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  Courting Mr. Lincoln is a work of historical fiction, which means that, where necessary, I have reshuffled chronology, speculated, and invented. At the same time, I have hewed as closely as possible to the historical record and to the documented psychology of Abraham Lincoln, Mary Todd, and Joshua Speed. The quotations from Lincoln’s letters to Speed are drawn from original documents.




  I hide myself within my flower,


  That wearing on your breast,


  You, unsuspecting, wear me too—


  And angels know the rest.




  I hide myself within my flower,


  That, fading from your vase,


  You, unsuspecting, feel for me


  Almost a loneliness.




  —Emily Dickinson




  
Part One
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  Her journey from Alton to Springfield should have taken no longer than two days, but as the stage driver himself said, “That’s no more ’n a hope.” At any second of any hour, they might have to pause for a fox or a passel of wild hogs. One morning, it was a pair of rattlesnakes, sporting themselves in the sun. Two hours later, a pile of bleached bones, uncertain in provenance.




  Wagon tracks would end without warning, or the old Indian trail they were following would fade back into prairie. More than once, the path would vanish altogether beneath stagnant ponds, obliging the passengers—men and women alike—to walk ahead, with gnats and horseflies for companions.




  Farms were few here. Look to every quadrant, there was no signpost, no settlement. Only grass, rolling on like a tide. Higher than any man, pawing at the windows, swallowing whatever it absorbed. Bucks disappeared all the way to their antlers. An entire flock of prairie chickens could feed unseen and then, startled into flight, blacken the sky with their wings.




  And as soon as the sun dropped, the prairie wolves began to howl. The sound didn’t bother her so much at first—she made a point of using the word charming—but on the third evening, the calls began to coalesce, as if the wolves were solving a problem amongst themselves, and she began to wonder how many were out there. A hundred? A thousand? Were they even now circling the stage?




  She awoke the next morning with a start, convinced that something was grazing on her shoulder, but it was just the slumbering head of a Presbyterian deacon’s sister. This lady until now had kept a cool tone with Mary, but the duress of the journey must have loosened her tongue for, later that day, the woman gave a light rustle to her traveling dress and asked: “Are you coming to Springfield for a visit?”




  “Something between a visit and a stay.”




  “Depending on how it goes, you mean.”




  Mary flushed. “How is it supposed to go, I wonder?” Thinking, as she spoke, that her companion would retreat into convention, but the woman’s dry contralto began to quaver with purpose.




  “I’ll tell you how. You’re to find a husband, that’s how. Pretty girl like you, it shouldn’t take you long.”




  “You’re very kind,” Mary answered, faintly.




  “You have family, then. Waiting for you.”




  “A sister, yes. Elizabeth Edwards.” She glanced at the older woman, waiting for a gleam of recognition. “Her husband is Ninian Edwards.” Still waiting. “The son of the late governor.”




  “I do apologize,” said her companion. “I can’t be trusted with the names of this world.”




  On the fourth day, Mary awoke to find a jaybird perched on the lip of her window. Miles from any tree, what had possessed it to travel so far?




  The words came back to her then, unbidden. Tell-tale-tell.




  Blame it on Sally, the Todds’ nursemaid. She used to tell the children that jaybirds were Satan’s messengers, flying down to hell every Friday night to recount the sins they’d witnessed. “Down in that bad place,” said Sally, “there’s a little devil setting up on a stool so high that his tail don’t touch the floor. What’s up, Mr. Jay? he says. And Mr. Jay twitters, Well, for beginners, Mary hid Sally’s slippers when Sally was trying to rest her feet in the garden. Old Man Satan bellows, Write that down in your big book, little son. Who else? So, Mr. Jay twitters, Well now, Elizabeth helps Mary in all her mischievous doings. And Satan says, Write that down, too. Careful. Don’t trust nary a thing to your remembrance. So then Mr. Jay says, Miss Ann hollered when Sally curled her hair. . . .”




  It was dazzling to think how many sins could be committed by a brood of six children—and how stingily Satan’s messenger could hoard them in his brain. One summer morning, Mary found a jaybird sitting in a tulip tree and began calling up to him. “Howdy, Mr. Jay, you are a tell-tale-tell. You play the spy each day, then carry tales to hell.”




  Just then, the bird flashed its wings in a crack of air. The upper beak parted from the lower, and a thick suety maw opened before Mary’s eyes. At the sound of her scream, Sally came limping over. “Child,” she said, gathering her up, “that bird can’t do a thing to you ’less you let him.”




  Gazing now at the jaybird on the other side of her window, Mary could afford to smile at the memory. Only the smile soon faded, and with a vigor that startled her fellow passengers, she began pounding on the window until the bird flew away.




  For the rest of the journey, her mood was black. She spoke to no one and grimaced at every shudder of the coach’s frame as it toiled over the swells. When at last they crested the final hill and began the slow descent into Springfield, the view that rose up before her was a match for her mood. Streets treacled with mud and horse dung. Unpainted mud-daubed cabins. Steers and hogs and the noisiest wagons in creation, piled high with corn and turnips. Shoeless farmers and their shoeless wives and children. Not a sidewalk, not a streetlight. The mud so thick the stage could barely pull through. An ugly, raw, primordial town.




  What had she done? Why had she left behind the four walls she knew? The people who loved her? Father and Sally and Nelson and Madame Mentelle and Mrs. Ward. She had thrown them all away on a bet.




  “Now now,” said the deacon’s sister, resting her hand on Mary’s. “Why should you be crying, dear one? You’re going to your future.”




  
Two
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  Living in a frontier town, Ninian Edwards liked to say, was no different from living anywhere else. You just had to find a way to rise above.




  In a town like Springfield, you might start by shaking off your fifteen-by-eighteen cabin for a two-story frame house with wooden paling. From there, if you were feeling bullish about your prospects, you might graduate to something in the Greek Revival style, with as many as four rooms upstairs and another room in the attic and a back stairway. This stairway would necessarily consume part of your kitchen, which would then require you to eat all your meals in the dining room. From there it was a short step to the cherry dining table with the turned legs and thence to the French bedsteads that sold for ten dollars. Why stop there? Why not build a wide hall with parlors on both sides? From there, you would necessarily have to hire servants to clean all the rooms and to spare your wife, in her newly minted role as hostess, the labor of cooking and laundering and child rearing.




  But finally, the best way to stand out among your fellows was to move skyward. It was, thus, the impulse of Ninian Edwards—an impulse very much encouraged and, one might even say, fomented by his distinguished wife—to buy the first plot and to build the first house on the elevation known (with some bitterness and only by those who did not live there) as Quality Hill.




  This being Illinois, it could scarcely be called a hill, but the house was pitched at least thirteen feet above its nearest competitors and boasted two floors and five servants and a dizzying fifteen rooms, including bedrooms for the master and mistress. But where the house particularly excelled in the eyes of the Springfield gentry was in its front parlor, which ran for an unprecedented forty feet, making it longer than most flatboats and giving it the capacity to hold as many notables as Ninian Edwards, in his position as lawyer and state representative, could cram inside.




  For his wife, Elizabeth, however, the room that bore the most strategic value was the spare bedroom. Here she had resolved to install each of her younger sisters until such time as they were carried off by husbands. Frances Todd was the first beneficiary of that campaign and was claimed—within a year and to a mostly lukewarm response—by William Wallace, a genial, impoverished doctor and drugstore proprietor who harbored dreams of land speculation.




