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Hingham, Massachusetts
 September–October 1805

“RICHARD? I’M SORRY to wake you, but it’s almost nine o’clock.” The voice seemed to come from a faraway place, a different dimension, yet it was a sound familiar since his earliest childhood. His eyelids fluttered open, then his gaze shot to his wife lying on the bed next to the wingback chair that for the last three days and nights had been his watch post. To his relief he found her peacefully asleep, her chest rising and falling steadily, the shipshape bedsheet and blanket across her chest attesting to serene dreams. He had seen the same sight throughout the night, at least until the wee hours when exhaustion had finally claimed him.

He glanced up at his sister. “Nine o’clock you say, Anne?”

“Yes. Dr. Prescott just arrived. The family is gathering in the parlor.”

“Right. Give me a minute. I want to tidy up a bit and stoke up the fire.”

“Take whatever time you need,” Anne Cutler Seymour said. She squeezed her brother’s shoulder before walking quietly out of the room.

Richard leaned forward in his chair and stared intently at his wife. He longed to touch her, to take her hand or caress her bare lower arm, but he did not want to wake her. As if reading his thoughts, she stirred slightly and turned her face toward him. But still she slept.

He rose and stretched out the soreness in his legs and back and neck. He realized that such would not have been necessary had he followed the advice of his siblings and children and gone upstairs to sleep in one of the spare bedrooms, perhaps the one he and his brother Will had shared as boys. But Richard would not, could not, leave his wife’s bedside. The downstairs study, which had once been the purview of his father and was now that of his brother Caleb, was hardly large enough to accommodate the bed and other extra furniture it held. But it was on the first floor, in the quietest part of the house; and it was off the kitchen, where boiling water was quickly available to sterilize sheets and bandages and surgical instruments. Caleb had insisted that for the procedure Katherine be brought here to the family seat on Main Street where he and his wife, Joan, and their infant son, Thomas, resided. Richard had not argued. This house was considerably larger than Richard and Katherine’s home on South Street, and it contained more amenities.

He tucked in his shirt, buttoned his brown cotton waistcoat, and rolled up his sleeves. From a pitcher set on a table before a mirror he poured water into a porcelain basin. After splashing some onto his face, he smoothed back strands of near-shoulder-length blond hair that retained a youthful thickness and luster belying his forty-five years. Late last evening he had shaved with soap and razor in anticipation of this morning’s gathering. As he ran his fingers back and forth across his chin he felt no residual stubble, although he did note, more with passing interest than concern, the bloodshot eyes looking back at him in the mirror and the puffy gray skin around them. He dried his face with a towel and, turning around, found to his surprise and delight that his wife was watching him.

“Well, good morning, my lady,” he said cheerfully as he walked over to her. He sat down on the edge of the bed and took her left hand in both of his. “Sleeping in a little, are we?”

A faint smile graced her chapped lips.

His tone turned serious. “How do you feel, Katherine? Is there anything I can get for you? Water? Soup?”

She shook her head and glanced down at her chest, which was covered by layers of bandages, a sheet, and a blanket. She lifted her gaze slowly back to his. “It’s over, isn’t it?”

“Yes. It’s been over for nearly a day. You’ve been drifting in and out of consciousness, so I doubt you remember much. Dr. Prescott has been in to see you and gave you a dose of laudanum for the pain. He’s here right now, in fact, in the parlor. He wants to meet with the family to explain things. After that, he’ll be in to check on you.”

“Then you must be going,” she rasped. “You must not keep the good doctor waiting.”

“I won’t. But I won’t be gone long. Rest now. We need to get your strength back, and I must tell the family the good news that you are awake.” He raised her hand to his lips. As he kissed the warm, silken flesh, emotion whirled within him. “In fact,” he added with a broad grin, “it seems I must tell the entire town, for most of Hingham has been keeping vigil outside along Main Street for the last two days. Some people stood in the street all night holding candles. Many of them are still out there.”

“Dear God,” she murmured. “How very, very kind.”

“They love you, Katherine. You have touched many lives during our twenty-three years in Hingham.” He forced himself to stop there, although there was more, much more, that he ached to say to her. But he dared not continue lest his emotions overcome him. He had resolved to remain upbeat in her presence during the early days following the procedure. They both knew that her reluctance to admit to her condition and seek treatment had made matters worse than they might have been, but he was determined not to mention that. And there was, after all, no reason not to be upbeat. What he had been told privately by Dr. Prescott—and what he would no doubt hear repeated in a few minutes—was that there was every reason to be hopeful. Holding that blessed thought in mind, he placed his hand on her forehead and looked deep into her hazel eyes, “I love you,” he said softly and leaned down to kiss her lips.

She lifted her hand to touch the side of his face and mouthed the same words back at him. Then the opiate took hold again and she drifted back to sleep.

Richard stood, walked over to the hearth, and placed thin sticks of white birch on the hot embers. When the flames blazed up, he added a slab of heavy oak to keep the fire going. Then he slipped away through the kitchen and down the front hallway to the parlor near the entrance of the house.

Most of his family was waiting, seated on sofas and chairs. His younger son, James, was not present—he remained on station off the Barbary Coast in Constitution—and Agreen Crabtree, Richard’s closest friend and his first officer in Portsmouth, was still at the naval base in Hampton Roads, Virginia, attending to the peacetime disposition of the 36-gun frigate that had been their command during the war against Tripoli.

