this over the seat....”

“Are you sayin' the seats of me vehicle aren't all they should be?” Hart
bristled with mock indignation, as if the plank on which he sat wasn't wet
with rain and slick with spattered mud, and all four burst into laughter. As
they jolted through the streets—Merce having remained, like a stranded
mariner, on the boardwalk outside Speed's store—Mary saw Douglas and
Lincoln emerging from Birchall's store, Douglas natty in a new broadcloth



coat and Lincoln looking like he'd dressed in a high wind in some scarecrow's
hand-me-downs. Mary lifted her hand like a queen and waved as Betsey had
admonished her for years: move the wrist, never the elbow.

Douglas looked shocked, and as if he asked himself if he really wanted as a
Senatorial—or Presidential—wife a woman who'd ride unchaperoned on a
construction dray through the middle of town.

Lincoln removed his dilapidated hat and executed a profound bow.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

o 3

IT WAS THROUGH LETTERS THAT THEIR LOVE FIRST GREW.

Even with Mary—who had reason to believe that she was the woman he
talked to most easily—Lincoln was often silent as a clam, as if at some time
in the past he'd been told that he mustn't speak to women as he spoke to men
and had no idea how one did speak to women. He was not, Mary noticed, a
good speaker extempore, even on politics, and needed to prepare his notes
carefully. Had they not shared an interest in both politics and poetry, she
thought he'd never have been able to put two words together with her at all.

Writing freed his thoughts.

In his letters she had the feeling of seeing the man, and not what his
awkward body or his barren upbringing had made of him.

And Mary, as quick with witty repartee as she could be with defensive
sarcasm, found that she, too, could write of deeper thoughts than she could
express aloud...certainly than she could express to Elizabeth and Ninian. Not
only was Lincoln different from any man she had ever met—she was
different, with him.

Through the winter of 1839 they met each other socially, at the House on
the Hill or the homes of friends: the Leverings, or the Englishman Edward
Baker, the acerbic Dr. Anson Henry or Simeon Francis, who published the
Sangamo Journal. The Journal's little one-room board building, or Simeon's



big house on Sixth Street near-by, were de facto club-houses for the Young
Whigs of the capital, of whom Lincoln was acknowledged chief. Mary
became very fond of the sturdy editor and his forthright wife, Bessie, and read
the Journal regularly. Any trace of romantic possibility between herself and
Stephen Douglas was swept away when in the wake of a particularly nasty
round of political mudslinging Douglas lost his temper and tried to cane
Simeon in the street.

Lincoln was one of those who pulled the two men apart. Mary, who had
just stepped from Diller's drugstore when it happened, flattened back against
the wall, her gloved hand pressed to her mouth, almost in tears with the wave
of unreasoning terror that washed over her at the sight.

“What is it?” asked Lincoln, crossing the street to her when Douglas had
jerked himself free of other men's restraining hands, and stormed on his way.
“Are you all right, Miss Todd?”

“Yes.” Mary's voice was a toneless whisper, but she was shaking as if she,
not Simeon—not Elliot Presby—had been attacked. Lincoln just stood there,
looking down at her as if he hadn't the slightest idea of what to do in the face
of feminine emotion. Mary fumbled in her reticule for a handkerchief and
guessed, wryly, that if Lincoln had a bandanna in his pocket it probably wasn't
clean. “No. It's just...a friend of mine was caned in the street, back home,
and...and hurt very badly. And one of my cousins...shot his best friend, over
an article printed in the newspaper....” She fought to keep her face from
crumpling into weeping again.

Nothing really happened! she reminded herself desperately.

Why did she feel the panic terror, smell again the mingling of gutter-mud
and blood?

She tried to draw a deep breath.

Douglas of course would have had a clean handkerchief and dabbed away
her tears with it.

Douglas with his cane flashing through the air...

But it was Lincoln who'd seen her pressed against the wall, her face white
with shock, while everyone else went about their business.



“Would you like me to take you home, Miss Todd?” he asked gently, and
she nodded, and laid her hand on his offered arm.

THE MUDSLINGING, OF COURSE, HAD BEEN PART AND PARCEL OF THE CAMPAIGN tO
elect General William Henry Harrison President come Novemeber.

As soon as the roads were clear in spring, Lincoln was on them, making
speeches in support of General Harrison and debating political issues with
every Democrat in every corner of the state. He wrote to Mary from
Jacksonville, from Alton and Belleville: brief notes, mostly concerning the
political debates, in which he knew she was interested. (Catch Stephen
Douglas telling me what his rivals said about him, she thought.) Though the
tall, gawky man was almost as reticent about stating his thoughts on paper as
he was on Ninian's porch, his feelings came through in those simple, lucid
paragraphs, his deep sense of politics as service, as the duty that must be
taken up as the price of power. Mary, who like her father and Ninian and
nearly everyone she knew, had only thought of government in terms of
privileges, perquisites, favors, and contracts, felt surprised and a little
ashamed: it was as if she had mistaken a woodland pond for the Atlantic
Ocean.

She had, she realized, operated under the assumption that men who'd lived
most of their lives in the backwoods, if not invariably stupid, were certainly
simple.

There was nothing simple at all about Abraham Lincoln.

When the Legislative session closed for the summer, Mary accepted the
invitation of her two uncles—the Honorable North Todd and Judge David
Todd—to spend the summer in Columbia, Missouri. She packed her trunk and
Ninian escorted her on the two-day stage-ride to St. Louis, then by steamboat
up the Missouri to Rocheport. Ninian had his own reasons for going to
Rocheport, for there was going to be a gathering of Missouri Whigs there in a
few weeks.