  Now it was Mary’s turn, and her pride bridled not just at being second but also at being so scarcely concealed a burden. Ninian, for all his upward aspirations, had weathered setbacks in the panic of thirty-seven, and with his liquidity strained by the cost of entertaining, he was not eager to add more debits in the form of Todds. But he himself had a young cousin he was preparing to bring into the world, and after weeks of remorseless negotiations with his wife—waged in each of their fifteen rooms—Ninian agreed that Mary could be sent for.




  Never was there a question of whether she would come.




  At the time of her summons, she was working as an apprentice teacher at her old school. She had taken the job on the premise that teaching was a perfectly honorable profession for an unmarried gentlewoman and that there might be worse ways to fill one’s days than helping Mrs. Ward herd a pack of Lexington girls from grammar to arithmetic to history to plain sewing. Yet she couldn’t escape the feeling that every time she read aloud from Miss Swift’s Natural Philosophy, every time she encouraged some tin-eared ten-year-old to plump up her French vowels, she was being measured for a coffin. Her father was more than usually absent from home—the state senate, the branch bank, and the family manufactory all claimed their pieces of him—and Mary had little to do with her spare time but quarrel with her stepmother and pick her way through the thickening ranks of Todd brats. Springfield, Illinois, may have been on the edge of civilization, but it had the advantage of being there and not here.




  So, in the fall of 1839, she came.




  Her new bedroom was small but well proportioned, with all the accouterments of an indefinitely temporary guest: a canopy bed, a carpet from Lauderman’s in St. Louis (Elizabeth said Springfield carpets were too drab), a bureau, a wash-hand basin, a looking glass. When she retired, a freshly tended fire was waiting for her; when she awoke, she found a pitcher of fresh water. The only thing she could think to complain of was the jarring sound of carts carrying stone to the new capitol . . . but she commanded herself to think of it as the price of progress.




  And was she not progressing, too? Going to her future. Until, without warning, the future came rushing at her.




  It happened on her twenty-first birthday, a few days shy of Christmas. Elizabeth had commemorated the occasion by giving her sister a dry embrace, a new pair of shoes, and a cake. It was only when Mary was reaching for a second piece that Elizabeth leaned in and whispered: “You mustn’t panic.”




  Which, up to that moment, she had felt no inclination to do. It was true that Kentucky girls married young and Todd girls younger—Elizabeth herself was barely nineteen when she snagged Ninian. There was at least a perverse comfort in the counterexample of Mary’s stepmother, who had been written off as a lost cause until the newly widowed Robert Todd came a-calling. To hear people talk, Betsey had been anywhere from twenty-five to twenty-eight, though it was impossible to know because she had destroyed all the records. “Birthdates,” she used to say, “are never etched in stone. Not even tombstone.”




  At face level, such vanity was ridiculous. With her marriage, Betsey had inherited half a dozen children from a dead woman and had then popped out another nine of her own in nearly as many years. She was constantly ill, eternally vexed. Any accents of spring had long since vanished from her face and figure—and still she carried on as if she were a woodland nymph. Only now could Mary see the advantages. Imagine being whatever age you chose! Suppose, she thought, she were to declare herself four. Mama would be alive, and so would Baby Bobby. Grandmother Parker would still live just up the hill. She would still be Mary Ann, infinitely better than Mary.




  Suppose now she were twelve. Running so quickly the three blocks uphill to school that a Lexington watchman once reported her for eloping. Reciting from The Ladies Geography and wearing a chaplet of flowers to the May Day parade.




  Suppose now she were seventeen. Fresh out of finishing school, a prized dance partner, fluent in flirtation, gazing down the rest of her life as if it were a flowering prairie, extending in every direction.




  How had it become so quickly a peninsula? Today, if she were to call the roll of her old classmates at Madame Mentelle’s, she would have to add to every girl’s name, except hers, a man’s surname. Even the least likely of prospects had gone at matrimony with a grim and single-minded resolve, and they now had the carriages and summer cottages to show for it.




  And what had she to show after four years of tea parties and late-night suppers? Four years of flirting with the same Lexington boys with whom she’d once picked blackberries along Upper Broadway. Four years of French swiss and pianofortes and blushing for the homesick students of Transylvania University.




  After all this time, she had begun to wonder if, unbeknownst to her, she harbored some constitutional flaw. An innate faltering, perhaps, that manifested itself at le moment critique. Looking back at the swains who used to crowd around her on the herringbone floors, she could see how easily she had wielded her power over them, had guided them to the brink of infatuation. Yet each time it had come to naught. And each time—here was the insight that had until now eluded her—she had been the one to take the step back.




  Often without intending to. All it needed, in the end, was a passing gibe, a bit of playful sparring that devolved into quarrel.




  Take that sweet young Mr. Broadhead, the Massachusetts theology student whom Father had engaged to tutor the younger Todds. Anyone could see he was besotted with her. Always clearing his throat when she passed. Engaging her in the fine points of Episcopalian liturgy. She had given him just enough encouragement to awaken hope. Then, over breakfast one morning, for reasons she still couldn’t understand, she had called him the one word she knew he couldn’t abide. “Do Yankees know how to dance, Mr. Broadhead?”




  Rather than simply have her joke and fall back into silence, she had pressed on. “Is it true Yankees bathe in molasses?” “I’ve read that Yankee drawing rooms are fairly bathed in spittle.” Every word wreathed in laughter and striking so deeply that, by the end of breakfast, he had quite gone off her, never to be coaxed back.




  Why had she done that to Mr. Broadhead? Why had she teased Jedediah Fowler about President Jackson? Why had she chided Alexander Chaney for chewing too loudly and laughed when John Wilkes got a kernel of corn stuck between his teeth? She had meant no harm—no conscious harm—and still she had managed, in the space of a few seconds, to deaden every last ember that stirred in their hearts.




  It had to be that, in her soul, there lay some rebel contingent. Lying in ambush the whole while and rising up at the first suggestion of romance. But if so, what was it rebelling against? Or holding out for? Something better, was that it?




  “There is nothing better,” said Elizabeth. “And many things worse.” She gave Mary the lightest of boxes on the ear. “It’s only a matter of time, puss. At least you still have your bloom.”




  The very thing you told a woman on the verge of losing it.




  Every morning now, she stood before her looking glass, canvassing her assets as pitilessly as a butcher. Arms: shapely. Shoulders: smooth. Complexion: good. Forehead: too broad. Cheeks: too ruddy. Face: a touch too round. Hair: chestnut with a hint of bronze. Eyes: blue, shading toward violet. Eyelashes: silky. Nose: straight. Lips: curled. Teeth: small. Figure: full, with the tiniest suggestion of stoutness.




  She could not reckon herself a beauty, but she felt entitled to the claim of prettiness, and from experience, she had learned it shone brightest in social settings. Under Madame Mentelle’s tutelage, she had mastered the waltz at fifteen, and men who might never have given her another glance changed their minds after watching her on the dance floor. The sway of hoop under lace, teasing glimpses of silk-sheathed ankles . . . here and here alone she was confident in her own spectacle.




  “And don’t forget,” said Elizabeth. “You’re a woman.”




  Mary had considered this self-evident until the night of her first Springfield cotillion. Coming down the stairs half an hour into the proceedings, she heard fiddles striking up a three-quarter tune. She saw the long wavering lines cast by the candles across the marble floor. For a few moments, she paused on the next-to-last step to better savor the spectacle—only to realize that a dozen men in black wool were converging on her. The suaver ones asked if she had a place on her dance program; the others simply stared. In every eye growled the same hunger. How could she not think of prairie wolves?