The subdued conversation ceased abruptly as Richard entered the room. All eyes followed him as he walked over to where Dr. Prescott stood in the middle of the gathering—dressed entirely in black save for the silver buckles on his shoes and the blood-red buttons of his waistcoat.

“She is resting peacefully,” Richard said to the doctor in a voice loud enough for all to hear. “She awoke for a few minutes and spoke. She says she is comfortable and in no pain.”

“That is most encouraging, Richard,” Prescott said. “We can all take comfort in that news.” He motioned Richard to a seat on a sofa next to his younger sister, Lavinia, and her husband, Stephen Starbuck, up from Duxbury. Lavinia took Richard’s hand and gave it a brief squeeze of sympathy.

Prescott cleared his throat. “Thank you for the gift of your family,” he started in. “That may seem an odd thing to say at this moment, but you are the key to Katherine’s recovery. Never in my many years of practicing medicine have I encountered another family so beloved by each other and by an entire community. Have you looked outside? Those good people, waiting there, your friends and neighbors, reflect that. They stand there for Mrs. Cutler, of course; but in truth they stand for you all.”

Diana Cutler, the mirror image of her mother when she was seventeen, gave a wrenching sob, overcome by her fear and despair. Adele Endicott Cutler, who was sitting beside her, raised a hand and began gently kneading the nape of Diana’s neck. Adele’s husband, Will Cutler, could . only gaze helplessly at his distraught sister.

Dr. Prescott addressed Diana directly. “It is good to weep,” he comforted. “Tears express love and they cleanse the soul. Your mother’s travails in this process have been many, and they have been difficult, as they have been for you all. But I assure you that the worst is over now, certainly for the time being. As I have told Captain Cutler, we have every reason to be hopeful.”

Diana nodded and hid her face in her hands, grateful for his comfort but unable to utter a word.

“Then in your estimation the surgery was a success, Doctor?” That question came from Frederick Seymour, Anne’s husband. Everyone in the room had expected him to ask that most vital question. Direct and candid language was not only at the root of his nature, it also was at the root of his own medical practice in Cambridge.

“In my opinion, yes it was, Doctor,” Prescott stated. “My assistant Dr. Thorndike and I removed Mrs. Cutler’s left breast without complication or compromise. I do not believe the surgery could have gone better.”

Joan Cutler was about to ask the inevitable follow-up question when Lizzy Cutler Crabtree, Katherine’s closest friend since their childhood together in England, asked it instead. She had been the first person in whom Katherine had confided back in April, when Richard was off waging war in the Mediterranean, and had borne the secret alone until he had returned. “Were you able to remove all the cancer?”

Prescott hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his waistcoat and stared solemnly at the floor for a moment, as if to contemplate his answer or to underscore its significance. “Regretfully, we cannot determine that, Mrs. Crabtree. It’s really anyone’s guess. Medical science knows very little about this dreadful disease. For now, everything is in God’s hands. But as I said, we have every reason to be hopeful. You are aware, of course, that President Adams’ daughter had the same procedure for the same reason and is now living a normal life.”

“When will we know for certain if the cancer is gone?” Lizzy persisted.

“Again, I cannot tell you when we will know, or even if. The cancer may return, but in the meantime she may have months—even years—of a perfectly normal life. We’ll just have to take each day as it comes and be grateful for that day. I realize that you want specifics, but those I cannot give you. Certainly we can all pray for her full recovery. I can assure you that I will do so.” What remained unsaid—that Katherine’s prognosis would likely have been better had she agreed to the surgery earlier—was best left unsaid. The family understood what lay behind that decision, and nothing would be gained by reexamining it now.

“But my mother will get better, at least for a while?” Diana threw out her question as a plea, her delicate features a study of desperate hope. Yesterday there had been no consoling her; neither her father nor anyone else had been able to ease her pain. She had soldiered on nonetheless, determined to keep her dark fears and anguish bottled up to the extent possible, waiting in agonized suspense for this moment.

Prescott smiled at her. “Yes, Diana, your mother will get better. That much I can promise you. She was living a normal life before the surgery, was she not? So why not after the surgery? I daresay that if this splendid weather holds, in a few weeks’ time you and she will be riding your customary route at World’s End. At a walk or a canter, mind you,” he added, wagging a finger at her in mock sternness, “not at a hard gallop.”

With that, the dike burst. “Thank you, Doctor!” Diana sobbed. “You could not have said anything to make me happier.” As if to belie those words she leaned forward, buried her face in her hands, and wept great heaving sobs, giving vent to the unspoken emotions felt by everyone present. Richard bit his lip and dabbed at his eyes with a handkerchief as his brother Caleb stood up to stand beside Dr. Prescott.

“Thank you, Doctor,” he said, pressing Prescott’s hand. “The Cutler family is most indebted to you for your excellent care of our dear sister and mother.”

Prescott bowed. “It is my honor, Mr. Cutler.”

“Can we see her now?” Diana begged, swiping at tears.

Prescott nodded. “Soon, Diana. I will see her now, along with your father. But this afternoon, you and Will may go in to her. Please keep your visits brief during the next several days and present cheerful faces. She needs your encouragement. She also needs to rest, so don’t tire her, and she needs to slowly start eating something of substance.”

