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WORD to PIECES

By

Barbara Schlichting

Mary Lincoln was a colorful puzzle in the fabric of our country. When I read her biography,  I developed great empathy for her at the end of her life. That being said, in my research I learned about the Lost Speech. 

How can you lose a speech? 
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Mom and I expected Blanche at any moment, the Mary Lincoln impersonator from her home in Lexington, Kentucky. Blanche needed a place to dress for the Saturday afternoon engagement at Inga’s Antique Store. Inga’s is located at the end of the same block as my mom’s White House Dollhouse store. It seemed fitting that Blanche should dress here. Blanche’s grand entrance for the tea party and diary reading would delight the audience.

Slipping my own period dress over my head was easy since I didn’t have a crinoline and all the old Victorian under-dress stuff to wear. Grandma had made my dress. I’m fourteen and my name is Beth, and my best girlfriend’s name is Connie. She hoped to attend the event later afternoon at Inga’s. I helped Mom get dressed in an original Mary Lincoln dress. It took us almost all morning. The crinoline and hoop made us almost nuts from all the pulling, straightening, and latching. Fortunately, Inga had loaned us a shoe hook, which worked nicely. We had Dad, a policeman, take pictures of us with Mom wearing Mrs. Lincoln's hat. 

“How are we going to walk down the street in these clothes?” I asked as we walked out the kitchen door. It was fall and the air was brisk. The sky was clouding, but the trees still held their brilliant colored leaves. It was my favorite time of the year too, but I wouldn’t miss this opportunity for anything, not even tickets to a Swiftie concert!

“We’ll just walk. We only have a short distance. You can wear a sweater. The sleeves are long. I have so many layers of clothing on that this crinoline might cause me to fall.” Mom slipped slightly. “My balance is off because of the hoops and the hat. Hold my hand, Beth, so I don’t!”

“Okay.” I took her hand, and we hurried down the sidewalk to the store located a few doors down from the corner of 38th Street and 42nd Avenue, right near the historic Riverview theater.

No sooner had we entered the store than Mom’s phone dinged a message.

“Blanche has landed and is getting the rental car. She’ll be here straight away!”

“I can’t wait!” 

We both hurried to the bathroom to look in the mirror and fluff our hair. Mom applied lipstick, I didn’t. It was fun, flouncing around in the long dress. It made me think of a princess. Together we swept across the floor and walked around the showroom, circling the dollhouses carefully. 

“I’m busy this afternoon ladies,” Mom told the miniature dolls. 

Dolley Madison was our favorite, not only because of being distantly related, but because she had so much personality and character. Glancing at the nearest modern-day White House, I commanded, “Laura, stand straighter.” I picked up First Lady Laura and set her closer to President Bush. “Much better.” The overhead doorbell rang, and a short woman the size of Mary Lincoln walked in toting a very large dress box.

“Hi! You must be Blanche. I’m Liv and this is my daughter, Beth. Let her take your box.” Mom looked over at me.

“Thank you, it’s for the crinoline,” Blanche said as I took it and began to walk away. I thought her southern accent charming. 

“No problem.” I set the huge box down on the counter in the back room. It was large enough to mail a collapsible dining room table inside of it. But instead of studying what was written on the outside of the box, I went back to the showroom. Her accented voice beckoned me.

“What lovely miniature period White House dollhouses. I love them. You must show them to me before I leave tonight,” Blanche said.

“Thanks! I’d be glad to show you around after the shindig is over.” Mom motioned for her to follow. “Follow me into the back room. That’s where you’ll dress.” 

We no sooner entered the hallway than the back door opened.

“Need help?” Max said, entering.

“Yes! Right away,” Mom said. “How about running out and carrying in the other large box with Blanche’s dress? She’s parked right out front.” 

“Sure,” Max said. “I think you should really park out back. It will be easier for you to return your costume to the car later.”

“You’re right,” Blanche said. She handed him the keys then placed her briefcase and purse on the counter. 

“It’s a little dusty in here but not bad. Max carves the doll heads at those benches and lives upstairs. At the moment, he’s carving Eleanor Roosevelt’s head. He and Grandma will mind the store while we’re at Inga’s shop,” Mom said.

“You both look magnificent, by the way,” Blanche said to us.

“Thanks. I’m looking forward to the afternoon.” I made a slight curtsey. “Grandma made my dress.”

“My dress came from a Mary Lincoln collection that was online for purchasing through an auction house. I also was able to find one of her huge hats which I’ve never worn until today. It came in the original hatbox and kept in my closet. I’m very pleased.” Mom took a breath and said, “It’s hard to breathe or move in these things. Beth held my hand after I slipped, and I think I ripped the hemline. The crinoline is so tight I almost feel faint, and the hoopskirt makes me tippy.”