  “Gentlemen,” crooned Elizabeth, “please don’t crowd Miss Todd. We have all night to grow acquainted.”




  Back in Lexington, eligible men were so thin on the ground that it was not uncommon to see girls finishing out balls in each other’s arms. There was no such danger in Springfield, where males outnumbered females two to one. To be a young woman in the young capital of a young state was to enjoy an immediate fame.




  “It’s like this,” her new friend Mercy told her. “When menfolk start in to settling a place—clearing their trees, I mean, and fighting their Indians—they’re perfectly happy with whores. It’s all they’re fit for. But once a town gets up on its feet, as Springfield has, well, then they start aspiring to something more. The kind of girl you can take out on your arm.”




  Or, as the minister at First Presbyterian liked to put it: “It’s never too late to help some poor fellow fight the battle of life.”




  Mercy had already found hers. A lawyer: amiable, devoted, attractively sardonic, but ever on the circuits, chasing judges from county to county. A “Gone-Case,” Mercy called him, but she treated his absences as an excuse to be the unattached girl the world assumed her to be, and she and Mary spent many an idle hour that fall, keeping a running tally of Springfield bachelors.




  “Mr. Billings?”




  “Gracious, no. That ghoulish smile.”




  “Mr. Edmund?”




  “Too fond of his own jaw.”




  “Mr. Douglas, then.”




  “One’s husband should never be shorter than oneself.”




  At some point, the discussion always broke down in laughter, but even at her giddiest, Mary was alive to her injustice. Was she not small ? To be dismissing, in a few hard words, men who had done nothing more than show an interest? Did they not deserve better?




  And at the back of those scruples lay another question, posed by that rebel contingent of her soul. Did she not deserve better?




  In January, Elizabeth, sounding moderately impatient, said: “You need a fallback.”




  There was no point protesting for Elizabeth had already found a candidate: Edwin Webb.




  A Whig lawyer and state representative. (“I know how soft you are for politicians.”) A trusted ally of Elizabeth’s husband. (“Ninian says he could be governor one day.”) And crucially: in a lonely cast of mind, having just lost a wife.




  “Of course, he has charming manners,” said Elizabeth.




  “I have seen his manners.”




  “He owns a two-story brick house, and Ninian tells me he is unimpeachably solvent.”




  “Solvent? Is that now enough to recommend a man? Why not declare him bipedal? Air-breathing?”




  “You’re missing my point. He is intended as an insurance policy.”




  “In the event nobody else comes along. Thank you very much.”




  They were silent for a time.




  “Perhaps,” said Mary, “you might tell me where Mr. Webb resides. When he’s not legislating.”




  “In Carmi.”




  “Where on earth is that?”




  “South,” said Elizabeth, waving her hand vaguely at the parlor window.




  “How far?”




  “A few days by stage. You’d be much closer to Father.”




  Mary cast her eyes down at the mess of blue yarn in her lap. It had started out as a mitten but seemed to be venturing toward mantua.




  “Carmi,” she muttered.




  “They say it’s famous for its hospitality.”




  “If by hospitality you mean whiskey, I’ve no doubt. A girl need never fear coming down with the ague in Carmi.”




  They were silent again.




  “I don’t suppose it matters,” said Mary, “that Mr. Webb is twenty years my senior.”




  “Fifteen,” said Elizabeth softly.




  “And has two children.”




  “I am told they have a sweet character.”




  “Yes. The sweetest little objections you’d ever hope to find.”




  The subject remained closed for the rest of the night. Which meant only that Elizabeth had been driven underground. The very next evening, Mary was invited to dinner at the Jayneses and was unsurprised to find Mr. Webb, in a rather dandyish striped waistcoat, waiting in the drawing room. At the sight of her, he leaped to his feet and began scratching his scalp.




  “Miss Todd! Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?”




  “You are quite a sight yourself.”




  From across the room, Elizabeth stared daggers.




  “Please,” said Mr. Webb, drawing out an armchair. “Won’t you sit down?”




  At dinner, they were seated next to each other, but as luck would have it, the conversation was animated and general enough to deter side conferences. Railroads and tunnels. General Adams and Dr. Henry. The minutes fairly winged past, and all she had to do, really, was fix her gaze on whoever was speaking at any given moment to forget the entire reason she was there. It wasn’t until dessert arrived that Mr. Webb leaned into her and murmured: “I see you follow the political circus.”




  “A family obsession.”




  “But how rare to see such a discriminating intelligence wrapped in a—a package so . . .” He faltered. “Such lovely hands you have.”




  “Thank you.”




  “Lucky the gentleman who gets to hold them.”




  “Well,” she said, “perhaps, upon my death, I shall have them severed and bequeathed to you.”




  It was out of her mouth before she could call it back. His response was a laugh so piercing that every head swung around.




  “Pardon me,” he said. “Miss Todd has struck straight to the funny bone.”




  Then he laughed again, his jaws flapping open to reveal a great expanse of gray tooth and pink uvula and, beyond it, only blackness. And from the blackness, the sound of flapping. A bearing down of wings.




  “Did you hear that?” she cried.




  “Hear what, Miss Todd? Are you quite well?”




  
Three




  [image: Images]




  No quantity of merino could have prepared her for a Springfield winter.




  She’d wake up of a morning, thinking she was in the heart of May: the sky clear, the streets dry and hard trodden, sunlight pouring through every door and window. Then, a few minutes before eleven, the mercury would dive for the cellar, and an armada of frost would come sailing in from the south, and merino was nothing.




  In late January, there came a long stretch of mild weather, beguiling enough to make her think spring had muscled its way to the fore. Following hard on, a perfect torrent of snow. Between supper and dinner, a good foot and a half of it, piling along the streets in thick dull ramparts. Elizabeth dragged all the quilts from her trousseau, the servants kept the fires blazing in every room, and still the windows sheathed over with ice, and still the cups froze to the saucers. A roast chicken sprouted a layer of frost as it sat at the breakfast table.




  The horses stayed in their stables, wreathed in blankets. Steamships ceased to travel on the upper Mississippi and—an occasion of equal significance—Ninian and Elizabeth ceased to entertain. What was the point when no one would venture abroad? Mary did as much needlepoint as she could, perused the local papers, read great quantities of nonsense verse to her niece and nephew (when she could keep them still), and when all that began to pall, she set herself the project of translating the latest Balzac. Line by line, she plied herself, imagining the day when she would fling the completed pages at the author and cry: “Voyez! J’étais fidèle!”




  But no matter how many projects she took up, the gloom crowded round. Night flowed indistinguishably into day, sounds echoed queerly down every hallway. Even the tolling of the clocks took on a strange asymmetry. De-don. De-don. She was saved from madness by her uncle, who drove up the hill one afternoon in a horse-drawn sleigh. “Who’s for an adventure?” he called.




  Mary ran next door to summon Mercy. The two women climbed into the sleigh, wrapped themselves in buffalo robes, and they were off.




  The way was hard through the city, but once they had climbed out of the valley, the horse took new heart, and the grass that would have slowed their passage in warmer times lay hard packed now under a bed of snow, which eased the runners over every slough. Everywhere she looked, Mary saw boundlessness.




  “Lovely,” she murmured.




