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Dedication
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For all those little sister and smart-girl Peggys out there,

past, present, and future.

And, as ever, for Megan and Peter.
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Epigraph

More than kisses, letters mingle souls,

for thus, friends absent speak. 

—JOHN DONNE





Prelude
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THE FIRST LETTER ARRIVES:

Alexander Hamilton to Margarita Schuyler

Morristown, New Jersey, February 1780

Though I have not had the happiness of a personal acquaintance with you, I have had the good fortune to see several very pretty pictures of your person and mind which have inspired me with a more than common partiality for both. Among others your sister carries a beautiful copy constantly about her, elegantly drawn by herself, of which she has two or three times favoured me with a sight . . . 

You will no doubt admit it as a full proof of my frankness and good opinion of you, that I with so little ceremony introduce myself to your acquaintance and at the first step make you my confident. 

PEGGY SCHUYLER KICKED OUT FROM UNDER HER heavy blankets, too preoccupied with a letter she had received to sleep. It came from an aide-de-camp to General Washington who proclaimed to be besotted with her sister Eliza—some silver-tongued man named Alexander Hamilton.

She shoved back the green toile bed curtains, gasping as frigid air pierced her linen chemise. “Good God! Can it possibly be this cold? Again?”

Teeth chattering, Peggy stirred the embers in the fireplace and dropped a split log from the basket onto them with as little noise as possible. It was still dark. She didn’t want to wake her three younger brothers, slumbering next door. Endearing boys, but what a raucous rabble—especially the seven-year-old, Rensselaer, who had just gone through breeching and was racing around the house crowing about the fact he had finally graduated to wearing pants instead of dresses. For sure, he’d rouse little Cornelia, still in a trundle bed in her parents’ room. And Peggy wanted to analyze Alexander Hamilton’s words more closely, privately, without her mother insisting she read them aloud to the family.

The splintery wood sparked, sputtered, and caught flame as Peggy hurriedly bundled herself in shawls and slipped her feet into soft buckskin moccasins that the Oneida tribe once gave her father, General Philip Schuyler. They were artfully decorated with porcupine quills and blue-jay feathers.

Peggy never let her mother see that she had pilfered the colorful slippers from her father’s closet. They were definitely not proper lady shoes. But her feet ached with a strange malady sometimes, especially on shivering days like this, and the moccasins were soft and forgiving. They also reminded Peggy of the vast New York wilderness just a few dozen miles north of their Albany mansion, and the elusive Iroquois who remained loyal to her father and the Patriot cause. Silently gliding through forests of towering oaks and chestnuts, they gathered information on Loyalist Tory Rangers who could strike the city at any moment.

Quaking, Peggy toasted herself by the fire. “It’s cold enough for Hell to freeze over,” she muttered. “All right, Lord, maybe this is proverb. Are you sending us a sign that our improbable Revolution may actually succeed? Please? If we just screw our courage to the sticking place?”

Peggy preferred quips to prayer, intelligent bargaining to pleading. Wit was her bayonet, her way of leading a charge. She detested the woman’s role of patiently sitting, smiling like a painted fashion doll while men battled and argued philosophy that could end tyranny. But she knew talking out loud in this manner was ridiculous. Her imaginary conversations were a recent habit, born of being deserted by her two older sisters, with whom Peggy had shared her bed and her every thought for all twenty-one years of her life.

Born in less than three years from oldest to youngest, the Schuyler sisters had been a giggly, triplet-like brood, tight-knit and entwined. As a trio, they complemented and balanced one another, each recognizing and coaxing out the best in the other two. Like pieces of those new jigsaw puzzles, only put together did the Schuyler sisters present a complete portrait, with the most beautiful and vibrant image of each clearer. 

But Angelica had married, seduced by an ever-so-charming card gambler. And now Eliza, logically next in line to marry, was gone to Washington’s winter headquarters at Morristown to visit their aunt and her husband, who was surgeon general to the Continental Army.

And Peggy? Here she remained in Albany, alone, feeling bereft not only of her big sisters’ company but somehow of definition and purpose without her arms linked in theirs. She loved her little brothers and sister. But Peggy couldn’t share her heart with them. They couldn’t finish her sentences with her own thoughts the way Eliza and Angelica could.

Who was she without her big sisters? She had always been “and Peggy,” introduced third whenever the Schuylers greeted guests to their family houses. Witty, elegant Angelica; kind, affable Eliza; and Peggy. Within the circle of family and friends she was always described according to her older sisters’ attributes: “She’s saucy like Angelica. She’s artistic like Eliza.”

As she stared at the flames, Peggy’s hurt at being left behind turned to annoyance. It would be nice occasionally to be described purely as herself. In truth, with her sisters, Peggy was often reduced to confidante and accomplice. Rarely was she the center of anything. She was beginning to feel like Cinderella, always helping her sisters dress for balls she wasn’t attending, relegated to chores. Peggy was forever helping their mama and watching after the increasing brood of younger siblings.

And here was this letter, from another male intruder into the Schuyler sisterhood who seemed to think Peggy would happily become handmaiden to a romance that would take away her middle sister, too. This poet-penned aide-de-camp, this Alexander Hamilton, who wrote to introduce himself and to make Peggy his ally in his courtship of Eliza. And the bait to lure her in was complimenting her person and mind as Eliza had depicted it in a pretty miniature painting? As if Peggy was so easily manipulated by flattery.

But the thought that had kept her tossing and turning? Eliza was obviously falling for this man. Normally her gentle sister would be far too modest to show her artwork to anyone. This was dangerous. Peggy must remain a watchful sentry to Eliza’s enormous heart. She had learned the pitfalls of not being on guard for a sister the hard way with Angelica.

After lighting a candle, Peggy pulled Hamilton’s letter out from its hiding spot behind the cushion of a wingback armchair next to the hearth. She tucked her feet up under her, huddled in her shawls, and began to read. 

I venture to tell you in confidence, that by some odd contrivance or other, your sister has found out the secret of interesting me in every thing that concerns her.