“I get it. I don’t know how those women ever managed,” Blanche said. “These are awful to wear. What a disaster when it’s time to visit the restroom.”

“I bet it is, but I love your dress,” I said, changing the subject. 

“Honey, be happy that you live today and not yesterday,” Blanche said. “All sorts of Mary Lincoln’s clothes have come on the market recently. I’m glad you were able to obtain a hat and dress, plus this other paraphernalia to make it a complete Victorian ensemble.”

“Unfortunately, my hat has been repaired and the box replaced because of a previous incident from last year when someone tried to snag my briefcase,” Blanche said.

“I’ve inspected Mom’s hatbox, it’s huge and heavy.” I thought a moment before continuing. “There seems to be a rattle in it?”

Mom glanced at me and said, “No, it can’t possibly be.” She turned to Blanche. “I certainly hope you didn’t get hurt?”

“No, don’t worry,” Blanche said, shaking her head. “Mrs. Lincoln was very formal and dressed exquisitely, however, she did do most of the housework, which included milking cows when they were first married. Families had a milker outside for the children.”

“I never knew,” Mom said.

“Really? Mrs. Lincoln milked cows?” I said, my mouth agape.

“Yes, and she was famous for a very large, delicious cake. Mrs. Lincoln’s white cake. Research it.”

“Wowzer!” I removed my phone from my pocket and did just that. It popped right up. “Mrs. Lincoln’s white almond cake. It looks delish! I’m taking a picture of the recipe, Mom.”

“You go right ahead.” Mom grinned. “See what I put up with on a daily basis when she’s a round?”

“Fun though, isn’t it?”

It wasn’t long before Max had the remaining boxes stacked on the counter.

“I’m going upstairs,” Max said. He handed Blanche the car keys.

“Changing room?”

“Oh, right. Across, in here.” Mom pointed to the restroom. “It’s small, that’s why you’ll have to dress in this room. The back door is locked. You can leave your things here during the engagement. I’ll be in the showroom if you need anything.”

“Okay. I’ll get started.”

This short moment left Mom time to leave a note for Grandma who would be watching the store while we were at the tea. 

1.     Dust if time.

2.     First Lady Wilson should be visible and out of the bedroom.

3.     First Lady Nixon needs a hair tune-up.

4.     Do you have time to: 1 – Y or N?

2 – Y or N? 3 – Y or N?

While Mom busied herself reading through the latest emails, I followed her out to the showroom. 

“Please help me hook the hoop before I break something!” Blanche called.

“Coming.” I helped her adjust and latch things up. “Almost ready for the shoes.” Together, we pulled the dress down over her shoulders and fanned it out over the hoops. “You’re even wearing pantaloons! I’m impressed.”

“This Victorian style dress is horrible.” 

“True. Thank heavens it’s outdated,” Mom said, joining us.

“Anyway,” Blanche said, “we can talk while I fix my hair.”

I held a large mirror as she swirled her hair into a bun. 

“Ever heard of the famous speech?” Blanche asked. We both shook out heads and she explained. “The Lost Speech of Abraham Lincoln has never been found. I received an email from a close historian friend who believes it’s still within reach, like it’s ripe for discovery.” She pushed in a hairpin. “There’s also a newly found letter of Mary Lincoln’s at the Presidential Library. They, of course, notified The Mary Todd Lincoln House. I’m going online to search for the speech once I return home.”

“I’ve never heard of the Lost Speech.” Mom cocked her head.

“Me, neither.” The letter piqued my interest also. I made up my mind to find the image of it to read.

“I should show you an item from Mary Todd Lincoln’s published diary I will be reading from. I brought a stack of copies and left them for sale at Inga’s. The puzzle is made of letters arranged within circles. Most unusual.”

“Do you have a picture of it?”

“Yes. I’m excited to show someone.” Blanche opened her laptop and brought up an image. Rings of letters circled smaller rings and in turn were circled by rings yet larger.

“Wow,” I said. “It looks like the puzzle Luke has at his coffee house, Brew Café, two doors down.”

“Goodness. I would like to see it.”

“I’m not sure if they’re a perfect match, but close,” I said. A thought came suddenly to me. “Wow, that speech would be worth a fortune, wouldn’t it?”

“It certainly would be. People might even kill for it.”

Mom shook her head. “I have to admit I’ve never heard of it, and I have a doctorate in American History.”

“What was your specialty?” 

“The American first ladies.”

“Then your store certainly makes sense. I’m going over to that café now and then head to Inga’s. It’s the only available spare time before my flight leaves, unless there’s a few minutes after the tea.”

