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To the women of the 1800s—

Who lived without rights, but not without courage.

Who were silenced, but not voiceless.

Who were confined, but not broken.

To those whose grief was misread as madness.

Whose strength was mistaken for hysteria.

Whose memories were too vivid, and presence too persistent.

You were judged by standards you never wrote.

Punished for pain you had every right to feel.

And erased from a history that never deserved to forget you.

This story is for you.

For your truth.

For your fire.

For your quiet resistance.

May your names echo through the pages of time—

Not as warnings,

But as witnesses.

—-Sidney St. James
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This book is not a work of invention.

It is a work of interpretation.

The events surrounding Mary Todd Lincoln’s confinement after the assassination of Abraham Lincoln are documented, but they are rarely examined with the same rigor, empathy, or moral scrutiny applied to other chapters of American history. The records exist. The letters exist. The petitions exist. What has often been missing is the willingness to sit with what those records reveal—without rushing toward comfort, absolution, or dismissal.

I have chosen to write this novel as creative historical nonfiction.

By that, I mean this: Every major event, institutional action, and legal outcome depicted here is grounded in historical record. The circumstances of Mary Todd Lincoln’s confinement, the role played by male-dominated legal and medical authorities, and the social expectations imposed upon her grief are real. They happened. They mattered.

What this book imagines—carefully and responsibly—are the interior spaces history rarely records:

The private reckonings.

The moral tensions.

The human cost of being managed rather than heard.

Dialogue has been reconstructed where no transcripts exist. Scenes have been shaped to illuminate truth rather than to fabricate drama. No attempt has been made to excuse injustice by hiding behind ambiguity, nor to soften cruelty by calling it custom. Where interpretation enters, it does so in service of clarity, not sensationalism.

Some will prefer to call this historical fiction. I do not. Fiction suggests falsity. This story rests on fact.

What it challenges is not history, but the way history has been told—often by those most comfortable with the systems it preserved. Creative historical nonfiction allows us to remain faithful to truth while refusing to pretend that truth lives only in court records and official summaries.

Mary Todd Lincoln was not insane for grieving.

She was not dangerous for remembering.

She was not unstable for resisting silence.

She was inconvenient.

This book exists because inconvenience has too often been mistaken for pathology—especially when carried by women, especially when grief refuses to perform quietly, especially when power would rather manage than listen.

If this story unsettles, that is intentional.

If it raises questions rather than closes them, that is faithful.

History does not need more comfort.

It needs more honesty.

— Sidney St. James
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They hanged her at dawn.

The rope cut into the pale sky like a sentence already written, and ten men stood beneath it, convinced they had done justice. They called her a conspirator. They called her a traitor. They called her guilty. They did not call her a mother. They did not call her a woman living inside a country drunk on vengeance. They did not call her frightened, cornered, or expendable.

They called her necessary.

Mary Elizabeth Surratt climbed the scaffold while soldiers steadied the platform and ministers murmured words meant to soften a moment that had no mercy left in it. She did not scream. She did not curse. She did not collapse. She stood as women were expected to stand—upright, quiet, obedient—even as the government prepared to end her life. A hood hid her face, but it did not hide the truth. The truth stood below her, dressed in uniforms, law books, and certainty.

Ten men. All male. All Northern. All convinced, they protected the Republic.

The trapdoor fell, and the crowd exhaled as if the nation itself had just rid its lungs of something poisonous.

History would later argue her guilt in footnotes and margins. It would debate evidence, testimonies, and proximity. It would ask whether association equaled intent and whether silence equaled consent. But no argument could change one fact: the system had already decided she would die!

And that system would come again for another woman.

Not with a rope.

With paperwork.

With doctors.

With a courtroom that smelled of ink and male certainty.

With a son who loved order more than he loved his mother.

Ten years later, in another room filled with men, the law would turn its gaze on Mary Todd Lincoln.

She had once stood beside a president. She had once whispered counsel into the ear of power. She had once worn silk beneath chandeliers while the fate of a fractured nation unfolded around her. She had laughed loudly, spoken sharply, and thought quickly in rooms where men pretended not to notice her mind.

Then the gunshot cracked through Ford’s Theatre.

Then the world shattered.

And grief followed her like a sentence with no end.

Mary Todd Lincoln did not plot. She did not conspire. She did not betray her country. She did not betray her husband. She loved him—fiercely, imperfectly, relentlessly. She loved him through war, through ridicule, through the loneliness of a woman who never belonged in the quiet role expected of her. She loved him in life, and she loved him into death.

But grief unsettles men who require order.

Grief frightens systems built on control.