Hmpf. As if the sweet Eliza was some calculating enchantress, fumed Peggy. She squinted at the parchment.

The handwriting was neat and elegant. One would never know Hamilton had written his appeal in the middle of a war. Or in a camp laid waste by four feet of snow that refused to melt—where stubborn, stoic Patriots slept crammed together in tiny log huts, lying side by side with their feet to a fire, to share body warmth and make it through the night without frostbite.

I have already confessed the influence your sister has gained over me; yet notwithstanding this, I have some things of a very serious and heinous nature to lay to her charge.

Peggy fairly growled at that line. What could Eliza possibly be guilty of?

She is most unmercifully handsome and so perverse that she has none of those affectations which are the prerogatives of beauty. Her good sense is destitute of . . . vanity and ostentation. . . . She has good nature affability and vivacity unembellished with that charming frivolousiness which is justly deemed one of the principal accomplishments of a belle.

Hmpf again. Well, all right, he had that correct. Eliza was all earnestness. She did not play games. She did not pull on heartstrings for amusement. No, that was Angelica. The famed “thief of hearts,” as one officer had called her.

Peggy dropped Hamilton’s letter. Her room filled with the memory of her sisters’ mingled chimes of laughter. Their reading poetry aloud to one another’s sighs of romantic appreciation. Their harmless gossiping about the dashing soldiers surrounding their father when he commanded the Northern Army.

That had all changed the summer of 1777. When New York was burning and Americans were dying in apocalyptic numbers. When Angelica made her own defiant claim for liberty and breathlessly whispered, “I have a secret. Tonight, my dearest sisters, I elope with John Carter! You must help me escape.”





Part One

1777

These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.

—Thomas Paine, “The Crisis, No. 1”





One

Almost Spring

There is something in the behavior of [General Schuyler’s] daughters that makes you acquainted with them instantly. . . . I sat among them like an old Acquaintance, tho’ this only the seventh day since my introduction. . . . [The girls] would not let me leave them without some mark of kindness, and therefore loaded me with Grapes which they plucked fresh from the vines themselves. 

—Tench Tilghman, aide-de-camp to General George Washington

“IT IS YOUR PLAY, MADEMOISELLE.” JOHN CARTER smiled at Angelica as she hesitated over her cards. She and he were partners in a game of whist. Across the table, facing each other, Peggy and Eliza were paired against them.

Carter had laid down a six of spades, Peggy an eight of the same suit. To win the trick, Angelica needed to play a higher card than Peggy’s but anticipate what Eliza might hold in her hand. The deck from which they pulled was getting low. Her choice would likely determine the contest.

“Hearts is trump,” he reminded her. “I wonder. What will be your trick?” A mischievous challenge flickered in Carter’s blue-sky eyes. “Have you counted the cards in the previous rounds? May I hint at the solution?”

“Oh, but that would be cheating, Mr. Carter!” Eliza protested. “Partners sharing intelligence is against the rules.”

Angelica flushed at his implication that she had not been keeping track of the played cards or analyzing her opponents’ strategy—both key to winning whist. Lifting her chin, she lightly retorted, “Chaque joueur doit accepter les cartes que la vie lui distribué. Mais une fois qu’il les a en main, lui seul peut décider comment jouer ses cartes pour gagner la partie. . . .”

“Ahhhh.” Carter nodded, not taking his eyes off her. “You have read the French philosopher Voltaire.”

“I have read a great many things, sir. This may not be London, but we are still enlightened. You should see my father’s library.”

“I have not been invited.”

“C’est facile à remédier. Après ça tours, alors.”

Eliza held her cards to her face like a fan and whispered behind them, “I hate it when you speak French, Angelica. You know how I struggle with it.”

But Angelica did not break her gaze with Carter to respond.

So Peggy did instead. “All she said, sister, is that a player must accept the hand life deals, and only she may decide how to play those cards in order to win her game with fate.”

Eliza smiled gratefully.

Peggy didn’t translate that Angelica planned to take Carter into Philip Schuyler’s library after the card game. Eliza would be shocked at the implication of such a tête-à-tête. Perhaps Peggy would simply accompany them, claiming she wanted to retrieve a book from the two hundred shelved there. She’d been plaguing her pretty sister by shadowing her and her admirers to interrupt their wooing ever since Peggy was twelve years old and Angelica turned fifteen. That’s when her eldest sister’s first suitors had begun to flock to the family’s hilltop Georgian mansion. It had been a favorite amusement for a preadolescent Peggy—when she first resented Angelica suddenly treating her like a child and crowding her out of their sisterly triumvirate by sharing secrets about her romances with Eliza but not Peggy—and the cause of much hair-pulling between them. 

It was so odd. The expanse of years between them was so elastic, sometimes no space of consequence at all and other times feeling as insurmountable as a chasm. Now that she was eighteen and Angelica twenty-one, the difference felt like nothing. Although tonight, Peggy was feeling a canyon-wide draft of cold air between them again.

Angelica did not play her card. The look between her and Carter was searing.

To Eliza, Peggy said, “I suspect our Angelica is deciding whether to play an ace . . . or a jack . . . saving her ace of spades for the next trick.” She paused. “I suggest your jack, Angelica.” Peggy gave her eldest sister a slight kick under the table to make her play her card while she looked pointedly at Carter to add: “It is always best to shed a knave.”

He roared with laughter. “Touché! A hit, Miss Peggy, a palpable hit.”

Peggy recognized that Carter was quoting from the sword-fight scene in the play Hamlet with his comment. She read, too, after all. Perhaps Carter knew that and was trying to play to her vanity about her intellectualism. She refused to take the lure. Peggy didn’t much like the man. For one thing, he was born to British aristocracy. There was something too courtly, too frivolous, too showy about him in his beige-and-green-striped coat, his silk waistcoat embroidered with pink and green flower sprigs. He had actually donned an old-world wig for the evening, which hardly any real Patriot did.

