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Dedication

FOR MY TOM







Epigraphs

I wish with all my soul that the poor Negroes were all freed.

It grieves my heart when I think that these our fellow creatures should be treated so terribly as they are by many of our country men.

—LETTER FROM MARTHA JEFFERSON, AGE 14, TO THOMAS JEFFERSON, MAY 1787

On the subject of emancipation I have ceased to think because [it is] not to be a work of my day.

—LETTER FROM THOMAS JEFFERSON, AGE 83, TO WILLIAM SHORT, JANUARY 1826
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PART I

Varina

1789 – 1800





CHAPTER 1

1789

MARTHA JEFFERSON HAD DREAMED OF MONTICELLO all through the five years she’d spent in a French convent while her father served as America’s minister to France. In her dreams Mnticello had loomed above her as if it were the earth’s ultimate height, its brightest palace, its most fruitful garden. Always in her dreams the forest was so green it shimmered, the vegetable garden sat heavy with melons and cucumbers and cabbage and squash, the orchard dropped blushing apples into her lap as she passed, sunflowers reigned over the lesser hyacinths and sweet peas and primrose in the flower beds, while curling around their little kingdom, the Blue Ridge Mountains formed a mystical, protective wall. Now, as the carriage took the first turn in the roundabout, Martha saw nothing but bare red earth, naked branches, bitter wind, and after five years of absence, more than one untended, sagging fence.

The mountain had also grown dark. Sprinkled over these outer edges of the plantation sat the slave quarters of the field workers, and as Thomas Jefferson’s carriage ascended, pockets of slaves began to approach it, to follow it as if escorting him homeward, their laughing, weeping, joyful black faces pressing closer and closer to the carriage. Martha never saw such masses of Negroes in Paris—the few she had seen were free citizens of France—and the sight disconcerted her. The twelve-year-old who’d left America for France might have thought these slaves’ affection for their kind and generous master prompted this welcome, but the seventeen-year-old now returning had to wonder if what she saw might in fact be relief. What if Thomas Jefferson had never returned? What if the poor creatures had gotten sold away from their families, sold out of the county, sold to the slave hell of a West Indian sugar plantation? Or maybe what Martha saw around her was hope. Just before they’d sailed for France, Virginia had passed a law that had, for the first time, allowed a master to free his slaves. These slaves would have heard of that law; did they imagine that the man who had freed America from bondage might now free his slaves?

In Paris Martha had overheard her father telling his secretary, William Short, of his plan to convert certain of his choice slaves into free tenant farmers, and Short had leaped to endorse the scheme. The two men had talked it this way and that until it had seemed a real plan, prompting Martha to ask her father on the ship home which slaves he’d decided to set off on their own farms.

“This is an idea that will require greater thought,” her father had said.

Martha drew her mind from William Short and her gaze from the fearful hope she now believed she read in the faces outside the carriage. She stared instead at the two faces that sat in the opposite seat—her eleven-year-old sister, Mary, whom they’d begun to call Maria in France, and the sixteen-year-old Negro Sally Hemings—but this sight couldn’t cheer her either, as the two girls shared a similar face. Thomas Jefferson had inherited the Hemings family on the death of his father-in-law, John Wayles. Their privileged status before and since had only confirmed rumors that these pale Negroes were indeed the offspring of John Wayles and his slave Betty Hemings, which made Sally Hemings Martha’s and Maria’s aunt. Yes, Maria’s skin was linen white and her curls auburn, while Sally’s skin was the color of dusk and her hair long and straight and black, but both shared the same delicate, symmetrical features of Martha’s dead mother. Martha glanced sideways at her father. Did he see his wife’s face in these two sitting opposite? Did he ever think of Sally as his wife’s sister? His face showed little beyond an increased tightening around the mouth.

Maria squeezed Sally’s arm as the carriage lurched through the crowd and up to the house. “See how the Negroes love you, Papa!” Martha watched Sally to discover what she might think of Maria’s comment, but as was ever the case, Sally’s eyes remained averted. According to French law, Sally might have stayed in Paris and lived free instead of returning to her slave life at Monticello, and so too her brother James, whom Martha’s father had trained in the art of French cookery. James could easily have found work as a pastry chef in any nobleman’s house in France, and Sally, a competent seamstress, could certainly have found herself a place. Instead, brother and sister had chosen to return to Virginia and their slave state. Could it be that these Negroes did love Thomas Jefferson as much as Maria believed they did?

Martha’s eyes drifted from Sally’s profile to her hands, where they lay cupped in her lap, as decorous—more decorous—than the women Martha had come to know and both envy and despise in France. That more than all the rest reminded Martha of her mother, and as the graceful, stately house that her mother had so loved rose in the distance, Martha’s eyes filled. Her mother had died in that house. How easy to see again the darkened room, her mother’s still shape beneath the coverlet, her father bending over it in shameless weeping that racked him head to foot. He’d risen only to crumple to the floor in a swoon that set the Negroes running; they’d carried him to his adjoining cabinet and laid him on the pallet where he’d insisted on sleeping through his wife’s long illness. Martha had hovered, awash in her own tears, until her nurse, Ursula, circled her in sinewy, strong arms. “You cry,” she’d said. “And then you brace up. Your mother’s made your father promise never to marry again just so there won’t be any stepmothers bossing your life. Now you pay back. Now you be your father’s comfort.”

When Martha’s father had emerged from his room weeks later, he’d taken to his horse, riding through the Monticello woods day after endless day, until Martha begged to ride with him. In time he agreed, allowing her to witness the freshets of grief that continued to overcome him for months. And here they were again, the carriage climbing through those same woods, her father no doubt even more leveled by grief than Martha was. She’d done her best to comfort her father while they lived in France, but Paris had offered its own distractions, and Martha had been off at the convent, too often out of touch. Now back at Monticello, with fresh reminders skulking behind every shadow, it would be that much harder to fill the empty places her mother had left, to be, as Ursula had instructed, her father’s comfort.