Grief spoken aloud by a woman terrifies those who prefer it silent.

Mary did not grieve quietly. She did not disappear. She did not fold herself into the shadows and accept what the world demanded of widows. She asked questions. She feared ruin. She clung to possessions because everything else had been taken from her. She mistrusted people who had already proven they would abandon her. She spoke of threats because threats surrounded her. She cried because sorrow soaked into her bones.

They called it instability.

They called it madness.

They called it a problem that required confinement.

Ten men would sit in judgment of her, just as ten men had judged Mary Surratt. Different decade. Different charge. Same result already decided. The law would not hang Mary Todd Lincoln from a scaffold, but it would strip her of dignity, autonomy, and voice. It would cage her grief and label it dangerous. It would place her inside an institution and tell the world it acted out of mercy.

And standing among those men—quiet, controlled, convinced of his own righteousness—stood her son.

Robert Lincoln loved his mother. Of that, there could be no doubt. But he loved order more. He loved reputation. He loved distance from chaos. He loved the comfort of believing that professionals, men with titles, men with authority, knew better than a woman drowning in sorrow.

He would sign the papers.

He would tell himself it protected her.

History would tell itself the same lie.

This book begins after the gunshot, after the funeral trains, after the black crepe and the muffled prayers. It starts in the long shadow that followed the assassination—the years no one wanted to watch, the grief no one wanted to hear, the woman no one wanted to understand.

This is not a story about insanity.

It is a story about judgment.

It is a story about how a male-dominated legal system mistook grief for guilt, fear for delusion, and independence for danger.

It is a story about how a nation that forgave its generals and honored its politicians found no patience for a woman who refused to suffer quietly.

Before you turn the page, consider this:

Mary Surratt stood beneath a gallows and died because ten men decided her grief made her suspicious.

Mary Todd Lincoln stood before a jury and lived because ten men decided her grief made her inconvenient.

One woman lost her life.

The other lost her freedom.

Both lost the right to be believed.

At the end of Mary Surratt’s story, the question lingered in the air like the final creak of a rope:

Should she have been hanged?

By the end of this story, you must answer another:

Should Mary Todd Lincoln have been punished at all—or was she simply a grieving woman who loved her husband, trusted the wrong men, and paid the price for refusing to disappear?

Turn the page.

The verdict waits.
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Chapter 1:  The Sound That Would Not Stop
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The floor dropped away without warning.

Mary felt it first in her stomach, a sickening lurch that stole breath from her lungs as if the world itself had decided she no longer deserved air. Sound warped. Light fractured. A hard, echoing crack split the darkness—wood striking wood, decisive and final—and gravity betrayed her.

She reached for something solid and found nothing that would hold.

Her name came next.

Not shouted. Not pleaded.

Declared.

It traveled toward her, stretched thin, filtered through distance and authority. Mary... Mary... Each repetition pressed heavier than the last, flattening thought, stealing movement. She tried to speak, but her mouth refused to open. Her tongue lay useless, pinned by dread.

She stood in a room without walls.

Shadow surrounded her, thick and weighty, absorbing detail but never sound. Men filled the space. She sensed them before she saw them—the scrape of boots, the rustle of paper, the deliberate stillness of bodies arranged to watch rather than help. Their presence pressed inward until the air felt tight. Breathing became an effort.

A rope hung in the center of the room.

It swayed gently, slow and patient, as if the room itself breathed and the rope answered.

“No,” she tried to say.

The word never reached her lips. It lodged in her chest like a stone. Her heart battered against her ribs with frantic insistence, a trapped animal searching for a crack in a cage.

She turned, desperate for something familiar.

Abraham stood just beyond her reach.

He appeared as he had on that last night—not wounded, not bleeding, but distant. Light refused to settle fully on him. It never did anymore. His face bore sorrow, carved by years of worry and restraint. He watched her with that expression she had learned to fear, the one he wore when he could not fix what stood before him.

“Come back,” she begged, her voice cracking free at last. “Please. I need you.”

He did not move.

The men began to speak. Their voices overlapped, indistinct yet sharp, striking like thrown stones. Guilty. Unfit. Dangerous. Unnecessary. Each word landed with precision, aimed to bruise rather than wound, to disfigure rather than kill.

She raised her arms to shield herself, but they felt heavy, slow, as if they belonged to someone else. Panic climbed her throat and tightened it. The room smelled of ink and sweat and something older, something like cold iron.

Ten men.

Always ten.

They sat high above her now, arranged in a line, posture confident, assured. Their faces remained blurred, but their certainty did not. Each leaned back with practiced ease, hands folded or resting on polished wood. They looked down at her as if she represented a problem already solved.