Yes, Mr. Carter had reportedly fled England to join the cause. Yes, he was as beautiful a man as had ever graced their home. Yes, his European sophistication was exhilarating, especially for Angelica, who had essentially grown up in New York City when their father served in the colony’s assembly. Now occupied by the British, New York City was forbidden enemy territory. The Schuyler sisters were relegated to their hometown of Albany. With its somber Dutch culture and architecture, trading outpost atmosphere, and narrow, muddy streets, it hardly compared. 

So Angelica was restless—despite the young soldiers occupying the city’s garrison and the parade of statesmen who visited to confer about the war with their father. Peggy’s personal favorite had been Benjamin Franklin. He’d called her “wild Peggy.” The way he said it had been more compliment than criticism. His sardonic commentary made her laugh.

As to Carter? Peggy just couldn’t trust a man whose eyelashes were longer and thicker than her own. He also couldn’t seem to answer to his whereabouts in the past few years without squirming a bit. Besides, he had been ordered by Congress to audit their father’s military account books, to investigate its accusations that General Schuyler had mishandled the Patriot invasion of Canada the previous winter. That alone was enough to damn Carter in Peggy’s mind.

She glared at him. The criticism of her father for the Canadian debacle was so unfair. No one had anticipated that Quebec would put up such a fight. Everyone assumed French Canadians would want to throw off British rule, too, even become the fourteenth American state. Yet, as commander of the Northern Army, Schuyler was blamed for Benedict Arnold and Richard Montgomery choosing to storm Quebec City during a blizzard and the disastrous retreat that followed. 

Her father wasn’t even there! He’d been ravaged by a horrendous flare-up of gout and remained in camp at the army’s surgeon insistence. He was so ill Peggy’s mother dared the harrowing journey north to care for him with her special teas. Peggy and Eliza had accompanied Catharine on that hazardous trek. Someone had to. Their mother was six months pregnant at the time—she could miscarry on the journey.

Thinking on the risks her mother had taken to save her husband’s life and the poor untrained huntsmen-soldiers who slogged through the wilds of northern New York to take on British forces made playing the card game whist seem a superficial pastime indeed.

“Eliza”—Peggy broke the silence of waiting for Angelica’s next play—“do you remember when we went to Ticonderoga to care for Papa?”

“How could I forget?” Eliza answered. “Oh my goodness, Mr. Carter, the things we saw.”

Angelica frowned over her cards.

“Indeed so. But you were very brave, Eliza. Why, we nearly lost her at the very beginning of our journey, Mr. Carter. You see, our father had made himself deathly ill in service to our country. Knowing how concerned he is—always—for the welfare of his soldiers—even when he is racked with violent fluxes—we stopped first at our Saratoga farm to gather supplies for the fort. At Papa’s own expense, of course. When we crossed the Hudson River, our wagon was so laden it tipped the flat-bottomed ferry. We nearly dumped our beloved Eliza into the currents. She would have been swept away, for sure.”

“Good God, Miss Eliza! I am grateful you were spared.”

Angelica shot Peggy a withering look, clearly annoyed that Peggy was hogging Carter’s attention and sharing a story about an adventure she’d missed, choosing instead to stay in New York City to enjoy what would end up being its last season of Patriot balls.

Peggy ignored Angelica’s glare to continue bedeviling her. “Oh, but that was only the beginning, Mr. Carter! For days, our wagon jolted along that path on the river’s eastern shore. Whenever the wagon’s wheels stuck fast in mud, Mama had to get out and yank on the oxen. Oh, how she pled with those stupid beasts. Eliza and I had to push from behind.”

“What?” Carter asked. “You didn’t have a military escort to help?”

“Oh no, Mr. Carter.” Peggy smiled prettily to hide her inward smirk at her sudden mental picture of the immaculately dressed Carter trying to brave the wilderness road. Why couldn’t Angelica see him for a popinjay fop? But aloud she said, “Following our papa’s unselfish example, we only asked for one guide. We did not want to take any more men from the defense of our nation.”

Peggy was about to continue her travelogue when she was suddenly beset with harsher memories of that exhausting, one-hundred-mile journey through the forbidding forests. She shivered involuntarily, even though she sat next to a fire blazing brightly in their ornate yellow parlor, soft with a florid Brussels carpet and cushioned chairs. How she, Eliza, and their mother had shivered back then—through bone-chilling downpours, and terrorized by the howls of wolves hunting in the thick, primeval woods all around them. What else, who else might be out there in the shadows was their constant question.

They had been so relieved to reach the safety of their halfway point—Fort Edward—hoping for a cot and a hot meal. But the fort was a burned-out ruin, and the soldiers holding the skeletal fortification had no provisions. In pity for the bedraggled women, they managed to shoot a bear and cook it over open fires to feed them. That scorched fresh-kill bear meat had tasted better than any carefully dressed turkey presented in their mansion’s elegant dining room. It tasted of staggeringly beautiful, untamed frontiers, of a gut euphoria at reaching safety after being in danger, of a freedom from Old Europe parlor-room niceties and banalities.

As Peggy had torn the meat off her roasting stick with her teeth, one of the soldiers proclaimed her as good a woodsman as ever a boy was. Catharine had been horrified. Peggy had grinned, grease running down her chin, loving the compliment.

Carter tapped his cards on the table, interrupting Peggy’s musings. He laid them facedown, crossed his arms, leaned back, and tossed a dimpled smile of encouragement toward Angelica. Smooth, unblemished features; wide-set, luminous eyes framed by almost feminine brows. God, he was irritating with his sculpture-perfect face, his pampered refinement!

“Have you ever eaten bear meat, Mr. Carter?” Peggy asked abruptly.

He startled. “No, I have not, Miss Peggy.” But he was clearly amused by the out-of-the-blue question. “Is it good?”

“Deeee-li-cious.” Peggy drew out the word.

This time Angelica kicked her under the table.

Carter went back to dreamily staring at Angelica. The man had recently finished his Congress-ordered audit and found Schuyler’s records beyond reproach. But still he lingered about their house, like a bee drunk on honeysuckle. Peggy kept expecting her father to shoo him off. But Schuyler seemed to think Carter might be useful for intelligence gathering among Loyalists, since he was such a recent émigré from Great Britain.