But as Martha strained to see through the carriage window every angle and bend of the old house, every tree no matter how bare it was, and every familiar peak of the distant mountains, all Monticello’s darkness vanished. Yes, Paris glittered and shone, its art, architecture, and theater unmatched, but also unmatched was its stink, its beggars, its mud. Martha was home. Her father and sister were home. This was where they should be in life, and once her father puzzled out what to do about the slaves, all would be right. Martha groped sideways on the seat till her hand touched her father’s, waited until his turned over and clasped hers. “’Tis lovely to be home, isn’t it, Papa?”

Martha’s father didn’t seem to hear; he remained silent, his eyes sweeping continuously over the bare fields, no doubt taking note of every rundown outbuilding, untended fence, and peeling column in front of the house. It didn’t matter, Martha wanted to tell him; it was Monticello, their beloved Monticello, and what it had lost by five years of neglect could be regained by a single year of devotion. And what devotion Martha could give it now, older and more sensible of the role she was to play, not only as comfort to her father but as steward of the house. She was no longer the young girl she’d been when she’d left Virginia for France; she was mistress of Monticello now, and it would fall to her to direct the Negroes in shaking out and pressing her father’s clothes, in making sure his sheets were fresh and his chamber aired, in overseeing the dinner preparations. With no mother to guide her, Martha had been trained in none of these things; her education, overseen by her father, had thus far consisted of books, music, art, and pleasant conversation; she’d worked hard to master all these things in order to please her father, but to please him now, she knew, she must master the rest.

The carriage drew up to the walk; in the seconds it took the wheels to stop spinning Martha jettisoned her fine Paris training, grabbed her sister’s hand, tumbled out, and bolted up the steps. Don’t run, her mother used to chide her, but even the fine young Paris lady couldn’t slow her feet.

“Look, Maria, our ash tree! And the rail we walked on. And our window. Do you see our window above?”

Maria pulled back.

Sally spoke from behind them. “Elle ne se souvient pas.” She doesn’t remember.

Martha looked to her sister, hoping she would see what she needed to see in order to counter Sally’s pronouncement, but the great doors had already swung open and the house servants, mostly Hemingses, had swarmed out. Some of the male Hemingses had been allowed to go off and work for their own wages while the Jeffersons were in France, and their master greeted them now as if they’d returned to him out of nothing but love; yes, looking at the eager faces around them Martha could almost believe it herself. Behind them came Betty Hemings, the concubine of Martha’s grandfather; Sally fell into her mother’s arms and broke into tears, surprising Martha until she remembered that mother and daughter had been apart for two years. Why, of course, thought Martha, an odd relief overcoming her; surely that was why Sally chose to leave freedom behind in France—here was the whole of her family. Thomas Jefferson always kept his slave families together wherever he could, and James and Sally no doubt understood that they could count on finding not only mother and siblings but nieces and nephews together at Monticello where they’d been left.

But oh, dear Lord, here came Ursula, pushing through the Hemingses, as tall and wiry as Martha remembered her, Ursula who had nursed Martha when her own mother’s milk had dried up, Ursula who’d switched her when she’d caught her trying to walk on that rail, Ursula who’d held her while she cried for her dead mother. Ursula was not a Hemings but another illustration of the same point: Thomas Jefferson had inherited Ursula along with the Hemingses, but Ursula’s husband and son had been left to his sister-in-law. Martha’s mother begged her new husband to get them back, so he’d ridden fifty miles and spent two hundred dollars to reunite the family at Monticello. Perhaps Ursula loved her master because of this? Martha had seldom contemplated such things when she lived in France. They’d called Sally Mademoiselle Sally and James Monsieur James and their master paid them a wage and Martha forgot they were slaves. But did they forget?

Martha drew free of Ursula’s embrace and moved deeper into the house, going from parlor to dining room to tea room, only peeking into her father’s chamber and the room that he called his cabinet, afraid of restarting her tears, unwilling for her father to see her in such a state. She galloped up the steep, narrow stairs to the four rooms above, to her room. Oh, how faded and small it seemed, compared to the room that she’d occupied in memory! And how bare, as bare as her French convent! But eighty-six crates of all that they’d accumulated in France were traveling behind them—furniture, busts, paintings, curios of every size, and crate after crate of books in seven languages, all of which her father could and did read, although he never could speak French as well as his daughters.

Or Sally.

Maria stepped hesitantly into the room, her eyes shadowed and blinking against the clear mountain light. She’d been away from Monticello most of her life, having spent those first years after their mother’s death with an aunt and uncle farther south, and no wonder she should look so bewildered now, so out of place. Martha crossed the room to her sister, took her hand, and drew her to the window. “See the mountains? Aren’t they the loveliest thing on earth?”

“I like the river best.”

The river. The Appomattox River, which ran through their uncle’s plantation, which to Martha had always offered a far less interesting prospect than her mountains. “Come; let’s see if Papa’s spyglass is still here. And the clock, and the checkerboard. Surely you remember those.” Martha led Maria down the stairs, planning to distract her with as many objects of interest as she could until the girl’s things were unpacked, but as they reached the parlor, it was Martha who was distracted by one of her father’s trunks, riding into the parlor on James’s shoulder. The trunk reminded her of her new role.

“Take the trunk to my father’s chamber,” Martha said, but James had already set off with it, for indeed, where else would he take it? Martha turned next toward the kitchen steps, but before she’d gone far, her father appeared, beckoning to her from the door of his cabinet.

“Martha, dear, come. I should like to speak with you a minute.”