  Half a league outside Springfield, Uncle John drew the sleigh to a halt and pointed toward a nearby walnut tree, where a strange, gray figure stood shimmering in the dusk. Like a charcoal drawing, she thought, bleeding off the page. In fact, it was a doe, trapped in the snow and ice. Straining every limb to be free and only imprisoning itself more thoroughly. It was so mesmeric a spectacle that Mary never saw her uncle reach for his rifle. Not until the stock was pressed to his cheek and his finger poised on the trigger did her hand, without any command from her, grab for the gun. The barrel jerked straight toward the sky, and the ball went roaring into the snowy wastes.




  “Have you taken leave of your senses?” Her uncle turned on her. “Do you want to get yourself killed?”




  “But you can’t,” she whispered.




  “And if I don’t, she’ll starve to death! Is that what you want?”




  Mary’s face must have composed some reply, for with a clench of fury, he flung down his rifle.




  “That’s what I get. Bringing along a pair of girls.”




  They were quiet, the three of them, all the way back to town, although it seemed to Mary that, even from a great remove, she could still hear the thrashes of that trapped animal. Dying, in increments of terror. She pressed her gloved hands to her face as the cold began to coil round her. She should never have come to Springfield.




  Fifty yards shy of Quality Hill, the sleigh caught in a culvert and took a sudden lurch to the right. The horse staggered, briefly lost its footing, and for a second, the conveyance threatened to tip over altogether. Mary’s hands groped for Mercy’s, and together, they sat teetering on some unseen fulcrum.




  At last the carriage resolved into stillness. For some seconds the three of them sat there, collecting their wits. Everything around them was the soul of silence—until, from behind, came the sound of feet crunching in the snow, gradually accelerating in the manner of a predator converging on prey.




  “May I be of help?”




  A gentleman’s voice, robed in Kentucky vowels. Uncle John whipped his head round and squinted into the dusk.




  “Why,” he declared, “it’s Mr. Speed! Aren’t you an angel of mercy?”




  “No such thing,” answered the stranger, drawing up alongside them. “Just a pair of hands, ready to work.”




  From her tottering vantage, Mary could see no hands, only a bundle of scarves and a top hat. Whatever face was concealed therein was already inclining toward her uncle.




  “This is a bit of a pickle,” said the stranger. “We must get the ladies out, but we mustn’t risk tipping the sleigh over.”




  After some consultation, it was decided that Mr. Speed would attempt to hold the sleigh in place while Dr. Todd, with great care, extricated himself. The resulting shift in weight sent a rather terrifying tremor through the springs, but the runners held firm, and the two men, digging in their heels as best they could, contrived to drag the sleigh, inch by inch, to level ground. From there it was short work to extricate the women. Mercy, being nearest to the street, was the first to come out. It was Mary who, being second, hesitated.




  “Up we go,” said Mr. Speed, extending his arms toward her.




  Down he meant, surely. But, in that first instant she did rise—in an utterly pure way, the weight of her own body left far behind and the stars rushing toward her. A second later, she was back on Earth, and Mr. Speed was saying what a near thing it was. Later, much later, she would be able to break down his face to its component parts. The chin, etched to a taper. The nose, sensitive and rather agreeably long. The mouth, generous. Eyes of the most candid and guileless blue. But in that first encounter, she could reliably speak only to the corporate effect. It was simply the most pleasant face she had ever seen.




  Even as her mind voiced the word, she winced at its mildness. How could pleasant begin to describe a face of such patent and palpable affability? A face that bent its every last ray on you. Shone on you, yes. With a start, she realized that she had been gazing at him rather longer than was strictly necessary. “I do thank you, sir,” she murmured. “We were most fortunate to—although I don’t suppose we were in any great—”




  But he was already looking past her. “Here now, Dr. Todd! Your sleigh is in a bad way, and these womenfolk look chilled to the bone. Mightn’t we convey them home?”




  “By great and good fortune, they live just up the hill.”




  Mr. Speed followed the trajectory of Uncle John’s figure to the Edwards manse, then turned his head slowly back round.




  “Why, you’re Miss Todd.”




  In that moment, it was if that doe had never been trapped, as if Death had never breathed on them.




  “May I?” said Mr. Speed, holding out his arm.




  Uncle John offered his arm to Mercy, and the four of them picked their way up the hill. Their progress was slow for the snow had been crusted over with a new coat of rime. Once, just once, Mary slipped—and was astonished to find Mr. Speed’s arm already reaching around to secure her, so nonchalantly that he seemed scarcely to notice it had happened.




  “My, but there are a lot of you,” he said.




  “A lot of . . .”




  “Todds, I mean. A friend of mine says you can’t swing a dead cat without hitting one.”




  “How colorfully your friend expresses himself.”




  “It’s true,” answered Mr. Speed with a laugh. “He knows his way round the vernacular. But I fear, at this rate of influx, we shall have to change the town’s name ere long. Toddfield, perhaps.”




  “I’m not sure that has quite the ring.”




  “What of Toddville, then? Toddopolis?”




  “I’m more inclined to Toddington.”




  “Great Toddington. . . .”




  “Hot Toddington!” she cried, and heard the peal of her laughter ringing off the house fronts.




  “That has charm,” Mr. Speed conceded. “But it doesn’t do justice to our winters.”




  She pulled her buffalo robe closely around her. “Perhaps some hot springs will be discovered before too long.”




  Then she blushed, for it seemed she had overstepped in some way. Yet he was no more or less agreeable at the top of the hill than he’d been at the bottom.




  “Good night,” he said, folding her one hand between his two. “I’m so glad I could be of service.”




  Later that night, she was drying her gloves on the parlor fender when Elizabeth wandered in. Hoping, from the looks of her, to find the room empty. She had just finished nursing, and the faint aroma of milk clung to her as she eased herself onto the parlor chair and closed her eyes. Once, just once, Mary had found their mother in the same attitude. Asleep in the front hall, her head lolling, feet splayed in the least ladylike of fashions. Baby George clamped to her breast like some monstrous succubus. . . .




  Unexpectedly now, Elizabeth spoke. In a sleep-glazed voice.




  “What have I done,” she said, “to be cursed with Irish servant girls?”




  “You have crossed the Ohio River,” said Mary. “If you had wanted the likes of Nelson and Sally, you should have stayed in Kentucky.”




  In fact, Elizabeth, upon her marriage, had brought two family slaves with her, although she declined to call them that except on census forms, where, together, they counted as six-fifths of a person.




  “Dear Mary,” she said, “I believe I hear a note of reproach in your voice.”




  “Hear what you like.”




  “I suppose you’ll do quite without Negroes when you are mistress of your own house.”




  “That is the plan.”




  “Irish girls, too.”




  “That is also the plan.”




  “Well, good luck to you, then.”




  Things might have escalated into quarrel, but Elizabeth was too tired. Instead, she gave the bridge of her nose a rub and pried her eyes open.




  “I hear you had quite the excitement this evening.”




  “I don’t know about that. We did encounter a Mr. Speed.”




  “Ah.” Her sister’s brows made the tiniest of ascensions.




  “And how am I to interpret that? Is there something you wish to tell me?”




  “What do you wish to know?”




  “Whatever you think useful.”




  “Well then.” Elizabeth kneaded her neck. “He is well named.”




  “How so?”




  “He speeds from girl to girl. Without ever entangling himself.”




  “So his heart barely quickens.”




  “Something like that.”




  Mary stood for a time, listening to the hiss of the oak logs.




  “He is twenty-two?” she guessed.




  “Add four, and you’re closer to the sum.”




  “Not another widower?”




  Elizabeth gave a soft smile. Not quite readable. Then shook her head.