That, at least, Peggy could understand. Having an ear to Tory homes was critically important. Longtime neighbors who remained loyal to the Crown had proven quite dangerous. Just a few weeks before, her father had uncovered a Tory plot to blow up Albany’s powder magazine and set fire to the city. The wretches had even planted incendiaries all around town. Peggy had known one of the conspirators all her life.

But did this highborn Carter have what it took to be a spy? How Peggy wished she could volunteer for that job instead. She could dress up and act like a boy to hide her identity, just like Viola did in her favorite Shakespeare play, Twelfth Night. Shaking her head slightly, Peggy snapped herself back to their card game. “Angelica, play your card. We are all waiting.”

“I would happily wait a century if your sister asked it of me,” said Carter. “Frankly, each card she plays, Miss Peggy, brings our game closer to its end. A melancholy thing.”

Eliza sighed, charmed. Of course Eliza would be charmed.

Ever so slowly, Angelica pulled out a card and laid it on the table. The queen of hearts. “Voilà! I believe hearts rule?”

A delighted grin lit up Carter’s countenance. “The queen of hearts commands all she surveys or touches.” He bowed slightly.

Oh, for pity’s sake. Peggy rolled her eyes. Angelica was a smarter player than that. There was no need to pull out such cannon fire for this trick. By Peggy’s calculations, Angelica had the spades to win the play easily without resorting to a trump. It was pure flirtation. Deftly done, though, she had to admit.

“Well, with that move, we can only capitulate, Peggy.” Eliza tossed down her cards and held her hand to her heart. She was in complete awe of her big sister’s coquettish wordplay.

Angelica stood. Shaking out her sapphire satin skirt and the tiers of creamy lace peeking out from her elbow-length sleeves, she asked, “Voulez-vous voir la bibliothèque maintenant?”

“Ah, oui!” Carter rose. “Est-il permis d’examiner les volumes?”

The impertinence! Did he have permission to examine the volumes, indeed. I should say not! thought Peggy. Seeing Eliza’s hurt at being excluded once again by Angelica’s French gave her an idea. “Eliza,” she chirped, and purposefully mistranslated: “Mr. Carter was just saying how much he longed to hear you play the pianoforte.”

How that sweet, heart-shaped face brightened. And how Angelica’s clouded.

Again, Carter burst out laughing. 

Well, at least he had a sense of humor, thought Peggy.

“Mademoiselle.” He held out his hand to Eliza to escort her across the parlor. Eliza giggled, blushed, and took it. She settled in front of a polished mahogany square-box piano, her billowing pink taffeta gown making a pretty picture against the room’s gold-flocked wallpaper.

Eliza took a deep breath before beginning the Allegro first movement of a Haydn sonata. With nimble delicacy, her fingers danced up and down the octaves in crystalline runs. Then, with the piece’s Andante, Eliza shifted moods, drawing out the expressive melody, lingering over its melancholy phrases. She swayed slightly as she touched the ivory keys, in complete communion with the lyrical movement, becoming a graceful personification of its airy, sublime tune.

Angelica and Peggy smiled at each other, all irritation between them extinguished. Their middle sister had that effect on them. Angelica and Peggy could be spit and rasp. Eliza was balm. She might not read as much as they. She might not speak French well, nor quip with their alacrity, but she far surpassed them in the arts and in the sincerity of her joys. Her music was magic.

Peggy glanced up at Carter, who stood directly behind Angelica. He was as rapt as they. Peggy softened. All right, he had a soul. Peggy always warmed to anyone who appreciated Eliza.

Coming to the end of her incantation, Eliza reluctantly pulled her hands back from the keyboard. She turned to face her listeners as they clapped—Carter impressed, Angelica and Peggy filled with affectionate pride.

“Sing with me, sisters,” Eliza beckoned.

“Please, dear ladies, grant me that rapture,” exclaimed Carter. “I will hold the image to my heart all my life, a shield against future unhappiness.”

Angelica beamed.

Oh my, thought Peggy, how her sister succumbed to poetic rhetoric. How she wore her passionate heart on her sleeve. Who was Peggy to break it? She relented and decided to help rather than hinder Angelica’s obvious love affair. She wasn’t that good of a singer anyway. “Not I, Mr. Carter. I feel a bit hoarse. But Angelica has the voice of a seraphim angel.”

Mouthing “thank you,” Angelica swept across the floor to join Eliza.

The two conferred in whispers, holding their lips to each other’s ears, their enormous nut-brown eyes and luxurious dark curls lovely mirror images. Peggy had the same eyes, the same curls—although hers tended to frizz—and the same dimpled cleft in her chin. But her sisters were graced with their mother’s long neck, high cheekbones, and delicate jawline. Peggy had inherited their father’s more aquiline nose, his slightly longer face and crooked teeth. Still attractive, she knew, but not as softly alluring. Whenever she saw her older sisters framed together like this, she felt a jealous pang, a fear of inadequacy. They were much to live up to.

Her sisters chose their aria. As Angelica’s dulcet voice lilted through the room, Carter remained mesmerized.

“Can you play any of the music from The Beggar’s Opera, Miss Eliza?” he asked when the girls concluded.

“Goodness, sir, no,” demurred Eliza. The work was a wildly popular satire of Italian opera, but scandalous in its featuring of London’s thieves, prostitutes, and debtors’ prisons.

“I know it!” Angelica piped up.

They all did, of course. But only Angelica would admit so.

“Please, then, permit me.” Carter cleared his throat and began a cappella the lines sung by the rogue Macheath. “Were I laid in Greenland’s coast, and in my arms embraced my lass . . .”

His tenor voice was as resonant and silky as any actor’s Peggy had seen in New York City theater. She felt her left eyebrow shoot up in approval, an unconscious reaction that she knew gave away her thoughts. 

The song was a back-and-forth between Macheath and the heroine. Carter strode across the floor to take Angelica’s hands so they could harmonize together. She joined in singing:

“And I would love you all the day.