Martha hastened to her father’s door and stepped into the room after him, noting that it appeared well aired and recently swept and dusted, even without her directing it. Her father stood examining a bare spot on the shelf. He looked well after their journey, as straight and strong as a Virginia pine, his eyes clear, the angles of cheek and jaw unobstructed by any sagging flesh, but Martha would not be fooled by his supposed strength; he would need her here far more than he’d ever needed her in France. “I shall put my new biscuit statuettes here,” he said. “Venus and Hope, side by side.” He paused, turning to Martha. “As we touch on the subject of Hope, I’d hoped not to have to take up this matter with you just yet, to allow you to refamiliarize yourself with your heritage in peace. But you spoke in the carriage . . . I now see the unfairness in my original course. Martha, my dear, I’m to join President Washington in New York. I’ve been offered, and I’ve accepted, the post of secretary of state.”

Such new words, thought Martha. Such thrilling words. President. Secretary of state. But New York! To fall so violently back in love with Monticello only to be asked to leave it again! She struggled to keep her heartbreak from her face. “’Tis a very great honor, Papa,” she said. “And perhaps ’tis best you’ve told me now, so I might think as I unpack my trunk how best to repack it for New York.”

Her father turned even graver, shook his head. “Only I move to New York, Martha, my love. You and Maria move to Eppington and enter into the care of your aunt and uncle Eppes.”





CHAPTER 2

MARCH. MARTHA HAD ALWAYS BEEN FOND OF MARCH, signaling as it did the time when Monticello shrugged itself awake and burst to life, new and old together—the orchard, the gardens, the forest, even the slave quarters and the smithy and the joinery coming alive with the fresh activity of the season. But now March signaled the start of her father’s term of office, flagging the day when he would leave for New York, and Martha would climb down from her glorious height and descend into the river world of her aunt and uncle Eppes.

As Martha and her father took up their old pastime of riding out over rediscovered bridle paths, she found herself gazing at the mountain ridges in an effort to memorize them, to fix each pine tree in its place, to capture every ripple of mockingbird song. She also spent a good deal of her time attempting to memorize her father’s face. She was often told that along with her father’s height she’d inherited that face, but she could never see the likeness as others saw it; in her father it presented a near-perfect blend of strength and sensitivity; in her it presented a bland collection of parts that apparently turned lovely only when she laughed or fumed, or so she’d been told by her father’s secretary, William Short. But oh, how she could laugh and fume! And oh, the constant struggle to keep such excesses in check! This art of concealment had been the first and last lesson taught her by her mother, and it had been reinforced by her father throughout her Paris life.

“Never let another see your anger,” he would say with a heart-easing smile but a smile that never burst out with enough exuberance to actually show his excellent teeth. And there lay the other lesson, one that she’d managed to hone to a keen edge at her father’s Paris dinner table: No matter how bold or silly or pretentious the other women at the table became, Thomas Jefferson’s daughter must never follow suit. She must neither flaunt nor cower; she must perfect the art of dishing up substantive but uncontroversial pleasantries whenever the conversation turned her way, always remaining fleet of wit and, at times, when she could bear no more, fleet of foot.

But now the only art she cared to perfect was the art of reading her father’s face. What could she see there? Easier to ask what she wished to see. The old grief, yes, grown familiar as an old coat and binding father and daughter as no other memory ever could, but perhaps a new grief too, born of the thought of leaving Monticello, at the thought of leaving his daughters. Yes, she would read these things in her father’s face as they rode. He was a wonderful rider—strong and straight with that imperceptible, seemingly effortless control over the paired bodies of master and beast, forever humming or singing the Scottish tunes he so loved, no matter the fractiousness of his mount—and his mounts did tend to the fractious. Conversely, Martha was seated on the gentlest of horses, “for my daughter, only a horse so gentle it might be ridden without a bridle,” her father ordered the Negro who tended the horses, a policy which left Martha little to do but think and remember and study her father’s face.

Martha’s father spoke. “I’ve always found the best cure for body and spirit to be exercise and fresh air. You would seem to subscribe to this maxim. Alas, your sister does not.”

“No, she does not.” Nor had Maria inherited their father’s interest in horses, as Martha had. Martha had grown up watching her father run his handkerchief over his horse’s immaculate back before it was saddled, watched him slide to the ground and walk at the first sign of lameness no matter how far he might be from the house, watched him wander to the stable to check on the animal at least once a day until it had fully recovered. She’d also watched him lay the whip into more than one glossy hide at the first sign of restlessness.

Martha loves horses, yes, but even more she treasured those companionable rides, the mountains with their false lure of closeness, the slumbering gardens and orchards so full of promise, the scarred and pocked house looking more and more like its old self the farther away they drew. Every childhood memory those rides awakened was a rediscovered treasure, and yet nothing was just as she’d remembered it. In her mind all her father’s carefully planted trees stood in ordered rows; now their branches wound into each other in a hopeless tangle. She and Sally had once followed Sally’s brothers up an apple tree that stood far enough beyond their mothers’ eyes to make sure they wouldn’t be caught; now Martha couldn’t sort out which tree that was. They’d made babies out of pinecones and put them to bed in a needle-lined hollow log that had been long buried—or rotted—under the forest floor. She’d had to remind her father of the spot where she’d been ejected from a stumbling horse only to land on a patch of moss as soft as her own bed. Had her father really slipped out of the saddle and stretched out on the moss, crossed his arms, closed his eyes, and feigned sleep till she shook him “awake”? If he had, he didn’t remember it. If he hadn’t, she’d only wished it.

Soon Martha began to treasure the shared rides even more for their rarity, for on their return from Paris, Thomas Jefferson was seldom left at peace. Visitors arrived in a steady stream: friends, relatives, politicians—and as word spread of the upcoming political appointment, parasites in search of an open vein to power on which to suck. Martha saw it all and marveled at her father’s ability to smile his way through it, even as she smiled and smiled in answer to the gaping “How tall you’ve grown!” or “How like your father!” as she towered over men twice her age and half her wit.

Perhaps that was why the tall, scowling Tom Randolph stood out, that and—she would admit it—his dramatic looks. A distant cousin to the Jeffersons, he was more apt to brag of his descent from the Indian princess Pocahontas, a fact Martha accepted as truth whenever she gazed at his black hair, black eyes, and rich complexion. These things made him stand out, yes, but that first day the scowl drew Martha as much as the rest, for it allowed her to relax her own face at last, there being no need to smile in answer to it.