“You need have no concerns about that, Doctor,” Caleb pointed out good-naturedly. “Not in this house.”

Everyone in the room, including Dr. Prescott, understood that Caleb was referring to Edna Stowe, the tireless housekeeper who had devoted most of her adult life in service to the Cutler family and was at that moment upstairs tending to little Thomas Cutler and eight-year-old Zeke Crabtree. Her reputation as a cook and as a woman who brooked no nonsense from those in her charge—and that included every member of the extended Cutler family—was well established in Hingham. And on that positive note the family gathering ended.

DR. PRESCOTT’S prediction was correct. Katherine Cutler did show rapid improvement. Another week would pass, however, before she judged herself well enough to leave Caleb’s house on Main Street for her own home a quarter mile away on South Street. Richard supported the move wholeheartedly, certain that her return to the house so full of happy memories would expedite her return to health. But the rest of the family and Edna had first to be convinced that it was safe. Although Diana wanted her mother home more than anything, she was concerned that something would go wrong were her mother to be moved prematurely from the room that had become a sanctuary of recovery.

“I am hardly a dish of china that will shatter the moment I stumble,” a frustrated Katherine said one day amid the clatter of opinions and warnings. That outburst settled the matter. The move was made on a day in early October when the lingering summer sun warmed the multicolored splendor of the New England fall.

It was not a carefree transition from one house to another, however. Katherine’s soul clearly remained troubled even as her body healed, and during the first several weeks in her own home she was able to walk outside to take the air only for brief periods. As out of character as her quick temper and swings of mood may have been, they were not, according to Dr. Prescott, out of order. Consider, he counseled Richard in particular, the mental and physical suffering that she had endured alone for long months before admitting that she was ill, and the pain of the surgery and its aftermath. It was a cross, he stressed, that few people would have the emotional or physical stamina to bear.

During that first week and into the second, Richard remained in Hingham, leaving the day-to-day operations of the Boston-based family shipping business to Caleb, the proprietor of Cutler & Sons, and to his son Will, who was being groomed to someday take over the business, together with the family’s 50 percent interest in a considerably larger commercial enterprise administered in alliance with the Endicott family of Boston. On days when Caleb and Will were thus occupied in Boston, and when his wife was at rest, Richard busied himself with correspondence to his son Jamie in the Mediterranean, to the Navy Department in Washington, and to his English cousins John and Robin Cutler, who managed the family-owned sugar plantation on the West Indian island of Barbados. They and their wives were dear friends as well as cousins, and they were most keen to be kept current on Katherine’s recovery.

On Katherine’s first night back at home, Richard had asked his daughter to stay the night with Will and Adele at their home on Ship Street. He wanted this time alone with her mother, he told Diana, who was quick to understand.

Supper options that evening had been many. Enough food had been left on their front door step, Richard had laughingly informed Katherine as they slowly walked along South Street arm in arm amid the autumn brilliance, to feed a five-ship naval squadron. But there was no decision to be made. To mark the occasion, Edna Stowe had prepared their favorite meal: creamed codfish, peas, and whipped potatoes. After setting out the Wedgwood platters and dishes on the oval teakwood table in the dining alcove and lighting the candles in the silver candelabra, she announced her intention to depart and to return early in the morning to do the dishes. Unless, of course, Katherine and Richard needed her to remain?

“Thank you, no, Edna,” Katherine smiled. “We can manage quite nicely from here. You have been more than helpful and kind.”

Edna nodded her acknowledgment. “Very well, then. If there is nothing else.” She turned to leave and then turned back. “Richard, you will mind the hearth, won’t you? You mustn’t let the fire go out!”

“The fire always goes out, Edna,” Richard said, grinning, “the moment you leave our company.”

Edna snorted and stomped out of the room. A minute later they heard the front door creak open and then click shut.

Alone at last with his wife, Richard poured two half glasses of Bordeaux and offered one to his wife, then held out his own glass up in a toast. “To us,” he said meaningfully. “To being home together again. And to your swift and full recovery.”

She clinked her glass against his, and their eyes met and held.

“You look lovely tonight, my lady,” he said, and as always when he said that, there was truth in his words. Katherine Hardcastle Cutler had been endowed with an unusual grace and beauty that even at age forty-six could stir desire in men and envy in women. Tonight, however, she had done little to enhance her natural charms. Her rich chestnut hair was pulled back into a simple plait; her light blue dress was of homespun cloth and unadorned; only a faint scent of jasmine bespoke any attention to feminine detail.

She set her glass on the table, folded her hands in her lap, and looked down at them. After several awkward moments, Richard asked hesitantly, “What is it, Katherine? Aren’t you happy to be home?”

“Of course I’m happy to be home,” she said quietly. She continued to look down at her lap.

“Well, then, what’s bothering you? Whatever it is, we need to talk it through. Is it something I’ve done?”

She glanced up in amazement. “Don’t be ridiculous, Richard. You have done nothing wrong. I do want to tell you, but I find it difficult to explain, and I fear you will not understand if I try.”