  “What about family?”




  “Kentucky gentry.”




  “Occupation?”




  “He keeps a shop.”




  “Keeps or owns?”




  “Owns. With the help of a cousin.”




  “Christian name?”




  “Joshua.”




  Mary watched as one of the logs split open and sent up a geyser of sparks.




  “Can it be?” said Elizabeth. “You mean to set your cap for a merchant?”




  “Father’s a merchant.”




  “As a means to an end, yes.”




  “Then grant me the means, and I will figure out the end.” She could feel the color rising up her neck. “And what do I care if he’s a storekeeper? Or the King of Prussia? He need only be . . .”




  She was on the verge of saying good, but she knew Elizabeth would sally right back with Good for what?




  That night, long after everyone else was slumbering, she was emphatically awake, turning back and forth under her eiderdown, trying to decode that moment in the street when Joshua Speed had . . . Well, there was the trouble. What had he done? She could remember every gesture, summon back all the words down to their very inflections, and yet she had no thread to bind them together. The only thing she could attest to was the pleasure she took in watching him—or, more precisely, watching him watch her. The soft electric thrill of being claimed. You’re Miss Todd.




  
Four
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  The next Sunday, as she was leaving First Presbyterian, she saw him strolling down the opposite side of Fourth Street with a decidedly unreligious air. Walking alongside him: none other than Edwin Webb, whose face broke out in a satyr’s grin at the sight of her. Joshua Speed’s features, by contrast, betrayed neither delight nor dismay, although he was courtly enough to wait until she had nodded before nodding back.




  Oh, she thought, a cool one.




  The next sighting was of a different character. Out of sheer boredom, she and Mercy had attended a performance of the Springfield Thespian Society—a temperance melodrama called Fifteen Years of a Drunkard’s Life. The theme of the evening must have stayed with her, for as she came out of the American House and saw Mr. Speed striding past, he looked to have the deep self-engrossment of the very drunk. Only his path was straight and his gait steady. Did he simply have something on his mind? As she watched him enlarge the distance between them, it occurred to her to call out, but Mercy gave her an admonitory squeeze on the wrist.




  By late February, the weather had broken enough that she could walk through town again. “Come,” she told Mercy. “I know just the place.”




  Through discreet inquiries, she had learned that Mr. Speed’s establishment was located at the corner of Washington and Fifth. Their first disappointment upon arriving was this: The place was called Bell & Company. Mr. Speed’s name, for reasons uncertain, was nowhere in evidence. A greater disappointment: It was not even a shop at all but a dry-goods store, large and boxy and plebeian, with just the faintest note of aspiration in its gilt lettering. A quick window canvass revealed only tiresome plenitudes: hardware and books, medicines and mattresses, all tagged and organized by some unfussy hand. Mary’s instinct was to turn right back round, but Mercy was already whispering in her ear.




  “Let’s go in.”




  “And what?” retorted Mary. “Ask for French chalk? The latest Thackeray?”




  “For all you know, he has them.”




  “I couldn’t possibly behave in such a desperate manner.”




  Still they loitered. In the hopes that Mr. Speed might—what? . . . Spy them from the vantage point of his counter and come running? Offer them a discount? For some minutes, they lingered, of two and possibly three minds, until it dawned on them that they were becoming objects of curiosity.




  “Dear God,” said Mercy, clapping a hand over her mouth. “They think we’re plying our trade.”




  With a shriek, they gathered up their skirts and sped home—laughing so gaily that the incident seemed already to be passing into lore. One day, thought Mary, she would be able to tell Mr. Speed just how close she had come to compromising herself on his behalf. He would chuckle, surely, to hear it. But when she thought back to that solitary figure hustling past the American House, laughter seemed to be the last thing on its mind.




  In March, Elizabeth and Ninian announced plans for a spring-solstice ball. Over the next two days, the Brussels carpets were beaten senseless and every tallow candle switched out for sperm oil. It took nearly as long to decide whom to invite. In the end, the guest list was a useful map of the Edwardses’ ambitions, embracing as it did both Whig and Democrat, banker and judge, farmer and speculator. At some risk, the editors of both local newspapers were invited, with the injunction that they were to stay twenty feet apart.




  Frances Todd Wallace was so eager to show off her new gown (though both her sisters understood that it was simply a new bodice laid over last spring’s skirt) that, after some discussion, it was agreed that Frances’s husband might come, too (for all that he’d been recently dismissed by the Mercantile Company). Much to Mary’s surprise, even the Gone-Case had vowed to come. “Now you mustn’t expect too much,” Mercy cautioned. “He’s just a little above the common grade.” In fact, Mr. Conkling (for that was his name) was several notches beyond agreeable—and a far more useful fount of information than Elizabeth, who considered it vulgar to gossip about guests until after they had left. “It’s not proper ton,” she liked to say. (And if ever there was a word that defined Elizabeth, it was ton.)




  Mr. Conkling had no such compunctions. “That one there? James Forquer. His father was the first man to put a lightning rod on his house. Funny story for another occasion. Oh, and that depressed specimen is the architect of the new capitol. Rumor says he’ll be thrown out within the month. I mean to say, the thing won’t get finished! That thin-blooded specimen over there by the sconces? Patrick Henry’s grandson. Traveled here from St. Louis.”




  “Give me liberty of him,” said Mary. “He looks icy to the bone.”




  “He may warm up at the sight of you,” said Mercy. “Or else your dress.”




  The gown, it was true, was fresh from Canal Street in New Orleans. Watered silk with embroidered strawberries and a lace flounce collar. Mary had pinched her cheeks into ruddiness, brightened her eyes with drops of lemon juice, and threaded a spray of silk roses so tightly through her hair that she felt like an arbor. No guest was more transported than Mr. Webb, who arrived in mud-caked boots, the consequence of a balky horse, and left a trail across Elizabeth’s marble.




  “You are a vision, Miss Todd! Imagine my happiness at learning I am written down for your maiden dance.”




  Swallowing down her alarm, she snatched up her dance program. Edwin Webb. In a hand not her own.




  “So you are,” she said.




  There was this further surprise in store: The Fallback was good on his feet. Treating three-quarter time with the same nonchalance as four-quarter, he glided her in and out of the orbiting couples without collision—a success that only emboldened him toward further conversation.




  “What are your thoughts on the coming election, Miss Todd?”




  “My thoughts? Surely, that depends upon what you are asking. If you mean will General Harrison unseat Mr. Van Buren, then I offer you a provisional yes.”




  “I am glad to—”




  “If you are asking how he will do it, I will also tell you. He must nullify the chief argument against him.”




  “The chief—”




  “I advert, of course, to his age. The general has passed sixty-seven winters on God’s earth. That is too many.”




  “But he—”




  “—is a man of great virility, yes. The key, however, is to force the issue back on Van Buren. Younger in years he may be, but he has been exhausted, enfeebled, by the labor of propping up a corrupt regime. His ideas, his aspirations, his vision—everything about him reeks of age.”




  “To be sure, that is—”




  “Surely, you have heard the slogan making the rounds. ‘Van, Van, Van’s a used-up man.’ I assure you, if you hired choirs to chant that litany at every Democratic rally in the land—everywhere Mr. Van Buren so much as peeps his head—it will stick to him like a limpet. President Jackson has many ills to answer for, but if he taught us nothing else, indisputably it was the importance of political theater. That is the route to the heart, Mr. Webb, and the heart is the organ that drives the common man to the polls, not the brain.”