There were others in the crowded parlor the day the Randolphs appeared, including family favorite James Madison, who at five feet six inches tall should have appeared comical next to the six-foot-two Thomas Jefferson but somehow never did. Madison caught Martha’s eye and flushed—in his late thirties and still with the look of a child, with wide eyes and delicate chin, he’d been briefly engaged to a fifteen-year-old who’d left him for another, leaving him blushing at the sight of every young woman since. Martha tipped her head in a half curtsey, but her mind had already flitted to the real problem Madison presented—the Randolphs, father and son, had come all the way from Richmond and were naturally expecting to stay the night; add Madison and the fact that all their possessions hadn’t yet arrived from France, and Martha would have to scrounge linens from the servants.

Fixed on her escape, Martha didn’t see or hear a strange woman approach until she was enveloped in her arms, but the woman soon broke away to gaze at Martha. “Why, child, how fine you look! Paris has made you an elegant lady, and all quite behind my back. You must tell me all I need to know of you, everything I’ve missed.” But before Martha could struggle to meet such an unmeetable demand, the woman gripped her again, this time by the shoulders, and turned her around to face her father. “Will you look at him! How he revives all around him! Tell me, child, what is it in him that immediately steals one’s heart? Is it his manner? His voice? His countenance?”

Another unanswerable demand, but thankfully, of a type that Martha had learned to dodge with grace. “’Tis his heart,” she said. “But now you make me look about, I see I’ve neglected the carafes. Excuse me, please, I must see to them at once.” She broke away, in truth to chase out a servant to sort Madison’s linens, and found herself nose to nose with Tom Randolph’s scowl instead.

Like Martha, Tom Randolph was fresh from abroad, having been at school in Edinburgh, a fact Martha knew because Tom had written to her father in Paris for advice on his course of study. Martha needed little more information than that in order to set this one guest at ease, at least. “How lovely to find you home,” she said. “Are you finished with your course?”

But Randolph’s scowl only deepened. “I returned with my brother when my father called him back. I’ve decided to read law.”

Yes, Martha remembered now—a rumor of financial difficulties that had caused the father to withdraw the younger son from school, the elder son deciding to postpone his studies and come home to work and do his part. Martha studied Tom’s scowl a bit longer and thought she could see something familiar in it, something that went beyond disappointed hopes—was he wondering what to do with Edinburgh now that he was back, just as she was wondering what to do with Paris, when so few around them could begin to understand the experience?

“Tell me of Scotland,” she said.

Yes, she was right—the scowl disappeared and such eagerness spread across Tom Randolph’s features that Martha anticipated a longer delay than she could afford before getting to the matter of the sheets. But there Tom Randolph astonished her by shifting the talk from him to her.

“No, you must tell me first of Paris. What struck you the most? What will you miss the most? What the least?”

“The people,” Martha answered at once, as if she’d long thought the question out. “And that also answers the second: the people. But for the third I must say I shall not miss the decadence, the filth. And yet everything around it so lovely! Paris was another world. But I believe I only realized how remarkable it was when I came away from it.”

“How extraordinary you should say that. Those were my own words when I first returned from Edinburgh.”

“Which is of course the usefulness of travel, is it not? To discover things undiscoverable at home, yet to reclaim an appreciation of our home once we get back.”

Tom Randolph looked around. “To return to a home such as this, a family such as this—” He began to peer at her in a silence so intense Martha felt compelled to break it before it became an embarrassment. “I should like to talk more, but at this minute—”

In an instant the lively, engaged Tom Randolph faded. “You have more important tasks to occupy you. As do I. I’ve yet to pay my duty to your father.”

He moved away so quickly he left Martha standing like a startled horse temporarily set back on its heels. She recovered and went in search of the servants only to find them well prepared for both Randolphs and Madison with linens, firewood, and candles. Martha returned to the parlor and found the carafes had been replenished and the sconces lit, leaving her nothing to do but glide from visitor to visitor and try not to watch her father and Tom Randolph engage in what appeared to be animated talk. As do I. Martha chose not to hear the offense in that remark but to take it as a case of wounded pride—after all, she knew something of that.

Her father’s secretary, William Short, had stayed with the Jeffersons on and off throughout their Paris tour, and for most of the previous summer Short and Martha had seen each other daily. That she should fall in love with the popular secretary with the somber brown eyes and nimble mouth seemed as inevitable as the Paris mud; that he appeared to return the affection seemed at first miraculous and later tragic, when Martha’s father asked for a six-month leave to return his daughters to America and the care and instruction of their aunt. “You’re a young woman now,” he said. “You must be educated in the duties of your own culture.” What he meant, of course, was that she was now of marriageable age, and he wanted her away from the looseness of Paris life.

When Martha told Short, he cried out, “Your father told me he would be back in six months! He arranged a wonderful position for me here! He said nothing of leaving you behind for good! No, no, no, you must give me time to sort my affairs. Mrs. Fortier adores you; she has extra rooms. You must ask if you might stay with her till I’ve arranged my affairs.”

It all came out in such a hot rush, Short dashed out so abruptly after he said it, that Martha sat in some confusion over what he’d actually said. Had it been a proposal of marriage? What affairs must he sort? How long would the sorting take? Martha knew and liked Mrs. Fortier well enough, but she did have French ways to which Martha would have to adapt, and then, of course, if she were to live for years in France . . . Martha thought of her father, and of Monticello.