“I understand more than you realize, Katherine.” He paused for a moment to marshal his thoughts. “I think you’re feeling guilt for hiding your illness and then refusing to allow Dr. Prescott to treat it, and for the pain all of us have suffered as a result.” He placed one finger across her lips to stop her from speaking. “In fact, my darling, I feel just as much guilt for what I have done to you and to our family. And it’s a loathsome burden.”

“Guilt? You?”

“Yes. Me.”

“What sort of guilt, in heaven’s name?”

“Guilt for not being here when you needed me the most, when our children needed me the most. I have left you alone far too often in our marriage, from the very beginning in Barbados.”

She held his gaze for several moments, as if seeking a clue as to what lay behind what she considered a shockingly unfair assertion. “God’s mercy, Richard,” she said finally, “you can’t be serious. When you went to sea, you were not going off on a lark. You were doing your duty, either to your family or to your country—or to both.”

“But at what price,” he insisted, “when the one I love more than my own life suffered for months without me here to offer comfort.” He took another healthy swig of wine.

Katherine did not follow suit. “Richard,” she said crossly, “that is utter nonsense. You are saying it only to make me feel better about my own guilt. There is not a shred of logic or reason behind your words. You have been—you are—a wonderful husband and a wonderful provider, and you have made us all very happy and proud. You have done your duty, a hundred times over, and your wife and children are the beneficiaries of that.” She leaned in toward him. “Please let me say what I need to say,” she whispered, her voice beginning to crack. “The guilt we are discussing tonight is entirely mine. For too many weeks I realized something bad was going on inside me and I did nothing about it. I could have. Lizzy urged me to, begged me to. But I did nothing. Nothing, Richard. That is a guilt I can never dismiss, nor ever come to terms with.”

Richard shook his head in denial. “I know perfectly well why you chose to do nothing, Katherine. Lizzy told me what you said when you first confided in her. You said that under no circumstances would you allow your husband to return home from war to a mangled wife. Is that not true?”

Katherine’s silence suggested that it was, at least in part.

“Please God, Katherine, as misguided as I believe you were, I understand. All of us understand. I only wish that you had understood that the loss of your breast would have done nothing—has done nothing—to affect my love and desire for you. You are still the most beautiful woman I have ever known.”

“I was afraid,” Katherine went on, as if she had not heard his words, her voice soft and distant. “I was scared of the disease. And I was scared even more of the surgery. Dr. Prescott says that I am healing as well as can be expected a week after the procedure. That is all well and good, but every time I look at myself in the mirror, I feel sick to my stomach. No matter what you say, Richard—and I love you for saying it—I am mangled. No longer completely a woman.” She looked down at her tightly clasped hands.

Richard did not hesitate. “Look at me, Katherine. Please. Now take my hand.” When she slowly, reluctantly, offered her hand, he took it and brought it to his lips. “Do you remember our last night together in Tobago?” he asked. “When you told me you were pregnant with Will, and how happy you were?”

“I remember,” she whispered.

“And yet, despite our joy and the love we felt for each other at that moment, you urged me to join the French fleet the next day and sail with Admiral de Grasse to Yorktown. Remember?” She nodded. “You knew that if I didn’t go, if I followed my heart and remained with you, I would forever regret not doing everything in my power to avenge the death of my brother.”

“Yes,” she said. Tears began coursing down her cheeks, but she made no effort to wipe them away.

“And do you remember what I said when you told me to go? I asked God to tell me what I had done in my life to deserve a gift such as you.” He squeezed her hand, the tears welling, threatening to undo him. “Nothing has changed, Katherine. Nothing could ever change the way I feel about you. I could just as well ask that very same question tonight.”

“As could I,” she whispered. She took a deep breath, winced a bit, and then smiled at him. “I think it is time we were in bed, my lord. I want to feel your arms around me. But just that,” she added quickly. “Later—well, later we’ll see. For tonight I just want to sleep in your arms, to feel them around me the entire night through. Can we do that?”

He furrowed his brow and began thrumming his fingers on the table as if collecting his thoughts. In truth, he was collecting his emotions. Then: “I will grant my lady’s wish on the condition that she grant this poor pilgrim two small boons in return.”

“Hmm. Based on previous conditions you have imposed on me, I am rather afraid to ask .... What are they?”

“The first is that we finish our supper. Else we’ll have Edna’s wrath to contend with in the morning.”

She nodded. “And the other?”

“The other is that you sleep late tomorrow.”

She gave his hand a squeeze in return as her smile broadened. “Your boons are granted, good pilgrim.”




Two

Boston, Massachusetts
 November–December 1805

WITH KATHERINE CUTLER’S prospects gradually returning to a semblance of normalcy, the Cutler family turned its attention to other serious concerns. Although the West Indian rum and sugar production that defined the heart and history of Cutler & Sons was thriving, dark clouds were gathering on the eastern horizon. The Orient trade that governed the substantial cargoes and profits of C&E Enterprises—in which the Cutler family held a 50 percent share—was facing new threats. C&E ships were increasingly being openly harassed on several oceans and several continents. Matters came to a head on a day in early November when a messenger from Boston delivered a note to Richard Cutler in Hingham. The note, signed jointly by his brother Caleb and by Jack Endicott, requested Richard to sail to Long Wharf the next morning to discuss a “matter of utmost importance.” Richard sent a note in reply stating that he planned to be there by eleven o’clock.