Every night would kiss and play,

If with me you’d fondly stray

Over the hills and far away . . .”

They stopped and simultaneously drew in a sharp breath. Before Peggy could interrupt, Carter leaned over and kissed Angelica. On her mouth, lingering, searching, in a way that made Peggy blush for her sister. Angelica did not draw back.

“Sir! What is the meaning of this?”

“Papa!” the girls squeaked.

None of them had heard the enormous back door of the hall open, their father handing his cloak and tricorn hat to Prince, his personal attendant and the enslaved servant he trusted to greet all guests to the mansion. Nor had they heard Schuyler enter the room. They were that bewitched by Carter’s musical seduction.

“I repeat, sir,” Schuyler bellowed. “What is the meaning of your behavior?”

Tall, muscular, lithe, their father—when he wasn’t ill—exuded a commanding prowess. He’d spent years traversing New York’s upper lakes and dense forests—first learning to trap and trade with the Iroquois, then as a colonel in the French and Indian War. The Oneida—one of the Iroquois Confederacy’s six tribes—had named him Thoniondakayon, one who walks young with old wisdom. With such bearing, rarely did Schuyler need to raise his voice.

Angelica’s creamy, soft hands balled into fists at her side. Peggy could imagine Angelica’s silk-slippered foot stamping with indignation under her gown—a gesture that always preceded impassioned speeches about her rights, peppered with quotes from Thomas Paine.

Schuyler’s shout brought their mother scampering down the staircase, from where she had been putting her thirteenth child to bed. Having lost six children in infancy already, Catharine tended her babies with an anxious carefulness herself, despite having several enslaved female attendants who could help.

“Kitty.” Schuyler turned to her. “Why were you not chaperoning?”

Catharine looked with bewilderment at her daughters before answering in her blunt Dutch-housewife way: “I expect them to safeguard one another’s virtue.” 

“They have failed one another in that tonight.”

“How so, sir?”

“I just caught Angelica . . . here, in our parlor . . . behaving . . . allowing this man liberties.”

Catharine frowned. She wagged her finger at Angelica as if she were a toddler. “I should have known. I have never been able to teach you proper modesty, daughter, or proper restraint.”

Angelica’s face turned red with humiliation. “And who was it failed you in that regard, Mama?” she shot back. “When Papa was courting you?”

Peggy’s and Eliza’s mouths popped open at Angelica’s salvo. No one had ever dared acknowledge the fact she had been born only five months past her parents’ wedding day. A shocked silence fell. The clock ticked; the fire in the hearth popped and threw sparks; one of the grooms could be heard calling for lanterns to be lit in the back courtyard.

Angelica stood her ground, smoothed her skirts, and took advantage of her command of the stage. “I love him, Papa.”

At that Carter gasped. But it took him only a moment to regain his gallantry. He bowed low. “General Schuyler, may I ask the honor of your daughter’s hand in marriage?”

Eliza about swooned at the romance of all she was witnessing.

Peggy inwardly groaned. Angelica seemed more defiant than beguiled by love. She longed to ask her sister what in the world she was thinking.

But Schuyler’s reaction was immediate and vehement. “Good Lord, man. No!”

“Papa!” Angelica wailed.

“My beloved child,” he began.

“I am no child!”

“Then do not act like one, Engeltje.” When their father used the original Dutch version of their Christian names, the sisters knew they were in serious trouble.

“I do not have time to debate this,” he continued, holding his hand up to stop Angelica’s protest. “Canadian Oneida have warned me of British plans. As soon as the roads thaw, they will invade New York, coming south from Quebec down Lake Champlain. General Burgoyne has amassed eight thousand British and Hessian solders. One hundred pieces of artillery. Those numbers triple ours.”

“Goede God,” murmured Catharine.

“He is also recruiting Senecas, Cayugas, Onondagas, and Mohawks as scouts and New York Loyalists to join his ranks.

“At dawn, I must ride for Philadelphia to meet with Congress. First to deal with the nonsense this man”—he gestured toward Carter—“was sent to investigate me for. And then to plead for more troops, more horses, more salted meat, more ammunition.” He rubbed his forehead. “I swear Congress expects us to fight on nothing but self-sacrifice and rhetoric.”

Schuyler paced, worrying more to himself than to the other people in the room. “The war could be lost right here in the coming weeks.”

“But, Papa,” Angelica interrupted him, “this has nothing to do with Mr. Carter and me.”

Absorbed by impending catastrophe, Schuyler didn’t hear her.

“Papa?”

He paced on.

Angelica reached out and stopped him. He blinked, then focused on his daughter. Somehow his voice gentled. “You cannot marry this man, Angelica. I am not even certain of his real name. Carter is an alias. I have just learned that he fled England because of a duel. Perhaps over a woman. Perhaps over a gambling debt. I do not care which. This man is not for you.”

Oh, Papa, thought Peggy sadly. How could he know so little about Angelica’s willfulness? Now that he’d commanded her obedience and denied her wants, Angelica wouldn’t give a fig what he might uncover about Carter. Intrigue would only make her suitor more romantic and tantalizing in Angelica’s mind.

Schuyler swung around to face down Carter. “Be gone, sir. Do not return to this house. You are no longer welcome around my daughters.”





Two

Spring

Colonel Richard Varick to Major General Philip Schuyler

Albany, April–May, 1777

Dear General:

It is reported here that the Enemy are preparing to come up the River [from New York City]. You may easily conceive how Mrs. Schuyler feels on the business, however, we have almost induced her to vacate. . . . 

Last night brought an account of [British] frigates and transports . . . above Peeks Kill. The ladies were in a distressing situation for an hour or better and I am getting boxes made [for packing] for fear of the worst.

[We are] in very sanguine expectations of receiving some letters from you . . . but our most earnest wishes were disappointed, which induces the ladies to think that you are . . . unfortunately fallen into the hands of the Tories.

—I am Dear Sir, Your Most Obedt & Very Hblsevt, Richd Varick

“RIDER APPROACHING THE HOUSE!”