When Martha’s father called her to his study, his face looked the color of paste. “Mr. Short has spoken to me. I have no specific reason to distrust him, but I can feel no joy in this plan of his. I wish to do nothing to diminish your happiness—mine must not enter into the case—but I would feel remiss were I not to tell you that I foresee several conditions that might make my stay in America considerably longer. To part from you for six months is a small enough grief, although one I would never choose to experience. To part from you longer is something I can’t bear to contemplate. And should something unforeseeable occur—poor health, financial responsibilities, changed political obligations, something that would keep me from returning to France at all—”

Martha left her father in a distressed state. He might not want her to weigh his own unhappiness but even so he might as well have drawn it out in ink, so clearly could she now see him roaming Monticello in his loneliness and grief. It had been true what Ursula had told Martha at her mother’s deathbed: Martha’s father had promised his dying wife never to marry again, as she wanted no stepmother ruling her children as harshly as she’d been ruled. How ungrateful of Martha to abandon him now! And what did he mean, no specific reason to distrust William Short? Of course Martha loved William, but what in fact did she know of him? Should she even trust a man who would ask her to make such a decision so fast, who hadn’t even waited for her to answer, who would without qualm put an ocean between her father and herself?

When Martha told Short of her decision to return to America, she said nothing of her lack of trust in him but spoke at length of her father’s loneliness and grief. She was startled when Short barked out a humorless laugh.

“I suggest you look around you. Perhaps your father grieves less than you think.”

“You can’t know because you didn’t see him. He was rendered insensible at the loss of my mother. He needs me by him. He went pale as death when I spoke of staying behind in France.”

“Of course he did. I love no man as I love your father, and yet I’ve loved you more for refusing to contain your life to suit his. And now you would entomb yourself in his mountain crypt.”

There Short chose to say no more. Even now, Martha could make a long list of all the things he could have chosen to say, but instead he’d left the Hôtel de Langeac and had not returned to it. Martha had sent a letter just before she left, urging him to visit America soon, but Short never wrote back. And so Martha had packed up her pride and her French way of thinking and left with her father, sister, and two Hemingses for a life that, along with her old shoes and gloves, no longer quite fit.





CHAPTER 3

MARTHA HAD DECRIED THE DECADENCE and filth of Paris to Tom Randolph, but in truth, there was something as decadent about Monticello, although in a different way—the slower pace of life, perhaps, or the way her father’s French wines and more elaborate French furniture, just now beginning to arrive from France, seemed out of place. And the Negroes. They crept about in an unnerving, pantherlike silence that Martha hadn’t noticed before she left for France. What did they hear as they moved about? And why hadn’t Martha ever before wondered about that? Martha puzzled over what seemed such a great change, either in her or in life at Monticello, she truly didn’t know which. She asked Maria, pointing as Sally’s sister Critta whispered out of the room after stirring up the fire, “Were they always so quiet?”

“Why shouldn’t they be quiet? Ursula just hushed me so I wouldn’t disturb Papa and Mr. Madison in their talk. Do you ever wonder what they talk of, so long into the night?”

Martha knew what they talked of—Madison’s efforts to get the Bill of Rights added to the new Constitution, her father’s upcoming appointment, the next year’s crops—only a few passes by the library door had gleaned that much. She picked up the bell to ring for Critta as the fire was still throwing off very little heat, but changed her mind and got up to stab at the logs herself.

[image: ]

TWO WEEKS AFTER THE RANDOLPHS’ DEPARTURE, Martha was standing in her room in her usual pose, hand against the window frame, gazing out at the clouds that draped her beloved mountains, when a rider burst into view on the roundabout. He was too far away for her to recognize him, but a certain rashness in style made her think of Sally’s brother James Hemings and how he dared to ride so only when her father was unable to observe his approach. As mistress of the house now, Martha should speak to him—whatever mission he was on didn’t give him leave to dash up the mountain in such a way that it strained the horse—but since their return from France there was something new in James that didn’t encourage being spoken to. In France Martha had begun to take more notice of James, no doubt because he was the only male Negro occupying her father’s house. There were no unhandsome Hemingses, but Martha had decided that James was handsomer than most, and under her surreptitious glance he’d seemed to grow bigger and stronger each day, to hold his chin higher, to meet her eye with new boldness. Back at Monticello among the other slaves his impact on Martha had lessened, but he continued to meet her eye in the same way he had in France. In France Martha had learned to simply give James a steady look back, but to look was one thing, to speak was something else.

As the rider drew closer, Martha detected a complexion only just darker than white and grew surer of James, but as he entered the first roundabout she began to doubt. This man was a fine rider, tall and straight in the saddle but never straight enough to disconnect from the movement of his horse—or rather, Thomas Jefferson’s horse—and there was the problem: This was not Thomas Jefferson’s horse. As he neared the house, the unknown rider slowed the animal to a walk; it fought the bit and danced sideways, but the rider expertly drew him in a small circle and spurred him into the corrected path; once man and beast were again in complete accord the man looked up, saw Martha in the window, and swept off his hat.

Tom Randolph.

The recognition gave Martha an uncomfortable jolt. Why? Because she’d thought at first that tall, straight, skillful rider was James? Or because she was so glad it was not? But was she glad it was Tom Randolph? She couldn’t say that she was. He wasn’t easy to talk to; he was thin skinned and perhaps even moody if his last visit could be taken as the usual case; she tried to remember the Tom Randolph of her youth, but the best she could recall was his habit of disappearing as often as he could. Martha didn’t return Randolph’s salute, but neither did she step back from the window until he’d disappeared from sight. She turned to her sister.

“Maria, ’tis our cousin Randolph. Come.”

Maria, who’d taken advantage of her father’s absence to lay aside Robert’s History of America and pick up Eliza Haywood’s Love in Excess, only shook their mother’s auburn curls and turned her back. Martha should speak to Maria too, of course, but in her own small rebellion she left her sister to her reading and took the last few stairs with a single jump. The childish act called up another: a small Tom Randolph crying after a whipping he hadn’t deserved—or so Martha had thought—then drying his face on his sleeve, dashing up a tree, and refusing to come down till after dark. When he did come down he got a second whipping, of course, but he bore that one dry eyed and defiant.

Remembering the young Tom Randolph brought Martha into the parlor smiling, which appeared to be all that was necessary to draw forth a like smile from her guest.

“I’m sorry to say my father is away from home until quite late,” she said.