“Sure, go right ahead. Don’t forget to turn sideways as you enter and be ready for a few gawkers!”

“I’ll tell them I’m Mary Lincoln’s ghost!”

“Grandma should be walking in any minute. I’ll meet you at Inga’s,” Mom said, giving Blanche a hug. “Glad you came.”

“Me too.”

If anyone saw those two embrace, they would’ve thought it hilarious. Two women wearing hoops! They looked like two question marks embracing with their butts sticking out. 

The front bell rang.

“Grandma’s here.” I bent over and gave her cheek a kiss. “I’m going to Inga’s,” I called, marching out the front door. 

“That’s fine.” 

We adored my great-grandparents. They raised Mom from the age of eleven when her parents were killed in a car accident. 

It had rained, and I had to steady myself on the icy sidewalk to Inga’s. I wondered how Blanche was going to make it because of her crinoline, at least Mom’s wasn’t as big and gigantic as hers was. As I walked, Mom held her hat tight as if she’d tip over, but soon caught up to me. Men began to step sideways to allow more room for us to pass and nodded. Women smiled. One woman stopped us and said we remind her of Charlotte Bronte.

The warmth inside Inga’s store greeted us as we entered.

Because of Mom’s hoops and crinoline, it was difficult for her to squeeze through the door. Holly, Inga’s young employee, also wore a period dress, though my fingers itched to yank out her nose ring and hoop earrings because they looked hideous with the Victorian era dress. Meanwhile, Inga greeted her guests–mostly local historians and Civil War buffs. She had prepared a stylish offering of tea and scones as part of the festivities for the afternoon. I stood next to the counter where the stacked copies of Mary Lincoln’s diary were displayed and picked one up to ensure I got a copy before they were all purchased. Mom paid Holly, slid the receipt inside, and tucked it under the counter for me to take home later.

Inga swept over to us just then.

“You look great in that dress, Inga. You’re the spitting image of Mrs. Lincoln,” I said.

“Where’s Luke? I don’t see him,” Mom said, looking around.

“He had to return to his café for a minute, but an employee is still here. She’s that young woman over there, helping to serve the refreshments. 

Someone waved to her from across the room. Inga waved back and then confided in me, “It’s a great crowd, but they’re keeping me busy.” A door slammed somewhere. “Oh, that’s the back door.” She looked around the corner. “Yes, Luke’s back.”

Mrs. Olson interrupted our privacy in her usual style. “Goodness, Inga, you look just like our famous First Lady.” She picked up the china plate and silvered fork. “Is it true she was very short?”

“Only five feet, two inches tall,” Inga agreed. She began pouring tea for guests. “Go ahead and mingle, Liv and Beth.”

“Blanche should’ve arrived by now,” I said, glancing at the door.

Mom began the process of turning around, not an easy thing to do when wearing a hoop.

“Where is she?” Inga glanced at the nearest clock. 

“She should have been here ,” I said.

“That’s true.” Mom backed out from behind the counter to join the guests. 

“I’ll text Max and Grandma. They might know,” I said. Within a few seconds Grandma’s reply came: Don’t know. She never returned for her hat.

That doesn’t make sense. She had her laptop and probably didn’t want the bother of holding on to the hat in the wind. Still, she should’ve been here. Perplexed, I went to the window to look outside, but few people were stirring in such awful weather.

Holly joined us. “I wonder where she is?” 

“Do you think something happened?” I asked. 

“I hope not. The weather’s awful out there.”

I walked over to Inga and whispered, “Grandma doesn’t know where she is.”

Inga looked at me and then turned away to finish pouring tea for a woman, then she beckoned Mom and me toward a quieter area.

“Something isn’t right,” Inga said. “I can feel it in my bones.” Inga is one of Grandma’s oldest friends, at least sixty years of friendship. I suspect she still regards Mom as a child to be commanded. “Investigate.”

“Go, Beth.”

“Plan to.”

It was well after the event’s starting time of two o’clock by the time I was finished dressing for outside. I opened the door and the crisp fall air took my breath away. A crowd of people was gathered at the end of the block, which was odd, considering the chilly weather.

My skirt blew backward against the powerful north wind. Sirens blared from a distance, becoming louder, propelling me to hurry. I slipped, barely catching myself. I easily pushed through the crowd. As soon as I saw the heavy, full skirt billowing from the wind, I knew who it was.

“Blanche!” I shouted, kneeling down. “Oh dear God! Did someone call an ambulance?” I took off my mittens and took her hands in mine to warm them. “Blanche? Speak to me.”

Blanche’s eyes blinked, and it seemed as if she wanted to say something. I leaned forward to listen. Mom suddenly joined me
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