  Mr. Webb was blinking rapidly.




  “I beg your pardon,” she said. “I have a habit of keeping up.”




  Elizabeth’s usual practice was to invite a surplus of guests on the assumption that some would beg off, but tonight close to a hundred citizens thronged into the parlor, the library, the living room, the halls. Some of them even spilled upstairs into Ninian’s bedroom, where the bed had been dismantled for just this purpose. In short order, the house began to swelter, and the stores of hard cider purchased in honor of General Harrison were drained dry. Unsuspecting dancers came staggering off the floor to find only scattered bowls of grog and ginger beer. Men clawed at their collars and, in every room, women could be seen covertly dabbing each other with talc. More than one guest was heard to pine for the lately departed winter. Mary, for her part, longed only for air—with an intensity that was, under the circumstances, nearly erotic.




  “Come!” she cried, grabbing Mercy by the hand. “Keep me company.”




  The fullness of their skirts prevented them from walking abreast, but they held hands for dear life and made a thousand apologies to the guests they were inconveniencing and so found their way to the kitchen, where the Edwardses’ cook was even now boiling wine sauce for the carrot pudding. The heat was even more intolerable here, so the two women skipped out to the back veranda and closed the door after them. For some time they stood, feeling the flesh goose up on their necks. The only signs of life were the nightjars, flapping their wings and chirring like locusts. The stars still had the jeweled hardness of January.




  “Do I look a terror?” she asked Mercy.




  “No. Do I?”




  “Of course not.”




  They were both lying. Mary could feel the wilt in her hair, the film of sweat along her neck and cheeks. The bone weariness.




  “I know it sounds strange,” she said, “but sometimes I feel as if we are soldiers.”




  “Because we wear armor?” Mercy sketched the pleats of her bodice.




  “Because we seek to vanquish.”




  “Better than being vanquished, surely.”




  Mary gave a twitch of her shoulder. “That’s just the trouble. Say we vanquish them—subdue them by degrees. What do we win? Our own surrender.”




  “Why, Miss Todd, you are being quite the rain cloud.”




  But it was only her rebel contingent, she wanted to say, rising up once more. Making her question the underlying logic of things. Wasn’t it entirely possible that the finest qualities in any man would never be discernible to her but would be merely immanent—germs, waiting to be coaxed into seed, thence into flower? And that being the case, how to know they were there? Had every man to be taken finally on faith? Was there a faith so capacious?




  On impulse, she teased one of the flowers from her hair and proffered it to her friend, bowing as low as she dared.




  “Wilt thou marry me?”




  In repose, Mercy’s features were no more than regular, but laughter had a charming way of disrupting them. Her nostrils flared, her teeth blazed, her irises flashed, and you wished her to keep laughing forever.




  “Give the Gone-Case a few months,” she said. “And try me again.”




  They had a notion of running upstairs to Mary’s bedroom and mending themselves before the looking glass. But the back stairs were blocked by kegs, and Mercy was anxious about leaving Mr. Conkling alone for too long, and so they were just inching back into the main hall when a gentleman guest, leaning indolently against the wall, chose that moment to swivel round.




  “Why, there you are,” he said.




  Joshua Speed’s coat fit him as lightly as feathers. His boots looked as if they had been blacked at the door. But what struck Mary most forcibly was his hair, which had lain hidden from view during their last encounter and which now rippled in chestnut waves down to his collar. A prodigal mane that had the effect of both lengthening and poeticizing his face. Yes, she thought, this must have been how Lord Byron looked, training his gaze upon some Alpine lass.




  “Good evening,” she remembered to say. She slid a damp tendril off her face and glanced into the empty space where Mercy had just stood.




  “I fear I’ve come too late to make it onto your program,” he said.




  “Oh.” She stared at the tiny book still dangling from her wrist. “I believe I have a waltz open. . . .”




  “Then,” he said, “the night is not lost.” He bent over the program, wrote out his name in a light, casual hand. “How those flowers become you.”




  “I regret to inform you they are silk. Give me a few more weeks, and I shall have real ones to conjure with.”




  “I hope you will set one aside for me, then.”




  She smiled and shifted her eyes just to the west of him. An attitude of maidenly abstraction, refined over some years, that had the usual effect of calling out another compliment, more lavish than the previous. In this case, Mr. Speed said only: “There’s someone you should meet.”




  He swung his head around in an arc of expectation—only no one was there. With no great delicacy, he leaned in the direction of the foyer and beckoned with his arm. Against all expectations, a figure came lumbering toward them.




  Her first impressions arrived singly, refusing to be reconciled. An El Greco frame, stretched beyond sufferance. A mournful well of eye. A face of bones, all badgering to break through.




  From here, all was confusion. Mr. Speed, who gave every sign of wanting to remain, was being called away, and Mary was reaching out a hand to stay him, and at the same time, this other man’s hand—massive and elemental—was extending toward her, and it was this hand in which her hand now unaccountably rested, like a starfish on a boulder, and Mr. Speed was already slipping from view, and Mr. Speed’s friend, scarcely audible, was saying something to her. He was saying . . .




  “I know who you are.”




  But the effect of being recognized was not so tonic as it had been with Mr. Speed. Now it only discomposed her.




  “You must forgive me,” she said. “I failed to catch your name.”




  “Lincoln.”




  “Ah.”




  Her brain went scrambling; her smile, by way of compensation, stood still.




  “I believe you are known to me as well. By repute. . . .”




  Think.




  “I mean my cousin has spoken of you. John Stuart, yes?”




  He nodded, with such an emphatic motion that his chin came nearly to his chest.




  “You . . .” She ventured an inch further on the limb. “If I’m not mistaken, you are partners, are you not? In Cousin John’s law practice. . . .”




  “Guilty.” He was silent for a time, then roused himself enough to add, “I’m glad you mention Congressman Stuart. I owe him a great deal.”




  “Well, he—speaks very highly of you, Mr. Lincoln.” Was that true? “He tells me . . .” What? “He says you are quite the force. In the courtroom, I think.”




  “Oh. Well.” He gave the punch bowl a stare. “I don’t have a great deal of book learning, so I expect I’m able to speak to juries at their own level.”




  “Ah.”




  The silence came rolling back. Sulfurous.




  “But of course,” she rallied, “my cousin is a fine judge of character, so it may be that you . . . you undervalue yourself. . . .”




  Perhaps Cousin John had actually said that.




  “Isn’t it funny?” she said, galloping ahead. “We have never met before and yet you—you surely live here in Springfield.”




  “That is so.”




  “And I have been in your charming city since only—”




  “Last fall,” he said.




  “Well, yes.”




  He studied the flounce of her dress. “The thing is, Miss Todd, I’m on the circuits quite a bit.”




  “Oh, yes. Like Mr. Conkling.”




  “And then, you know, I’ve got that pesky body politic’s interests to attend to.”




  It was such an oblique way to come at the subject that she was a long time following him there.




  “Of course,” she said, with something like release. “You are one of Ninian’s comrades in arms. In the statehouse.”




  “Guilty again.”




  “I believe, in fact, you are a member of the Long Nine.”




  The first stirrings of a smile on his face. “The longest of the nine.”




  “So I see,” she answered, in a lighter voice. “It seems that, whenever I pass our new capitol, I shall have you to thank for bringing it here.”




  His head tipped toward his shoulder, and the words came scattering out like loose pennies.




  “I’m sorry?” she said.




  “I said it was a whole team of oxen. Dragging that particular plow.”