The day dawned typically for November: raw, overcast, and squally. On the cruise in to Boston from Hingham, the single-masted sloop had to battle whitecaps and spindrift whipped up by stiff headwinds that forced the sturdy fifty-foot vessel to stay within the lee of the pearl-like string of Boston Harbor islands that formed the northern boundary of Hingham Bay. By the time the sloop had skimmed into the relative calm of Boston’s inner harbor and doused her wings of snapping canvas, a bluster of rain and sleet dotted with flakes of wet snow was howling along the half-mile length of Long Wharf.

Thaddeus Hobbes, the sloop’s helmsman, grabbed hold of a bollard and jumped up from the sloop’s bulwark onto the wharf next to his mate, Tom Johnson, who had been first off the boat with the bow mooring line. Hobbes reached down toward the sloop to offer Richard a hand. “Mind your footing, Captain Cutler,” he cautioned. “It’s a mite slippery.”

When Richard was up and standing close to him, Hobbes said over the moan of wind, his soaked oilskins flapping, “Foul weather to be sure, Captain. Tom and I would have been hard-pressed out there had you not taken command of the heads’l sheets. My apologies for the inconvenience, but I thank ye most kindly for your assistance.”

“Think nothing of it, Hobbes,” Richard shouted back. “You and Johnson did fine. And I must say, it felt good to feel wind on my face again.”

Hobbes grinned. “If ye say so, sir. Do ye still want to sail back to Hingham on the morrow?”

“Yes. Let’s keep it at ten o’clock. I suspect we’ll have the company of my brother on the voyage home.”

“Very good, Captain. Ten o’clock it is. Tom and I will be standing by.”

Richard took his leave and began picking his way down the massive wood-and-stone wharf to his family’s countinghouse located at mid-wharf between another company’s warehouse and a sail loft. Along the way he dodged ship owners and ship’s masters, clerks and sailors striding purposefully, in and out of buildings built one against the other along the wharf’s north side, and off and on merchant vessels of various rigs nested one against the other along the south side. These people went about their business as though oblivious to the inclement weather, and for good reason. During the past ten years Long Wharf had grown into a commercial juggernaut. The armada of merchant ships tied up there or anchored out in the harbor—a number of them Cutler & Sons vessels—defined the essence of a national merchant fleet that by now had blossomed into the world’s largest neutral carrier of merchant goods.

As he opened the door to the countinghouse and stepped inside, Richard took a moment to enjoy the blessing of dry warmth provided by the large room’s three cast iron wood-burning stoves. Caleb and Jack Endicott were engaged in a lively conversation at the far side of the square chamber, beyond the clusters of desks where clerks busily scratched out the numbers and correspondence attached to the various comings-in and goings-out of both Cutler & Sons and C&E Enterprises, careful to keep separate accounts of the two shipping firms. Richard waved to the two men and began to unbutton his oilskins. As he did so, he heard a familiar voice behind him.

“Nasty weather, is it not, Mr. Cutler. Fit for a fish or a gull perhaps, but hardly for a man with any sense about him.”

Richard turned to find George Hunt, the longtime administrator of the Boston office of Cutler & Sons, standing before him. Approaching eighty years now, Hunt was evincing ever-clearer signs of his advanced age. His stooped posture, wrinkled and spotted skin, and cloud-white whiskers and hair marked him as an old man, but a fire of acumen and vitality still burned within his clear, dark blue eyes. Every member of the Cutler family knew and was grateful that, whatever the circumstances, George Hunt would remain in the employ of Cutler & Sons until the day he drew his last breath.

“Good morning, George,” Richard replied. “It is indeed nasty out there.”

“And your voyage from Hingham? That must have been a treat, on a day like this.” Hunt helped Richard out of his dripping oilskins and hung them from a peg.

“Quite the treat, George. It’s why I’m so late.”

“Not to worry, Mr. Cutler. We assumed you would be delayed. Might I offer you a bite to eat? We’ve had dinner brought in from the Bunch of Grapes tavern. Your brother and Mr. Endicott have just finished eating theirs.”

“I’ll wait on the food, but a cup of tea would do nicely. The hotter the better.”

“I shall bring it right over.”

“Thank you, George.” As Richard walked across the room between the clusters of desks, clerks paused their goose-quill pens to acknowledge him with a nod or a wave. Several of them stood as he passed in what he knew to be a silent tribute to Katherine. Richard acknowledged each of them in turn, last of all Jack Endicott, who heaved himself to his feet at Richard’s approach.

“Welcome, Richard,” he said, shaking hands. “A pleasure, as always, to see you. Allow me to say how terribly sorry I was to hear of Katherine’s illness, and how delighted I am to learn of her excellent recovery. Adele has kept us in the know now that Will is off to Baltimore and we have the pleasure of her company for a few days. Truly, I am so very pleased that Katherine is on the mend. Anne-Marie is too, of course. You both continue to be in our thoughts and prayers.”

“Thank you, Jack,” Richard said, genuinely moved but grinning inwardly at the mental image of plump Jack Endicott on his knees in prayer. “That is most kind of you.”

“Not at all, my dear man. Not at all. Now then, you will drop by the house later this afternoon, won’t you? Caleb tells me that you and he are taking supper with the Cabots this evening. That is all well and good, but surely you can accommodate a glass of Madeira with us on your way there? Anne-Marie will be most disappointed if you do not.”