The cry by one of Schuyler’s guards sent the Schuyler family scrambling from their breakfast to the window.

“It’s an express messenger!” shouted twelve-year-old John. He pressed his nose against the glass as his younger brothers, Jeremiah and Rensselaer, climbed on his back to look. “He’s wearing blue and buff.”

“Praise God,” murmured Eliza, taking Peggy’s hand. “Maybe it’s finally a letter from Papa.” The family had been worried sick about their father now that the British had sailed up the Hudson River. There had been no word from Schuyler at all. What if he had been taken prisoner?

The horse was lathered, its breathing labored. Whatever the news, it was urgent enough to gallop. A reassuring note from their father would not necessitate pushing a horse so hard.

In the past days, they’d been bombarded by unnerving reports of British ships and troops moving quickly toward them, of Loyalist Tories torching barns in the night and kidnapping Patriot leaders. The guards placed around the Schuyler mansion to protect the home and family of the Northern Army’s commander were jumpy. Most of them were old or semi-crippled from wounds—probably of little help in real trouble.

The rider’s face was grim as he handed a packet of letters to the sentry. Then he galloped away down the drive toward the fort at the northwest peak of town, where Patriot troops were encamped. Given its strategic location near where two major waterways met—the north-to-south-flowing Hudson that stretched from just below Canada, all the way to New York City, and the west-to-east Mohawk—Albany had become the center for troops guarding against British invasion from Canada.

Peggy hoped the poor horse made it. The Schuyler estate was a mile outside the south end of town. The animal was clearly exhausted. Turning from the window, Peggy caught Angelica’s eye. She, too, was tense, obviously recognizing the delivery was unlikely to be happy news. 

As Lieutenant Colonel Richard Varick left the dining room to collect the letters, Catharine shooed her children back to their meal. “Your hasty pudding will grow cold,” she chided. “Mary worked hard to make it for you.”

Already finished with her porridge of cornmeal, molasses, milk, and butter, Peggy reached for a slice of bread, made of wheat from their fields in Saratoga. Before the war, their table had also been graced with salted meats and smoked fish at breakfast. But even the richest ate more lean these days, given the food shortages made by two armies foraging. The Schuylers still had preserves made from her father’s hybrid plums, though, which he’d cultivated to be sweeter and fuller than the standard. Peggy wondered if her father would ever be able to return to the life he most loved—that of a gentleman farmer, overseeing his crops. Fighting had already dragged on for two years.

Varick reentered, sorting the mail. A gangly twenty-four-year-old, her father’s military secretary was all hotheaded idealism, a Dutchman from Hackensack, New Jersey, who had instantly thrown off his law apprenticeship to join the cause. He was fiercely devoted to Schuyler. Peggy had grown fond of him for his emotional outbursts. Right before the rider interrupted their meal, Varick had been hammering the table with his fist and damning John Adams for attacking her papa’s military judgment.

“Anything for us, Colonel?” Catharine asked.

“No, ma’am,” he answered, distracted with one of the letters. For a few moments the only sounds were silver spoons scraping against china and a rooster sounding off in the courtyard out back.

“Godverdomme!” Varick bolted up out of his chair, shaking his head as he hastily reread a dispatch from Connecticut.

“Mr. Varick, what is it?” In her anxiety about its contents, Catharine forwent her usual reprimand for someone using the Lord’s name in vain.

Varick looked up from the paper, his gray eyes wide, his face pale. “The British have destroyed our supply depots at Danbury.”

Everyone moaned. The Patriots couldn’t afford to lose one musket.

“How bad is it?” Peggy asked.

“I hate to say, miss. I do not wish to alarm you.”

“You are alarming us more, Mr. Varick, by not divulging the details,” Angelica weighed in. “And pretending we are not strong enough to know facts simply insults us.”

“As you wish, miss.” Sheepishly, Varick glanced down at the paper. “They torched seventeen hundred tents, five thousand pairs of shoes, four thousand barrels of beef, five thousand of flour, sixty hogshead of rum. They also set fire to the town. Danbury’s meetinghouse and forty of its homes are ashes.”

Godverdomme indeed, thought Peggy.

“Five thousand boots burned when so many of our soldiers march barefoot?” Catharine shook her head. “How did we leave such stores undefended?”

Varick dropped the dispatch to the table. “Forgive me, Mrs. Schuyler.” He bowed formally to her and then to each Schuyler as he said, “Miss Angelica, Miss Eliza, boys. I think I’d best issue orders for Albany residents to strip all lead from Albany’s roofs and windows and melt it down for musket balls.” He saved his final bow for Peggy. “Miss Peggy,” he added with a shy smile.

Then he dashed out the door, all earnest flurry.

Her brother John made a face at Peggy and teasingly thump-thumped his hand against his heart. Eliza giggled.

“Colonel Varick is just grateful for the respect I show him,” Peggy snapped. “You should be, too, for how much he helps Papa!”

Oh, why did Congress keep their father bogged down in Philadelphia continuing to answer partisan questions about last year’s failings in Canada? He should be in Albany, readying his army! It was nonsense. Petty politics. Regional squabbling kept alive by sanctimonious, puritanical New Englanders! They just didn’t like the fact her father was Dutch!

“Poor Papa,” she said aloud. Maybe the letter said something about his whereabouts. Peggy reached for it just as John did. But Peggy snatched it up first.

“At least share it out loud,” her younger brother grumbled as she scanned its contents.

But Peggy was so stunned by the heroics described in the letter, she kept reading until the twelve-year-old hit her with a well-hurled hunk of bread—right on her forehead!

“I say, good shot!” Jeremiah shouted, as he and Rensselaer guffawed.

Peggy’s face flamed. “Oh, you’re going to regret—”

“Margarita!” Catharine interrupted. “What else does the dispatch say?”

Peggy glared at her brothers before regaining her deportment. “You remember General Benedict Arnold, Mama?”

“Of course. After his brilliant defense of Valcour Island in Lake Champlain last fall, your father considers him the nation’s bravest commander.”