  “Ah, well. Let us hope we can”—she plucked softly at her throat—“devise a better metaphor for you, Mr. Lincoln, than oxen.”




  “I think the plainer you come at me, the better.”




  Silence once more. A great cloud of it, leaching out their last native spark. He had just enough volition left to mutter the words “very pleased to” . . . but not enough to finish them. With a bow, he angled his body away and then left the room, maneuvering around each guest in the manner of a barge navigating sandbars.




  Elizabeth sidled up a minute later, her arm softly hooking through her sister’s.




  “I despair of you,” she whispered. “You turn up your nose at a Webb and take up with a Lincoln.”




  “Take up? Heaven shield me, I was making conversation. Under great duress, I might add.”




  “I have told you before that, if you don’t wish a man to be your suitor, you must confine yourself to the fewest possible words.”




  “And so I did.”




  “Let us hope so.”




  With a single motion, Elizabeth unhooked her arm and tacked straight for the foyer. Leaving behind a trail of some mystery. Why was she being so preemptive? Had Mary missed, perhaps, some essential fact about the stranger? A foundational bit of gossip? Were the hens of Springfield even now clucking in timbres outside her range of hearing?




  For the next two hours, she alternated between dancing and eyeing the periphery, waiting for the Longest of the Nine to rise up once more, but he never reemerged. Impossible, surely, that he should be able to conceal himself. More likely that he had hied himself home. Wherever that was.




  Mr. Speed showed up promptly for his dance at seven minutes to ten. There was a touch of self-mockery, she thought, in the way he bowed his head and led her to the floor. She had deliberately left open the waltz to see how he would respond to close quarters. But if his hands were longing to tighten their grip on hers or curl more tightly around her waist or draw her closer with each measure, they held off. The only suggestion of pleasure she could find was in his eyes, which were as agreeable as at the moment of their meeting.




  “What did you think of Lincoln?” he asked.




  She pondered for three turns before answering.




  “I can only hope that, his waters being so very still, they also run deep.”




  She could not tell if she had erred, for Mr. Speed said nothing.




  “How is it that you are acquainted?” she pressed.




  “He sleeps in the room over my store.”




  “Does he? And is that fit lodging for a state legislator?”




  “I keep a clean inn.”




  Again, that light note of self-deprecation, not at all unattractive.




  “It does sound like a peculiar arrangement,” she allowed. “But I suppose you should be grateful for having such a quiet tenant.”




  “You haven’t heard him snore.”




  Then, quite unexpectedly, Mr. Speed laughed. Not a giggle, not a guffaw, not a snort. A perfectly polished and calibrated sound that extended so far and no further and left them just four measures short of the waltz’s end. When at last the strings died out, he asked her if she would take refreshment, and when she declined, he conducted her back to her seat and said, “Thank you, Miss Todd, for this great honor.” She bowed in reply and was about to turn away when he added: “If it’s agreeable, might we pay you a call?”




  Mary had asked Mercy to spend the night, the better to run through the evening’s events. So it was that, as the midnight bells struck, the two young women were in upstairs seclusion, unlacing each other from their corsets.




  “I don’t understand,” said Mercy. “You said Mr. Speed was the most elegant dancer out there.”




  “So he was.”




  “And perfectly congenial.”




  “In the manner of a nephew with his doddering aunt, yes.”




  “Well, that’s not so bad for a first dance. You wouldn’t have wanted him to be forward, would you?”




  “I should have liked to see him manfully suppressing the temptation. God knows Mr. Webb did.”




  “But what was the last thing he said to you?”




  “He asked if he might pay a call.”




  If we might. . . .




  “Well,” said Mercy. “That’s not nothing.”




  “It is perilously close.”




  Mary was silent for a time, undoing the outer petticoat, then the middle, then the inner. A mound of corded cotton and horsehair billowed around her.




  “What do you know of Mr. Lincoln?” she asked.




  “Only what I hear from the Gone-Case. Great native ability but rough around the edges. Rough beyond the edges. The lawyers of Springfield have given him an Indian name.”




  “Which is?”




  “Raised by Wolves.”




  Mary smiled, peeled off a stocking.




  “Were they Illinois wolves or . . .”




  “Kentucky, originally.”




  “Which part?”




  “Not any part you’ve ever traveled, I promise.” Mercy gave her bare toes a luxuriant rub. “I will say this. He gets less ugly with time. But Mr. Conkling says there’s not a dime there.”




  “It’s of no concern to me if he has a penny. He himself is of no concern.”




  “No?” Mercy unbunched the chemise from around her waist, lazily drew it over her head. “Are you telling me, then, that you don’t have Mr. Speed on the brain?”




  “What if I do?”




  “Then you might consider making an ally of Mr. Lincoln.”




  “Because he is Mr. Speed’s tenant?”




  “Nearer than that. Where one goes, the other is bound to follow. It might take a woman just to pry them apart.”




  
Five
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  To a Springfield newcomer, the first few weeks of spring were the cruelest of feints, for at no time of year were the streets so impassable. Frost bled out of the ground, and the valley’s snowmelt washed down in gullies and ruts, swelling the town branch past its bounds. For whole days, the city lay under a lake of opaque water, acrid with pig waste, circled by grackles and nuthatches. Only a long stretch of dry weather could make the water subside, and it invariably left behind a choking cloak of mud, deep enough, it was said, to swallow a horse and its rider. This was mud such as Mary had never seen: black and thick with a permanent cast, eradicable only through the combined efforts of sun and shovels. Until then, it was impossible for the ladies of Springfield to venture safely out of doors, at least not in the satin slippers that fashion dictated.




  The resulting confinement was especially hard on someone of Mary’s roving disposition. All about her, nature was shaking off its torpor. Rosebuds and dogwoods were coming to flower. Frogs were tuning in an evening choir. From her bedroom window, she could see buttercups and bedstraw and dogtooth violets. The sky deepening with each passing day, the sun dangling that much closer to Earth.




  Oh, she might, if she liked, open her windows as far as they would go. Lean out as far as she dared. Even make an occasional foray to the base of Quality Hill, right to the point where the mire took, and stand there waiting, her fancy conjuring the most banal of rescuers. (A barge. An ark. Mr. Speed, why not? On a white palfrey.) But the rest of the town remained as closed to her as if it lay under quarantine.




  With each successive day, her mood blackened. She grew negligent with her toilet, left her hair papers in, stayed in morning dress well into the afternoon, declined to show for meals. She ignored Elizabeth’s children, gave not a second glance to the newspapers, and once, in a particularly aggravated pique, tossed her Balzac translation into the fire. Which would break first, Mary wondered. the weather or her mind? Then, one Monday morning, over breakfast, she heard Elizabeth complaining about a day laborer who had disappeared on an extended bacchanal and left behind a pile of unused wooden shingles.




  “Still there,” her sister added. “Rotting away by the privy. No use to anyone.”




  Just like me, thought Mary, silently counting the cracks in the ceiling joist. In the next second, a spark was tossed into the darkness. Ten minutes later, she was knocking on the Leverings’ door.




  “Mercy!” she cried. “We are going to town.”




  “You’re mad.”




  “My dear, I have calculated. It is but nine blocks to the courthouse square.”




  “It might as well be nine miles. The mud is too thick.”




  But Mary’s scheme was both simple and, to her own mind, ingenious. They would gather up enough shingles to create a chain of stepping-stones that would carry them all the way to town and back, utterly dry and intact.




  “What?” cried Mercy. “You mean leap from one lily pad to the next?”