Richard glanced at his brother, who gave him a quick grin in reply.

“Of course, Jack. Shall we say five o’clock?”

“Five o’clock is excellent. We shall expect you then. Lest I forget, Caleb,” he added, “please do remember to send my best regards this evening to George,” referring to George Cabot, Joan Cabot Cutler’s father and a Boston patriarch of consequence. “I hear he has not been himself lately, and I want to wish him well. He is a dear friend. Now, please sit down and make yourself comfortable, Richard. Ah, here comes George with your beverage. Thank you, George. If you will take a seat as well, we shall get started.”

Richard settled in on a sofa facing the north wall of the building while George sat primly upright in a chair. Through the paned window Richard could see the white steeple of Old North Church standing tall and bold in the far gray distance. He took a sip of tea, savoring the delicious warmth that coursed down his throat into his stomach.

“The news today, I’m afraid, is not good,” Endicott began soberly. “Then again, when has it been good lately? By all accounts the situation is worsening by the day.” His plump face reddened in anger. “We now have to contend with a recent ruling by the British Admiralty Court. According to a report I have received from our agent in London, the court has reversed the Polly decision. The new Essex ruling states that the ‘broken voyage’ tactic we have so successfully employed in the past is no longer valid, the court having concluded—no doubt with considerable urging from Parliament and British mercantile interests—that because the intent of the ‘broken voyage’ is to circumvent the Rule of 1756, it is therefore illegal. Pay no mind to the fact that it has been legal for the past five years. Henceforth, all cargoes we carry from colonies of European nations to the United States must remain in the United States for our own consumption. We are no longer permitted to re-export these cargoes to Europe, at least as far as Great Britain is concerned.” His breathing quickened as his anger grew. “As you well know, of course, if we are not allowed to re-export these goods to Europe, we forgo most of our profits. Indeed, it hardly makes business sense for us to continue to engage in this trade at all.”

Endicott paused a moment to dab at his brow and allow Richard to digest this information. As was true for many New England shipping families, a small but still healthy portion of Cutler & Sons’ revenues came from carrying the trade of West Indian colonies to their mother countries in Europe, after first conveying them to the United States. Most European maritime countries no longer retained the merchant fleets they once had boasted, especially in the West Indies. So they relied heavily on American merchant vessels to transport their goods for them—at a healthy fee. England now seemed determined to stop that trade.

Caleb spoke next. “We have been discussing the possibility of something like this happening, Richard, although we have not wanted to add to your recent worries. George here has been an important part of those discussions. John and Robin have also shared their thoughts on the matter. So we’re not caught entirely off guard. Still, the questions remain: What do we do in response to this ruling? And how will the ruling affect shipments of sugar and rum from Barbados to anywhere? The legal ramifications are profound, it would seem, and the financial ramifications are much more so. It’s just as Jack says.”

Richard Cutler offered no immediate comment, his mind laboring to fit together the pieces of the complex international puzzle. Then: “I’m not sure I agree,” he said to no one in particular. “We can still ship produce from the Indies to America. And we can sell our produce to the interior of the country. Admittedly, our revenues would be less without the European trade, but so would our costs. We should still show a healthy profit. And the risk would be far lower than reshipping goods to Europe.” He nodded, convinced of his own argument. “Father’s gamble of opening a shipping office in Baltimore will pay off, although perhaps not for the reasons he envisioned.” He looked at Endicott. “The language of this ruling affects Cutler & Sons more than C&E Enterprises, Jack. C&E has never engaged heavily in the re-export trade, has it?”

“We do our fair share,” Endicott replied, “out of necessity. You were out of the loop whilst in the Mediterranean, but the war in Europe has interfered with our spice trade and we have had to find new sources of revenues. Herr Van der Heyden,” referring to the director of C&E Enterprises’ Far Eastern headquarters in Batavia, on the island of Java, “confirms that many wealthy Europeans, in particular the French, now find it unseemly, if not unpatriotic, to purchase luxuries and indulge in extravagances of any kind while their country is at war and so many of their people are starving. Never forget that just a decade ago French aristocrats who flouted their wealth were deemed enemies of the state and lost their heads to the guillotine. Today, Frenchmen with means are being extremely discreet. Exotic spices from the Orient are not high on their list of desired purchases.

“Our main entry ports in Europe are, of course, in Holland,” he added. “With this new Essex ruling the British can now block this trade as well, should they have a mind to do so. Hitherto they have chosen to look the other way, but I doubt that will continue. The Batavian Republic,” Holland’s name under France’s dominion, “is nothing more than a puppet state of France, and many islands in the East Indies are considered its dependencies. So the Essex ruling most likely applies.”

George Hunt interjected a comment into the ensuing silence: “As I see it, Richard, the issue is not how the ruling is worded. Rather, it’s how we can expect it to be enforced.”

“Hear, hear,” Endicott agreed.

“And how do you expect the British to act, George?” Richard said.

Richard was startled by Hunt’s reply.