“I don’t care. That is to say, of course I do care, but I’m only here to return the book he lent me at my last visit. And to thank him, of course. I’m staying in Charlottesville with my father and it was no great trip.”

“Well then, let me carry your book and your thanks to him when he returns, and assure him of the very little trouble you took.”

Even skin descended from Pocahontas could blush, and Martha instantly regretted the fresh remark, but Tom Randolph might have said he’d come in hope of seeing Martha, and she would have said a kinder thing in response. She considered and decided she might as well try out the kinder thing to see what it called up. “Must you rush back or can you stay for cider and perhaps just a few words about Scotland and Paris?”

“Oh, speak, then! Speak!”

Had anyone ever barked so gleeful a command at Martha? She thought not. She rang for a servant and began to speak. When Critta came in with a bowl of nuts and two glasses of cider, Martha fell silent, but once they were alone again she took it up, and word by word, sentence by sentence, eager question by eager question, Paris came back to life.

They’d only just begun on Scotland when Martha’s father entered the room, Tom’s eager leap to his feet putting the lie to his supposed disinterest in seeing his host. For a young man intent on studying law, any conversation with the author of the Declaration of American Independence must be counted a superior gift, but one of Thomas Jefferson’s greatest conversational talents was to make it appear that the greater pleasure was always his. Martha kept her seat—and her silence—but more than once found her father’s eye on her, which told her she must have looked excessively interested in their talk. How not? This was no worn-out sermon from older man to younger man, no parochial questioning from younger to older, but a mutual engagement on topics that interested Martha in their own right—the difference in climate between Scotland and Virginia, the level of education in their children, what the average Scotsman thought of American politics. When the talk began to drift into the corrugated ruts of the law, Martha excused herself, but at the door she turned to look again at the pair of tall, slender men standing before the fire like mismatched bookends, one dramatically fair, the other exotically dark. Just as she was about to turn away, her father uncrossed his arms and lifted a hand to stop her.

“Perhaps, Martha, you’d like to invite our young relation to dine.”

Tom’s scowl returned. “I thank you sincerely, but I’m afraid my father expects me to join him.”

“That you honor your father over us is only to your credit, lad. Perhaps another time, and soon, I might hope.”

Tom brightened. “Thank you, sir. As to whom I honor, obligation might demand it for the one, but inclination calls it toward the other. The great attention you paid me with your letters from France—”

Martha’s father lifted his hand again, as if to wave away Tom’s effusion, but halfway through the gesture he appeared to change his mind and dropped the hand onto Tom’s shoulder instead; only Thomas Jefferson could make a single gesture serve for benediction and dismissal at once.

Tom gazed at the door through which his host had exited. “You can never be an hour in his company without something of the marvelous,” he said.

Martha studied her cousin. How had she neglected to notice in the boy the seeds of the man’s fine intellect?





CHAPTER 4

AT THE END OF DECEMBER the Jeffersons traveled down the mountain and continued seventy miles east to Tuckahoe, the Randolph plantation just outside Richmond, to attend the wedding of Tom’s seventeen-year-old sister, Judith. Judith and Martha being of an age, they’d maintained what Martha thought of as a diffident friendship, conducted mostly by letters that had managed to survive Martha’s crossing the Atlantic. Allowing for the months-late responses to no longer current questions, Martha had still managed to piece together the chronology of Judith’s courtship by her distant cousin Richard Randolph. Judith’s mother hadn’t approved of the entanglement of her sixteen-year-old daughter with a kinsman only eighteen years old himself, and Judith had enclosed a portion of her mother’s lecture in one of her letters: Any decision to wed is fraught with peril, but doubly so in the young. When the delirium of love is over, and reason re-ascends her throne, if they find no qualities to excite esteem and friendship, they must be wretched, and without a remedy. Judith had answered Martha, and no doubt her mother, that the only wretchedness she could ever know would be a life without Richard. Martha, her head dancing with images of William Short, had answered Judith’s letter with great empathy.

When Judith’s mother had died the previous spring, the road to marriage had been cleared, as Judith’s father hadn’t shared his wife’s objections. Arrangements for the property settlement were made and the date soon set. By chance the Jeffersons had arrived home from France in time to attend the wedding, which pleased Martha on two counts—she wished to share in her friend’s joy, of course, but she also wished to see Tom Randolph.

Tom had now visited Monticello three times, and each additional time the sight of his dark, powerful form had an increasingly disturbing effect on her. In the throes of a middle-of-the-night debate with herself she couldn’t account for her fascination with the man, beyond the common travel experience that set them apart together, and his openness—this face, at least, she need not struggle to read. But as the Jefferson carriage approached Tuckahoe and Tom rushed out to meet them, reaching first for Martha to help her down, she thought there might be a third reason for her fascination. She could not claim Tom suffered from the “delirium of love” that his mother had described to Judith, but she could claim to see in him an interest that appeared to at least match, if not surpass, her own. Martha had continued to struggle to push William Short out of her mind, but now, as Tom’s smile blasted her, as solid arms lifted her, she realized she no longer needed to push against William Short at all.

Tuckahoe held a special place in Martha’s father’s heart, as he’d lived there as a boy, a fact which had always created an added draw for Martha, but the plantation itself was one of the finest in its county, and the Randolphs one of Virginia’s oldest, most respected families. The house was built in the unusual shape of the letter H, and in season, at least while Tom’s mother lived, it had sprouted some of the loveliest gardens in the area, framed by impeccably manicured, sweet-smelling boxwoods. Its famous walnut paneling and expansive carved staircase were talked of throughout the county, and on this occasion especially, fine carriage after fine carriage rolled up the drive to pay homage to the Randolph family. One entire wing of the house had been added strictly to accommodate visitors, but even so the house was packed to its seams, leaving Martha to share a bed with Judith and her younger sister Nancy, while Maria shared with the two youngest girls.