  “When necessary. Is it not better than being shut in all day?”




  “You will have to go it alone, dear one.”




  But decorum would not allow for a solo expedition, and the prospect of being confined a second longer was more than Mary could bear. She pleaded. She railed. Yet, in the end, she could find no better epithet to fling at her friend than . . .




  “Stick in the mud!”




  The pun, unintended, caught them both in the midsection. By the time she had finished laughing, Mercy was enlisted.




  With no small trepidation, they traveled down to the brink of Second Street. From there, they each flung down a shingle, hoisted up all three layers of petticoat, and leaped.




  The shingles held.




  “Again!” said Mary.




  And so they went, hopping down the road, laughing like crickets. Now and again, one of them might briefly totter, and the other might put out an arresting hand, but they honed their technique as they went and grew in confidence. Indeed, so intent were they on their progress, and so completely was the view obscured by their bonnets, that they scarcely registered the eyes that were even now turning on them. Farmers, mostly, hauling their potatoes and beets, pausing in the midst of cracking their whips to gaze upon these leaping lady-birds, with their snow-white feathers.




  “Go it, gals!” somebody shouted, but Mary and Mercy never heard—any more than they noticed the clouds massing over their heads. The first drops began to land just as they reached Sixth and Monroe. Shivering, they darted for the first cover they could find: a niche carved out by the courthouse’s hip roof. With dismal hearts, they watched the rain slice down and the streets disappear once more in an unquiet black broth. Half an hour later, each one of their shingles lay submerged.




  “I told you this was madness,” said Mercy.




  “Nothing of the sort,” declared Mary. “We want only a conveyance.”




  The rain by now had dwindled to a mist, but the streets remained stubbornly empty, save for a pair of querulous hogs, sunk to their knees, and a single goose, flitting from post to post. Too proud to relent, Mary kept her face turned to the square and was rewarded, after a space of ten minutes, with the sight of a horse-drawn dray, slogging through the trackless wastes.




  “You there!” she called.




  Startled, the driver drew up the reins. “What on airth,” he muttered.




  “Good sir, it seems you are heaven-sent!”




  His face clouded, and in a mournful voice, he replied: “Wasn’t heaven sent me. And there’s hell to pay if I don’t deliver on time.”




  “Such native wit,” she cooed. “Kind sir, tell us your name.”




  “Hart. Ellis Hart.”




  “Mr. Hart. Would you be so good as to bring your cart round?”




  “For what reason?”




  “Why, to ferry us home. We are two lost lambs, you see!” Finding no change in his expression, she added, “There’s a quarter in it for you. A half dollar.”




  “But. . . .” His face seemed to fold in on itself. “There’s nowhere up here for you to sot.”




  “In the aft section, perhaps.”




  Dazedly, he swung his head around. “Oh, no, miss, it’s powerful dirty back there. Straw and stone dust and the whatnot.”




  “Yet it is dry, I am sure! Thanks to your ingenious tarpaulin.”




  He took off his hat. Gave his forelock a hard twirl. In a voice that tasted already of defeat, he said: “I ain’t never carried a lady before.”




  “Then there is no time like the present!” Ablaze now with triumph, Mary reached for her friend’s hand. “Come, dearest.”




  “I won’t,” hissed Mercy.




  “There’s no other course.”




  “We shall be a public spectacle.”




  “I sincerely hope so.”




  But her friend’s Baltimore-gentry roots had dug too deep. With a narrowed eye, Mary turned on her heel and, in a tone of mock aggravation, called: “Here now, Mr. Hart! We don’t have all day.”




  Sulking the whole way, he brought the dray round. Even unhooked the iron pin that fastened the dray to the harness so that she could walk straight up. Once ensconced, she gathered her skirts about her and gave her friend—faithless friend!—a wave.




  “Goodbye, my dear! I shall send a carriage for you.”




  As the dray lurched forward, Mary cast her eyes upward, expecting—longing, even—to see windows flung open in every house and establishment. But the upper realm of Springfield was as impassive as ever. Search as she might, she could find only an orange tabby, lounging on a flower box and indolently swishing its tail. She was about to turn away altogether when she caught the faintest glint of something in the second-floor window of the courthouse.




  A man—coatless, hatless—his face shaded from view. She wouldn’t have granted him another second of attention had it not been for the way he seemed to tower within the window frame, to subdue it. He drew closer to the glass, and his identity was borne home.




  Mr. Lincoln.




  Exactly where one might have expected to find him: in the law offices he shared with her cousin John. At the sight of him, though, all gaiety vanished, and propriety crowded round. How to explain it? Looking at her from such a height, he seemed to epitomize Judgment itself, preparing to rain down upon her. Already, she was repenting her rashness. Already, she was wishing she had stayed behind with Mercy.




  But then something surprising happened. Lincoln, in one crisp motion, raised his hand to his brow and snapped off a military salute. And with that single act, he managed to transform her rashness into heroism, and she no longer feared judgment or ridicule or anything the world had to toss her way. She was free now to laugh—so richly and boisterously that the sound became its own engine, guiding the cart home.




  That Friday, Elizabeth came down to dinner with a copy of the Sangamo Journal. “Shall I read you something?” she said.




  No mistaking the ominousness of her tone. Mary set down her fork.




  “I know,” she said. “I have seen it.”




  “But it is poetry. It must be read aloud.”




  “Then by all means,” she muttered.




  “Ahem. . . .”




  As I walked out on Monday last




  A wet and muddy day




  Twas there I saw a pretty lass




  A riding on a dray, a riding on a dray.




  The doggerel went on for five verses, the lass never named but her identity unmistakable from the moment she climbed into the wagon to the moment the driver rolled her off like a load of turnips. Elizabeth made a special point of slowing for the final quatrain.




  When safely landed on her feet




  Said she what is to pay




  Quoth Hart I cannot charge you aught




  For riding on my dray.




  “Well, that part is true,” said Mary. “He wouldn’t take a penny.”




  Elizabeth set the paper down. Folded it like a napkin. Folded it again. Then, with a slow intake of breath, she dipped a ladle into a tureen of oyster soup.




  “I had no notion that you were such a local luminary. Even our sister Frances has heard tell of it, and she doesn’t even subscribe.”




  “Does she disapprove? Do you?”




  Elizabeth carried the ladle toward the bowl at her left hand. “I am only recalling our stepmother’s advice on the subject of public scrutiny.”




  “You cite her as an authority?”




  “The principle stands.” She poured the soup in a slow, smooth cataract. “A lady is in the newspaper but three times in her life. When she is born—”




  “When she marries and when she dies, yes. Much as I hate to disappoint the both of you, I intend to be in print dozens of times before I’m played out.”




  “Then,” said Elizabeth, lifting the ladle, “do it in some other paper.” She passed the bowl to Mary, poured another for herself. “Traipsing about in a stranger’s cart. Ladies have lost their character for smaller indiscretions.”




  “I requested a ride, I did not flash my gaiters.”




  “It is this very tone that fills me with foreboding. I do not want you mistaken for a brazen woman.”




  “Then perhaps,” said Mary, rising to it, “I should have pretended to faint. Had them carry me home on a litter. Fluttering my handkerchief the whole way. Honestly, sister, if I’d known you wanted a mouse for a tenant. . . .”




  “I believe the word tenant implies compensation. Or, at the very least, gratitude.”




  The heat climbed straight up the back of Mary’s neck. By the time she was master of herself, her voice had dropped nearly out of hearing range.
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