“Well, he has amazed again. When he learned of the British and Tory treachery at Danbury, General Arnold rode through the night in a rainstorm to set a trap for the British as they made the march back to their ships. He and the local militia managed to build a breastwork of wagons, rocks, and dirt and then lay in wait.

“Arnold’s horse was pierced with nine musket balls during the fight. Finally it fell, the general caught in his stirrups. A Redcoat rushed toward him, bayonet ready, shouting at him to surrender.” Peggy quickly skimmed the next few lines. Holding up her fist, she read dramatically, “‘Not yet!’ the brave Arnold exclaimed, and pulled out his pistol and shot his enemy dead, before extricating himself from his horse and escaping into the nearby swamp.”

The boys jumped out of their seats, shouting, “Huzzah!”

Jeremiah skipped around the table whistling “Yankee Doodle.”

Eliza laughed and clapped on the beat.

“Thank God General Arnold is on our side,” said Catharine, reaching for more bread and plum preserves. 

How could she think of eating? thought Peggy. “Excuse me, everyone, but you do know where Danbury is, don’t you?”

“Near Peeks Kill,” answered Angelica. “Right where those British frigates have been seen.”

The boys froze.

Peggy nodded. “Exactly. Presumably on their way upriver to attack West Point.”

Slowly, Angelica finished her sister’s thought. “And if they take West Point, that gives them control of the lower Hudson River . . . all the way down to New York City. The river there is deep enough for any of their seagoing sloops and men-of-war to traverse.” 

“Controlling the Hudson,” added Peggy, “is the perfect way to decapitate us—cutting New England off from the rest of the states. Just like Mr. Franklin’s ‘Join or Die’ cartoon of the severed snake warns us.” Peggy considered the situation with growing alarm. “You know, if General Burgoyne comes down from Canada and manages to seize Lake Champlain . . . then heads downstream to Fort Ticonderoga and can take it . . . Burgoyne will be free to keep moving south, which brings his eight thousand troops to . . .” Peggy trailed off.

None of them had to verbalize the obvious meeting point for the two British armies—Albany. Thousands of British soldiers, bent on taking control of the country and crushing the Revolution and its Patriots, converging right where they sat.

Eliza covered her mouth, her large, soft eyes wide in fear. The boys plopped down in their chairs.

“Tush, child.” Catharine reached over to pat Eliza’s hand. “We must have faith.” Even though her voice quavered, she worked to stanch Eliza’s nervousness. “Your papa says Fort Ticonderoga is impregnable. It is shielded by cliffs too steep to climb and by the lake, which our Patriots have barred with a chain of thick logs moored by double iron links and sunken piers.”

“That’s right,” crowed John. “Papa said that the king’s whole armada couldn’t break it apart.”

“There, you see, my dear?” Catharine crooned to Eliza.

“You know the other thing that raid on Danbury would do, don’t you, Mother?” Angelica asked, an insolent edge to her voice. The tension between mother and daughter since Schuyler had banished Angelica’s card-playing suitor had been like the stinging pop and spark of fabric brushing together. “It would embolden all Tories in that district. Right along the road Papa will need to take to make it home from Philadelphia.”

“Oh, Angelica, don’t,” whispered Peggy. “Don’t frighten Mama on purpose.” When Angelica was angry, she could go for the most vulnerable part of her adversary. Peggy had experienced that plenty during their squabbles.

But Angelica ignored her. “I suppose if they capture Papa, they would take him to the British prison ships in New York harbor. Mr. Carter has written me appalling accounts—of so many Americans prisoners being crowded together into the ships’ holds that they almost suffocated for want of air. The pork and bread given them is unfit for humans, riddled with weevils. If they receive rations at all. Sometimes they go for days with nothing. Men afflicted with dysentery, dying in their own filth.”

“Angelica!” Eliza whimpered, pushing away her pudding. 

Angelica didn’t pause, not even in pity for Eliza, which told Peggy just how much she wanted to rattle their mother. “The Redcoats terrorize Patriot officers for fun—condemning them to be hanged, making them ride coffins to the gallows, with ropes round their necks. Only to be told at the last minute, in front of a jeering crowd of the city’s Loyalist Tories, that they are to be spared.”

Ashen, Catharine rose slowly from her chair. Peggy expected her to rail against Angelica’s bringing their father bad luck by even suggesting his being apprehended by the enemy. She was Old Dutch superstitious that way. But instead Catharine asked, “You have been in communication with Mr. Carter?” Her voice was icy.

Angelica answered her mother’s cold imperiousness with hot defiance: “Papa only forbade him from this house. He said nothing of our exchanging letters. And you know, Mother, Mr. Carter has the ear of General Washington’s staff, a Lieutenant Colonel Hamilton in particular. Mr. Carter is to be a commissary for the army. Replacing that flour, those boots burned by the British at Danbury? That is now Mr. Carter’s job. As Papa himself said, an army that is starving or doesn’t have ammunition cannot fight. In fact, it is now rather unpatriotic to speak ill of Mr. Carter.”

She stood up as well, eye to eye with Catharine. “I still want to marry him. It is my right. Our Declaration of Independence says all men are created equal. That all of us have God-given, unalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Mr. Carter makes me happy.”

Catharine snorted. “You ignore an important line in that document, Engeltje. As you just recited, the declaration says that all men are created equal. We women are still subject to the law of our husbands, and”—she emphasized the next words—“our fathers.”

She stepped away from her chair and rested her hand on the chatelaine at her waist—a decorative silver belt clasp that held all the keys to the mansion’s cabinets and doors. “Your papa has forbidden your marrying this renegade. So I will be locking up the house from now on, for your safety.” She forced a brittle, authoritative smile. “And for your future pursuit of happiness.”

She looked to her sons. “Finish your breakfast, children. In this crisis, it is a crime to waste food.” With that Catharine swept out of the room. From the hall came two loud clicks as the bolts shut on the front and back doors.