One of them stood.

The sound returned. That crack. Louder. Final.

Mary screamed.

She jolted upright, breath tearing from her throat in jagged pulls, her body slick with sweat despite the chill that clung to the room. Her hands flew to her chest, fingers digging into fabric as if to keep her heart from bursting free. Tears spilled without warning, hot and relentless, soaking the black cloth at her collar.

The room swam into focus slowly.

Dark curtains. A single lamp burning low. Candle wax hardened in pale drips along its base. Mourning crepe hung everywhere—on mirrors, windows, furniture—draped like a permanent shroud over a life that refused to move forward.

She sat on the edge of the bed, shoulders shaking, breath returning in shallow increments. Her nightdress clung to her skin. Her hair lay loose around her face, tangled from restless sleep. She tasted salt on her lips. Her throat ached as if she had truly screamed.

A DREAM.

She pressed her palms against her eyes, willing the images back into whatever corner of her mind had birthed them. They refused to retreat. The sound lingered. That crack. That drop. That sense of falling without end.

She swung her feet onto the floor and stood. Her legs trembled beneath her. The cold boards grounded her, reminded her she still occupied a body, still existed in a world that demanded composure.

A widow’s world.

Nothing in the room felt like home. Every object carried memory, and every memory carried pain. The chair near the window remained empty, its presence louder than if someone sat there. Abraham favored that chair. He read there, rested there, listened while she spoke. He never feared silence. Silence served him. It attacked her.

She crossed to the window and rested her hand against the glass. Outside, the sky hovered in that uncertain hour before dawn, when night loosens its grip but refuses to release entirely. The city slept. Washington always slept better than she did.

She whispered his name without realizing it. Abraham.

Her reflection stared back at her in the pane, pale and hollow-eyed. She recognized herself and did not. Grief had sharpened her features, pulled her inward, carved away softness. The world expected her to wear black and remain still, but inside her thoughts churned, restless and loud.

Sleep abandoned her after the night he died. Rest came only in fragments, interrupted by images that dragged her backward. When she closed her eyes, her mind punished her with rooms filled with judgment and men who never listened.

She turned away from the window and moved toward the writing table. Papers lay scattered across it—letters half-written, unopened correspondence, notes she had started and abandoned when the words refused to arrange themselves into anything sensible. Sums and figures crowded the margins, circled and underlined. Numbers had become another kind of accusation.

She hated those pages most of all. They reduced her life to debts, to deficits, to whispers about what she had worn and what she had spent. Men who never purchased a gown, never stood on display beside a president, never absorbed the scrutiny that came with every ribbon and hem, spoke her name as if she had stolen the nation’s gold.

Mary gathered the papers into a loose stack. Her hands shook. She forced them still.

She could control small things. She clung to that.

A soft knock sounded at the door.

Mary stiffened. Her heart quickened again, though this time not from a dream. Visitors unsettled her now. Every knock carried expectation, judgment, and demand.

Another knock followed, firmer but restrained.

“Mrs. Lincoln?” a woman’s voice called gently. “It’s me.”

Mary exhaled slowly. “Come in.”

Her dressmaker stepped inside, eyes flicking briefly around the room before settling on Mary with careful sympathy. The woman held a folded garment over her arm, black silk trimmed with restraint.

“I thought you might want this ready,” she said softly. “In case you decide to go out today.”

Mary glanced at the dress, then away. The thought of stepping outside, of being seen, of feeling eyes follow her steps, made her chest tighten.

“I don’t know if I will,” Mary replied.

The woman nodded as if she had expected that answer. “Of course. I’ll leave it here.”

As the dressmaker turned to go, Mary spoke without thinking. “Do you ever dream of falling?”

The woman paused, startled. “I—sometimes,” she said after a moment.

Mary nodded once. “So do I.”

The door closed softly behind her, leaving Mary alone again.

Morning arrived without mercy.

Light spilled through the curtains and settled across the room as if it belonged there, indifferent to the woman beneath it. Mary rose slowly, every movement deliberate, as though haste might shatter what little control she still possessed. She washed her face with cold water, then dressed again in black—layer upon layer, fabric heavy against her skin. Mourning clothes had become a second body. She wore it even when it bruised.

She pinned her hair with care. Her hands trembled, so she paused, breathed, and steadied them. She would not give the world easy proof of weakness. She had learned quickly how closely the world watched.

In the mirror, her face looked composed. It did not look peaceful. Peace had left her in Ford’s Theatre.

The memory rose without invitation.