As they prepared to sleep, Nancy’s voice piped across the dark. “How does it feel, Judith, to be getting wed on the morrow? Does it feel like a dream?”

“It feels settled,” Judith answered.
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MARTHA SLEPT POORLY amid the unaccustomed creaks and sighs and ponderings and was one of the last to the dining room, catching only the tail end of the breakfast bustle; even so, Tom Randolph had lingered in wait for her, apparently intent on touring her about the property.

Tuckahoe was better tended than Monticello, but no river view could match the prospect from any direction at Monticello. Tom guided Martha to his favorite spots—the south terrace that was always first to warm in spring, the neat outbuilding where their fathers had attended school as boys, the view of the James River from the bluff. Martha had seen Tuckahoe before, of course, but this time, with Tom as guide, it felt laden with a new, unidentifiable emotion. They paused at the boxwoods. “My mother’s favorite spot,” Tom said with a hint of melancholy that Martha found contagious—at her last visit to Tuckahoe her mother had been with her—but more than absent parents filled the air around them. Something had begun to germinate in Martha during that late-night talk between the sisters, and here in the boxwoods with Tom Randolph it continued to grow; still, Martha couldn’t name it.

Tom led Martha to the bluff overlooking the James River. He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her full circle. “All that you see will be mine someday,” he said, and there Martha began to understand the sadness that had borne down on her since the previous night. She and Judith had been young girls when Martha last visited Tuckahoe—she could remember them racing over the lawn with the other children, her mother hissing as she drew up, “For heaven’s sake, Martha, will you look where your hem is!” Martha had obediently pulled down her skirt but had soon torn off again to charge down the bluff with the others. This then was what she was grieving while Judith talked of marriage and Tom talked of his future responsibilities: the end of her childhood.

“In truth I should prefer a smaller place,” Tom said now. “Perhaps a hundred acres, just enough to provide for my family’s needs, without dependency on the Negroes. My intention is to spend the majority of my time on the law and not on farming. I should like to know what you think of such a plan.”

The weight of the question so thrilled and alarmed Martha together that she couldn’t answer. The river sped away below her, free and strong; on impulse borne of old memories, she hitched up her skirt and careered down the bluff toward the water, arms and legs pinwheeling. She felt Tom’s heavy descent behind her in the quiver of the earth, felt her wild propulsion checked by his arms snagging her waist and swinging her wide. She might have kept her feet; Tom might surely have kept his; instead they gave way to the pull that brought them to earth in a pile of limbs. Even then Martha might have—should have—hurried to her feet, but instead she lay there for just that instant, feeling the heat of Tom’s body through her clothes, the press of hard muscles and bones, and as the instant drew out, the touch of surprisingly soft lips. She pulled back, but already her viewpoint had changed, as if she could actually see the last of her childhood whirling away in the froth of the river.
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MORE GLISTENING CARRIAGES ARRIVED, more pressed and powdered people flowed through the doors to join the crush already positioned in the parlor. At noon Judith and Richard took their places before the minister, Judith in new blue silk, Richard in fawn breeches and cinnamon jacket. Were there no unhandsome Randolphs either? The minister read from the Book of Common Prayer, although likely he had the passage well memorized: Marriage vows were not to be undertaken unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly merely to satisfy men’s carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no understanding. Marriage was ordained first for the procreation of children; second as a remedy against sin and to avoid fornication; third for mutual society, help, and comfort both in prosperity and adversity.

Those principles assumed to be understood by all, Richard promised to love, comfort, honor, and keep Judith, forsaking all others, and Judith promised to obey, serve, love, honor, and keep Richard. Martha pondered those orders, aware of the distinction between them—that only Richard must comfort, that only Judith must obey and serve, but soon she found herself thinking not of Judith and Richard but of her parents. As her mother lay dying, it was her husband who fetched her books and her shawl for her, her husband who fed her and bathed her forehead; he never said I needn’t obey, I needn’t serve—he’d done those things because he’d loved her. Honored her. Pondering the semantics, Martha missed the minister’s declaration that the couple was now man and wife and only realized that the task was done when the guests began to applaud. Martha studied Judith’s face to see if she could detect a change in her and believed that indeed, Judith had found her own best word the night before: she looked settled.

The feast presented that day gave no hint of the Randolphs’ rumored financial distresses. Roasted chicken, beef, venison, pork, mutton, ham, duck, goose, rabbit, pheasant, partridge, and quail loaded the tables, with eels, oysters, pies, custards, and puddings interspersed between. Wine, ale, punch, and cordials were poured, downed, and poured again; only when the guests’ intake began to slow were the tables cleared away for dancing.

Tom was a fine dancer. Martha wasn’t. Her limbs had grown too long too young before she’d learned the proper method for controlling them, and yet when Tom called her a jack rabbit, she laughed, liking the description. She hopped merrily up and down until she spied her father, her tall, stately father, standing against the wall talking with one of the court justices from Richmond as he watched her dance. Her step faltered, but by then it was time to stop anyway—Judith and Richard were preparing to depart in their carriage, and the gentlemen were swarming outside to fire their pistols in the air to mark the celebration. Martha noted that her father chose not to break away from his discussion. He spied Martha and smiled; she’d just returned that smile when Tom came in from firing his pistol, and when their eyes met, he beamed at her. When Martha’s father smiled at her she felt loved; when Tom smiled at her she felt lovely.





CHAPTER 5

MARTHA’S HORSEBACK RIDES with her father ceased. He had much to do, first in settling Monticello’s affairs after five years in France, and next in preparing for his move to the capital at New York. Then there were the conferences with those influential men in Virginia politics and numerous letters to be written to those at a greater distance. With a large portion of what little time remained he continued to do as he’d taken to doing in Paris, declaring his chamber and cabinet as inviolable private space and retiring behind their doors into solitude and quiet. Little wonder that an imposed emotional distance began to grow between father and daughter even before the physical distance should demand it.