“The United States is involved in a war,” he said. It is not a shooting war for us, not yet, and God forbid it should become so. But it’s a war nonetheless—an economic war. America has the means to supply most of Europe. We have the ships and crews, and we can secure the necessary goods. But we can rest assured that from here on, England will do everything in its power to keep our trade out of Napoléon’s hands through stiffer blockades of European ports. We can also rest assured that Napoléon will return the favor by doing everything he can to harass our trade, either by preventing it from reaching a British port or by somehow punishing American ships that do reach a British port and then sail on to Europe from there.”

Hunt paused for a moment. “But I do not see the French as a major problem for us. Napoleon may control most of mainland Europe, but the Royal Navy continues to control the seas. Great Britain is our primary concern. Her economy is in danger now that her trade with other European nations has vanished. England simply cannot afford to allow American ships to carry cargoes to and from Europe. And then there is the subject of impressment. That issue, to Jefferson and Madison, is paramount because it ignites the greatest public outcry. Citizens of Tennessee or Kentucky or Georgia care little if the French seize a C&E ship in Rotterdam. A wealthy New England shipping family, they think, can well afford the loss. But let the English dare to board an American ship and drag off sailors sailing under the American flag—that is an entirely different matter. That is a matter of national honor,” he concluded. “And as we all know only too well, matters of national honor can lead to war.”

No one could argue with that perspective.

“We mustn’t forget,” Caleb pointed out, “the most important consideration of all, that Great Britain is our main trading partner. More than 80 percent of America’s imports come from Britain, and most of what America produces is exported to Britain. How can we ever expect to prevail in this economic war, as George correctly refers to it, if England is acting as our enemy?”

It was a rhetorical question. No one expected an answer. Jack Endicott, nevertheless, had a comment to tag onto it.

“And yet Jefferson is doing everything in his power to turn England into our enemy,” he stated categorically. “Damnation, that man is an enigma. He touts free trade—and for that, I must applaud him—but then he trots out legislation and policies that are directly intended to rile up the British against us. Clearly he favors the French in this conflict. The French, by God! What has Napoléon ever done for us? Not a blasted thing! How a president so willing to sell out his country managed to be reelected to a second term is utterly beyond me.”

Jefferson was reelected, Richard thought to himself, because there are many more Republicans in the southern and western states than Federalists in the northeastern states, and Republicans everywhere continue to revere Jefferson as an icon of American idealism. As he listened to Jack Endicott, two people came to mind: his father-in-law, the recently deceased Henry Makepeace Hardcastle, a salty Royal Navy post captain who often spouted off the way Endicott had just done; and Alexander Hamilton, a longtime family friend who was one of the most intelligent and articulate statesmen to espouse Federalist ideals, including the crucial importance of the young republic maintaining strong relations with England. A year ago last July he had been shot and killed in a “duel of honor” with Aaron Burr, Jefferson’s vice president at the time. His sound mind and wise counsel would be sorely missed, Richard suspected, in the upcoming regional and national debates.

“What would you have us do, Jack?” Richard asked quietly into the silence that followed the tirade. Outside, rain and sleet still pelted the window glass, although with less intensity than earlier. Inside, in the center of the large room, clerks kept up their busy pen work, seemingly oblivious to the animated conversation taking place not twenty feet from their desks.

Endicott shrugged. “I doubt there is anything we can do,” he said with resignation, “beyond waiting for developments to unfold and keeping ourselves informed. But mark my words: George is right: the Essex case marks only the first broadside aimed at us since the Peace of Amiens dissolved. Every time Britain steps up its blockade of Europe, Napoléon will step up his retaliation. And each time that happens, our country’s prosperity and the prosperity of our families will be further jeopardized. Who knows where this all might end?”

“It would seem we’re caught between the proverbial hammer and anvil,” Caleb observed gloomily, and no one could gainsay his summation.

BY 1805 THE BEACON HILL area of Boston rivaled Philadelphia and Charleston as the epicenter of high society in America. From the 1740s into the 1780s, most of Boston Neck, save for the commercial hub near Long Wharf and Faneuil Hall, was a sparsely settled backwater community kept low by the ravages of war and continuing economic stagnation. Visionaries saw the potential, however, and as New England merchant fleets took to the seas in the 1780s and 1790s, they put that potential into action. Among those spearheading the social transformation was Charles Bulfinch, who designed the gilded-domed state house and oversaw its construction in 1795 on property once owned by another visionary, John Singleton Copley. Bulfinch moved his family to Beacon Hill and formed Mount Vernon Proprietors, a group of wealthy landowners determined to develop the area in exquisite good taste. First step: raze the old wooden buildings on Beacon Hill and replace them with elegant red brick residences of Federalist and Greek Revival design. Even the towering beacon that for generations had warned Boston and neighboring communities of enemy attacks was dismantled and carted away to make way for progress. By year-end of 1805 the population of Boston had swelled to nearly thirty thousand souls. Included in its social registry, up on Beacon Hill, were some of the wealthiest and most renowned families in Massachusetts, many of them, including the Endicott family, made rich by the burgeoning overseas carrying trade.

Richard had been to the Endicott residence on Belknap Street on numerous occasions, .both alone and in company with Katherine. The Endicotts were, after all, the in-laws of his son Will, and it was Will’s wife, Adele, who bobbed him a respectful curtsey as she met him at the front door at the appointed hour of five o’clock.

“How very nice of you to drop by this evening,” she said, opening the door wide. “Please do come in out of the cold and damp.”