The sound of laughter. The smell of perfume and powder. The tightness of her gloves. Abraham’s arm beneath her fingers, solid and warm. The sudden crack that ripped the evening apart. The confusion that followed, the frantic motion, the way her mind refused to accept what her eyes saw.

She pushed the memory down. It never stayed down for long.

A knock came again.

A servant entered with a tray and set it quietly on the table near the window. Tea steamed faintly. Toast lay untouched.

“You should eat something,” the woman said, voice practiced, cautious.

Mary nodded. “Later.”

The servant hesitated, then left. They always did. People quickly learned that lingering unsettled her, and that unsettled women made others uncomfortable.

Mary lifted the teacup and held it between her palms without drinking. Warmth steadied her. She listened to the house settle. She listened for footsteps. She hated that she heard.

A widow’s ears learned new skills.

Her mind replayed another moment, not from the theatre, but from the days that followed—the moment she understood the White House no longer belonged to her.

She had moved through rooms draped in black while officials whispered in corners. Sympathy had filled the air for a few days, thick and public. Then it thinned. Cabinet men began to speak in clipped phrases, their eyes sliding past her, their plans turning toward the next administration. A new president stepped into the building like a man stepping into a coat he had already claimed.

Mary felt the shift before anyone said a word. Power moved like weather. She sensed it changing temperature.

She remembered standing in a hallway, one hand touching the wallpaper as if it might steady her. A man had passed her without greeting—one of those men who had once bowed, once waited for her acknowledgment. He did not look at her now.

She had known then: she could not stay. Not because the walls held ghosts, though they did. Not because the bed held Abraham’s shape, though it did. She could not stay because the nation had already moved on, and it would rather see her gone than see her grieving in the house that symbolized continuity.

Her grief disrupted their story.

Mary set the teacup down. Her hands shook again.

The next intrusion came before the tea cooled.

Robert entered without announcement, posture straight, expression carefully neutral. He dressed in dark wool, movements controlled, measured, like a man already rehearsing arguments he intended to win. He looked older than his years. Responsibility had changed him. Ambition had sharpened him.

“Mother,” he said.

“Robert,” she replied, forcing steadiness into her voice. “You’re early.”

“I thought it best,” he said, stepping farther into the room. He glanced briefly at the untouched food, then away. “There are matters we need to discuss.”

Mary kept her face calm. “There always are.”

He drew a chair closer and sat, folding his hands in his lap. The gesture struck her as rehearsed. He looked like a man preparing to address a committee rather than his grieving mother.

“I’ve received letters,” Robert began. “From creditors.”

Mary’s spine tightened. “I am handling it.”

“You are handling it poorly,” he said, words landing with quiet firmness. “There is talk, Mother. People speak. They question your judgment.”

“People always speak,” she replied. “They spoke when I lived beside a president. They speak now that I survive him.”

“They speak louder now.”

Mary rose and crossed the room. She could not sit beneath his scrutiny. Sitting made her feel pinned, examined. She refused that.

“They watch me,” she said, voice tightening. “They watch what I wear, what I spend, what I say. They watched me while your father bled from his head. They watched me bury him.”

“Lower your voice,” Robert said quickly, glancing toward the door.

Mary’s laugh came out bitter and short. “You see? Even you listen for footsteps now.”

Robert’s jaw tightened. “Mother, I want to help you.”

“Then stop treating me like a problem to be solved.”

Silence stretched between them. Robert exhaled slowly, as if gathering patience from somewhere beyond her reach.

“You frighten people,” he said at last.

Mary turned toward him, disbelief cutting through her fatigue. “I frighten people because I refuse to disappear?”

“You frighten them because you speak of danger where there is none,” he replied. “Because you mistrust everyone. Because you refuse counsel.”

“I mistrust those who have already abandoned me,” she shot back. “And I refuse counsel that seeks to quiet me rather than protect me.”

Robert stood, paced once as if movement might soften what he intended to say. “There are doctors who could help you,” he said.

Mary’s stomach tightened, as if the dream had reached out and grabbed her again. “Doctors,” she repeated. “Men with books and titles who will call my grief of my dead husband, your dead father, hysteria.”

“They will tell us the truth,” Robert insisted.

Mary stepped closer. “The truth,” she said, voice low, “is that my husband was murdered while I sat beside him. The truth is that I watched his life drain away and then returned to a world eager to blame me for surviving.”

Robert stopped pacing. He looked at her then, truly looked, and something flickered across his face—something like guilt, something like fear. He pushed it down quickly.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
of Mary Todd Lincoln

SIDNEY ST. JAMES





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