Mary had always held a little grudge in her heart against her uncle David,
because it was to pay his debts that, long ago, Granny Parker had sold poor



Saul. But the feeling dissolved when the big, jovial man sprang down from
the buggy where he'd been waiting for her at the landing, and gathered her
into his arms. “What, you haven't got our girl married off yet?” demanded
Uncle David of Ninian, and pinched Mary's cheek. “What's that wife of yours
been doing?”

“Fending off suitors with a broadsword and shield,” returned Ninian with a
grin, and shook Uncle David's hand. “And she needs to, sir, with the way this
girl draws 'em.”

Mary gave him her sidelong smile, said, “I'm quite capable of fending off
my own suitors, thank you, sir,” and flipped open her fan. A drift of breeze
came off the river, but the air felt thick and hot, damper than the dry prairie
winds of Springfield.

And Uncle David laughed and shook his head.

It was curious, after even a few months in Springfield, to be back in a slave
state again. And though Mary was as strongly opposed to slavery as ever, she
could not deny that she loved the gentler pace of the lands where scrabbling
competition was tempered by a more easygoing outlook on life. Uncle
David's house in Columbia—most of a day's buggy-ride from Rocheport—
though roughly built by even Springfield standards, ran with quiet efficiency.
Mary reveled in being brought coffee in bed by the housemaids, and in
knowing that if the ribbons on her pink muslin needed pressing before a party,
they'd be pressed without arguments from the maids about how much other
work they had to do.

And there were parties. It was twenty miles back down to Rocheport, but
when the Whig Convention opened with a grand ball on the night of June
16th, Mary and her cousin Annie were there, strictly chaperoned by Annie's
mother, plump Aunt Bet. The town was crammed with delegates and only the
fact that cousins on the other side of the family had a house in Rocheport
guaranteed the David Todd party anyplace to stay—every boardinghouse and
hotel was jammed. Mary was secretly disappointed that Lincoln wasn't among
the Illinois delegates—he'd written her he had a court case on the seventeenth
—but on Sunday morning, after the closing of the convention, when Mary
was just wondering whether Rachel the cook's wonderful pancakes were
worth pulling herself out of bed for, she heard the far-off sound of knocking
downstairs.



The creak of footfalls—one of the housemaids running, Abigail or Kessie.
Cousin Annie was already awake and brushing her hair—Mary didn't
understand how she did it, after both girls had danced until nearly four in the
morning at a party given for the delegates who'd come up to Columbia after
the convention closed. “Oh, my goodness, if that's that Mr. Teller from
Hannibal, who kept asking me to dance last night...,” moaned Annie, with a
comical grimace, and listened.

Mary listened too, and heard, unmistakably, that light, husky voice saying,
“I am terribly sorry to disturb you, Miss, but is this where I might leave a note
for Miss Mary Todd?”

She jolted upright in bed, coppery braids tumbling. “Get Abigail and tell
her not to let him leave.” It didn't occur to her until later to ask herself why it
was his voice that elicited such a reaction. Had it been James Shields, or
Lyman Trumbull, or any of her other suitors, she'd simply have rolled over
and thanked God for servants to tell them to go away. “Where are my stays?”

“I do beg your pardon for not sending a note,” apologized Lincoln, when
Mary—in an unbelievably brief half-hour—appeared, corseted, dressed,
washed, and not a curl out of place, in the parlor. “I didn't know how long it
would take to get the judgment, but I figured if I could get to Rocheport in
time to have a talk with some of the delegates before they left town, it'd be a
good idea to try.”

“So faithful in love, and so dauntless in war / There never was knight like
the young Lochinvar?” And then, a little shyly, she added, “You must have
ridden all night.”

Lincoln scratched his long nose. “Pretty near,” he admitted. “I've got to be
in Shelbyville Saturday to speak. If we can't dance but one measure, drink
one cup of wine, I thought maybe I might at least walk you to church, Miss
Todd? If it's all right with your uncle, that is.”

They lagged behind the rest of the family party all the way to the
Presbyterian church, comparing notes about the delegates and their positions,
and lingered under the trees until the lifted notes of the first hymn dragged
them unwillingly indoors. Then they had to run the gauntlet of eyes. In
Missouri there was no slipping unobtrusively through the door and onto the
nearest bench and pretending they'd been there all along. Lincoln started to do
this and Mary tugged him sharply by the sleeve; it was only on a second



glance that it apparently dawned on him that those rear benches were entirely
the province of the slaves.

The laundresses, gardeners, kitchen girls all grinned good-naturedly and
slid over to make room for them, since Miss Molly was already known all
over town as the young cousin staying with Judge Todd and they were used to
seeing young couples sneak in late, but Mary pulled him down the aisle to the
Todd family pew.

As they walked back to the house afterwards for Sunday dinner—still far in
the rear of the rest of the family—Lincoln mused, “I spent most of yesterday
evening catching up on the platform for the election, and I never saw so many
men dodgin' and skirtin' an issue in my life. It was like watching folks tryin'
to dance under a leaky roof in a rainstorm. You'd think to listen to 'em
nobody'd ever heard the word slavery in their lives.”

Mary rolled her eyes in sympathy. “I thought Kentucky was bad,” she
sighed. “Nobody here will talk about it, not even if they're not trying to avoid
offending delegates. Like at home,” she added. “Betsey—my stepmother—
always impressed on us that we call darkies ‘servants,' or ‘our people.' Even
her mother did—Granny Humphreys—and she was against slavery like my
father. But if you can sell someone, they're not a servant.”

Lincoln shook his head. He'd sat beside her in her uncle's pew—the first
time Mary had ever heard of him entering a church—Ilistening respectfully to
the sermon 