A servant dressed in fine English-style livery stepped forward. Richard handed him his bicorne hat and then shrugged out of his coat, thankful that he had swapped his well-worn oilskins for something more stylish before leaving Cutler & Sons. Arriving at the Endicott residence wearing a sailor’s foul-weather gear would simply not do.

“Thank you, Adele,” Richard said as the servant closed the front door and imperiously conveyed his hat and outer garment elsewhere. He studied her for a moment. “My Lord, daughter, how lovely you look this evening. You are the very image of a Greek goddess,” he added, not without cause. Her curly ebony hair cascaded down fetchingly over the purple taffeta dress that perfectly fit the contours of her slender frame. Nor could he help but notice the sea blue of the eyes that gazed affectionately upon him. They were exactly like those of her mother, a beautiful aristocrat whom Richard had come to know intimately while serving as aide-de-camp to Capt. John Paul Jones in Paris during the war with England almost thirty years earlier. “I pity my poor son, to be called away from such beauty.”

“On family business,” she reminded him, smiling. “Nonetheless, I do so look forward to his return next week.”

Richard returned her smile and gave her a brief, appreciative once-over. “I have no doubt that he does as well,” he said. As she blushed prettily he offered his arm, and together they walked slowly down the grand hallway to the sitting room located off the far end.

“How is Frances?” he asked. “I have not seen your younger sister in a while.”

“She is doing very well these days. You will be pleased to learn that she has several beaux. One of them is becoming quite ardent in his pursuit of her. You may know him. His name is Robert Pepperell. He lives not far away, at Louisburg Square.”

Although Richard did not know the young man, he certainly was acquainted with his family. In 1745, during the War of the Austrian Succession, Robert’s grandfather William Pepperell had served as commander in chief of a New England colonial militia unit that, with help from a British naval squadron, had captured the French colonial capital of Louisburg on Cape Breton Island in Canada. For services rendered to the Crown, Sir William was awarded the first American baronetcy, and Louisburg Square, where the Pepperell family still lived, was named in commemoration of the momentous victory.

“Good for Frances,” he said, then lowered his voice and whispered conspiratorially, “Do you think Jamie will be jealous?”

“I suspect he will be delighted,” she whispered back. Frances Endicott’s long-standing interest in Jamie Cutler had by now become a subject of good-natured banter between Richard and his daughter-in-law.

“What are you two discussing in such secrecy?” Jack Endicott’s voice boomed out into the hallway. “I trust it has nothing to do with me!”

“It always has something to do with you, Papa,” Adele assured him. She gave her stepfather a peck on the cheek and disappeared inside the sitting room. Endicott motioned to Richard to follow her. “I have summoned a bottle of our best Madeira,” he said, clapping a hand on Richard’s shoulder, “as I do whenever you honor us with your company. I only wish your dear wife could be with us this evening.”

“As do I, Jack,” Richard agreed.

“Richard, my dear, how wonderful to see you.” Without hesitation, Anne-Marie Endicott walked up and put her arms around Richard. As was normally the case, even in Katherine’s presence, she allowed her embrace and the kiss on the side of his face to linger longer than propriety might deem appropriate. As usual, Richard returned her greeting chastely. Although he realized that Katherine had long ago made peace with the affection Anne-Marie still harbored for him, her open sentiments made him uncomfortable, in part because it flouted normal social conventions, but in greater part because feeling her supple body pressed close against him inflamed memories best left forgotten. After giving her a brief kiss in kind, he backed away a half step.

Anne-Marie backed away as well but kept hold of his hands. “I am so very sorry, Richard, about Katherine. I can’t imagine how terribly difficult this must have been for her, confronting such a cruel disease with you away in the Mediterranean. I wish there was something I could have done for her.”

“You did do something, Anne-Marie,” Richard said. “The very kind letter you wrote meant a lot to her. She keeps it on the table by her bedside.”

“Along with many others, I should imagine. So many people care so much about her—and with good cause. She is a warm and loving woman.”

“She is blessed with many friends,” Richard agreed.

Just then a servant entered the room bearing a tray and four glasses brimming with rich amber liquid. Jack Endicott distributed the glasses and raised his. “To Katherine Cutler,” he said.

“To Katherine Cutler,” the other three said in unison, and four glasses clinked together.

TWO WEEKS LATER, as the chill of November yielded to the cold of December, stirring reports headlined the front pages of American newspapers. A British naval fleet under the command of Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson had achieved a stunning victory against a considerably larger French and Spanish fleet under the combined command of French admiral Pierre-Charles Villeneuve and Spanish admiral Federico Gravina. For weeks the two massive fleets had been jockeying for position off the coast of Spain and across the Atlantic in the West Indies. On the twenty-first of October, Villeneuve and Gravina ventured out from the Spanish naval base at Cádiz and made a dash eastward toward the Mediterranean. Lord Nelson, however, caught wind of their intentions and was lying in wait for them off Cape Trafalgar near the entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar.

Dividing his twenty-seven battle cruisers into two parallel columns—the weather column led by him in Victory, the lee column by Vice Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood in Royal Sovereign—Nelson had cast aside time-honored battle tactics by sailing his two columns at right angles against an enemy fleet strung out in traditional line-of-battle formation. Nelson’s unexpected tactic shattered the
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