Maria barely seemed to notice, occupying herself well and happily in her preparations for Eppington. Martha couldn’t seem to begin on the task, weighed down by a lassitude the cause of which she understood well enough; how much easier to plan and pack for a welcome event than an unwelcome one! She wandered about the house refamiliarizing herself with all its corners, poking into the servants’ doings in an effort to master the workings of the household, refusing to admit that soon enough none of those efforts would matter to anyone.

Tom Randolph wrote soon after the wedding. I must see you. Answer agreeably to this suggestion and I shall find my way there. Martha had just settled herself at the table in the small parlor and begun a reply that any mother should approve: My father and sister and I are happy to welcome you to Monticello at any time, when Sally Hemings came into the room unsummoned. She appeared startled to see Martha and paused at the door, silhouetted against the light, drawing from Martha once again the unwelcome thought: how like my mother.

“What is it, Sally?”

“Your father sent me for his book. He thought he left it here.”

Martha looked around. “Yes, ’tis there, on the mantel.”

Sally crossed the room, pulling her skirt clear of the hearth as she collected the book; Martha looked and looked again—with Sally’s skirt still drawn back tight against her legs, Martha could clearly see that the slave was pregnant. The sight of a pregnant slave was common enough and no cause for distress, but this sight did distress Martha. Why? It would be Sally’s first, and perhaps that was the significant factor, signaling as it did another generation about to be trapped in a lifetime of bondage. Sally was Martha’s age, and that too could be a factor—one more piece of evidence that Martha’s childhood was indeed behind her. But no, there was something new in Sally, and as Martha stared she began to understand that this change in the slave wasn’t new, that today only indicated a change in degree but not of fact—the original change had begun in Paris.

Near the end of their stay, Martha’s father had taken his daughters from the convent school where they’d been boarding and brought them to live with him at his home at the Hôtel de Langeac, the move prompted by Martha’s announcement that she would like to join the convent. Martha’s father never argued the matter with her, he simply removed her, and never again discussed the subject; this was her father’s way. Along with the move came a flurry of new dresses and accessories that Martha supposed were intended to distract her, but in truth life at the Hôtel de Langeac had served as sufficient distraction already. There Martha saw her father’s talents at work nightly instead of weekly; there she learned to sit at a table and converse with Paris’s most influential ladies and gentlemen; there she saw enough of William Short to understand all she’d been reading in school—in four different languages—about love. And there she saw a new Sally Hemings, grown older and lovelier as if overnight, gliding over the polished floors with the kind of confidence Martha had never seen in her before, as if she’d woken up one morning and realized how beautiful she was and how polished she’d become, or, Martha thought in a kind of epiphany, that she could be free in France. Yes, it had begun there in France, just as it had with James, in a look a slave seldom gave a master—a look of new-discovered power. Martha had grown up with Sally. They’d played together and learned to sew together and even kept each other company when they were sick, but Martha would gladly have seen her stay behind—free—in Paris.

Yet Sally had chosen to come home to her enslavement.

Pregnant.

Perhaps your father grieves less than you think. A slow flush crept up from Martha’s chest, along her neck and across her cheeks. “Do stir the fire for me while you’re here,” she told Sally, but the girl hesitated. Hesitated! After a time she did drop her skirt, take up the poker, and give the fire a half-hearted nudge before sweeping out of the room, her master’s book clutched in her hand.

Martha returned to her letter and tried to focus on her last thought before Sally had interrupted her. My father and sister and I . . . Ah, yes, her mother-approved letter, but her mother was dead, and her father and sister and she were to leave Monticello in March. Martha folded the letter and sailed it into the fire, taking up a clean sheet. Come, she wrote. She paused, taking a deep breath to expel the excess heat that continued to inflame her skin, but the exercise accomplished nothing. Sally. Pregnant. And pregnant enough that it must have begun in France. Martha collected her pen and began to write. If you act solely to please me, she added, come as soon as you are able.

Two days later Martha learned that Sally’s household duties had been reduced to care of her father’s chamber and wardrobe only, that she’d been moved out of the Hemings house on Mulberry Row and into the small room under the stairs, the only Negro so accommodated in the main dwelling.
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TOM ARRIVED THE FOLLOWING WEEK. As Martha watched him dismount his horse, she marveled that she’d ever mistaken the elegance of his form for another, that she’d ever thought him a scowling, unpleasant creature. Her father seemed to think him a fine enough fellow too, for he made considerable effort to keep in his company despite the demands of his schedule, in fact leaving Martha less time alone with their guest than she’d hoped. It began to press on her, this lack of time, this advance of time, this idea that all was slipping away from her; Tom had arrived bubbling over in what seemed a like impatience to be alone with her, but even so, he’d been eager enough to linger with her father, where much advice was given and taken, many books recommended and reviewed, even pored over page by page, judging by the amount of time they spent above-stairs in the library.

This should only please Martha, both in the specific and the general—first at finding her father and Tom so in tune, second at the idea of an aspiring young lawyer being mentored by so fine a mind as her father’s—but over dinner she found her emotions oddly somersaulting. She took her usual care to add her voice to the conversation in such a way as to be considered augmentation instead of distraction, but a second voice kept harping at her with its own distraction: What was it all in aid of? What conversation would she find at the Eppes table worth either augmenting or distracting? The recent lay of the hens. The size of the cucumbers. The heat. The rain. The drought.

Martha came out of her private conversation to find her father gazing at her with a particular look that she had learned to read—one that signaled an abrupt change in thought direction. But Martha had a thought of her own, and suddenly it seemed of the greatest importance that she use this moment to air it.

“At Tuckahoe, Tom talked to me of an idea for a small plantation he might run without such dependency on the Negroes. It draws me to think he should like to hear of your plan to establish free tenant farmers here at Monticello.”

Martha’s father studied Tom for some time before he spoke. “We must all make effort to ameliorate the condition of those in our care.” He pushed back his chair. “And now I must say good night. I have three letters to write before I sleep. Martha, our guest’s glass is empty, but I believe he might enjoy his wine in
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