That night, Angelica reclined in one of the wide window seats of the sisters’ bedroom, silently gazing out into the darkness. Eliza embroidered one of her intricate pictures in thread. Peggy sat on the edge of their bed, swinging her legs and reading aloud to them—Pamela: Or, Virtue Rewarded.

“Well, but, Mrs. Jervis, said I, let me ask you, if he can stoop to like such a poor girl as me . . .” Peggy broke off reading and hurled the Richardson novel against the wall. “I know you wanted to hear it, Eliza, but I cannot read this insipid rubbish again!”

Aghast, Eliza cried, “You shouldn’t throw a book, Peggy! You’ll break the binding.”

“Oh, Eliza, we should do more than just break the binding of that novel. Don’t you remember that its heroine is almost raped by the master of the house, when he disguises himself as another housemaid to climb in bed with her? Then he claims he loves her but his family won’t let him marry her because of the social chasm between them?” Peggy flopped back on the bed, kicking and flailing her arms. “For pity’s sake!”

Normally Peggy’s outrage with vacuous prose would have won applause from her oldest sister. But Angelica continued to stare out the window. Quietly, she said, “And there you have my plight.”

“Oh my goodness, Angelica.” Eliza dropped her hoop-bound cloth. “Have you been . . . have you been . . .”

“Attacked? By Mr. Carter? No. But my heart, my happiness are attacked, most assuredly. And if Mother had her way, she would marry me off to some boring idiot. Some mild-mannered Dutchman, I imagine. A Mr. Varick, for instance.”

“Oh, Angelica, Richard Varick is not that bad,” replied Peggy.

“Would you want to marry him?”

“No!” Peggy made a face. “But that’s not the point, and not what Mama has suggested.”

“Just wait. She might.” Angelica spoke without turning from the window.

“What are you looking at?” Eliza asked. “Are . . . are you watching for Redcoats? Do you think it possible they will make it up here so fast?” Eliza’s voice was climbing into an anxious soprano. “Remember New York City? Within ten minutes of the first sighting of a British gunship, the whole bay was filled with boats. Like all of London was under sail and afloat. One minute none and a half hour later, thirty-two thousand Redcoats.”

“Beyond West Point, the river is not deep enough for troop transports,” Peggy said, trying to assuage her fears.

Angelica seemed oblivious. “Well, they can certainly land at Kingston and then make the march up in a few—” Suddenly, Angelica sat bolt upright, placing her hand on the windowpane. “He’s here,” she whispered.

“Who? Papa?” Eliza scampered to the window to look out.

But Peggy guessed instantly. Not their papa. Carter.

Angelica swung excitedly out of the window seat. Her sudden movement and her voluminous skirts would have knocked Eliza over had Angelica not caught her by the elbow. “I have a secret,” she burbled with excitement. “Tonight, my dearest sisters, I elope with John Carter! You must help me escape.”

Eliza fainted.

After much fanning and coaxing, Eliza came to, propped up by her sisters, in a rainbow heap of petticoats, disheveled curls, and tears on pretty faces. “Don’t leave us, Angelica,” Eliza whimpered. “We won’t be the same without you.”

“Think about this carefully, Angelica,” Peggy urged.  “Papa told you this man is a gambler, a debtor! A murderer maybe!”

“That’s rumor and Papa’s provincial opinion. No, Peggy. John told me all about the duel. It was over the honor of a lady who had fallen desperately in love with him. John was trying to protect her good name.”

“How gallant,” murmured Eliza.

“But Angelica”—Peggy continued to push for reason—“why did he have to flee England? Men fight duels all the time without having to run away.”

“For the Revolution! And he’s heading to Boston now that the port is liberated. Things are happening there. The Sons of Liberty are there.” Angelica grew more and more excited as she spoke. “Don’t you remember what it was like in New York City before the British Army invaded and occupied it? All those plays, the dance classes, the balls, the fox hunts, the concerts?

“Remember listening to all those impassioned speeches at the Liberty Pole on the Common about liberty and human capabilities? Didn’t it make your mind soar? And stir your blood? Remember George Washington’s spectacular parade through the city when he was made the supreme commander of our armies? The fife and drums, the dress uniforms, all those young men, the gorgeous horses.”

“Of course I remember!” Peggy interrupted. “Papa rode right beside General Washington in that parade. You are forgetting Papa, sister. Think how you will break his heart by doing this. Right at a time our countrymen need his full attention! Look at all the British maneuvers going on. Our city may become the critical battlefield of the war. Things will hardly be dull around here. Mark my words.”

“Blood, cannon fire, and pain, yes.” Angelica nodded, sobering. “But no glory for us. No matter how much you and I might want to fight in the war, we cannot, Peggy. Women are not allowed to lead a charge.” She shrugged. “But I could help persuade foreign dignitaries to go back to their country and send us arms, gold, ships, and men. Emissaries from France and Spain are sailing into Boston to talk to our leaders and decide whether to support us. Mr. Carter will be talking with them, too, to find supplies for our armies. You know I would be good at such conversations. That way I can be a real part of the Revolution.”

She flashed that disarming smile of hers. “Plus, if you are so worried about Papa, remember that his most vicious critics are from Boston—Samuel and John Adams. Perhaps I can charm them into relenting a bit.” 

Peggy sat back on her heels. She had no retort for that.

Eliza had been looking back and forth between her sisters as they debated. “Do you love him very much, Angelica?”

Angelica laughed, almost as if she were surprised by the question. Clasping their hands, she drew her sisters to the window and pointed. Way down their hill, toward their private dock, was a silhouetted rider. He held the reins to a white horse, illuminated by a full moon that also sprinkled light onto the river’s dark waves, making them glitter and look magical rather than menacing.

“How could I not love him?” she whispered, laying her cheek on Eliza’s head. “He is like Perseus, freeing Andromeda from the rock to which her parents had chained her.” Together, Angelica and Eliza sighed—just like they did over poetry.

Peggy bit her lip, knowing she had lost the argument. This was how it was among the three of them. Once two agreed, the third must go along—not in a coerced way, but because that was the irresistible pull, the strength, the sacredness of the Schuyler sisters’ symbiosis.

It had always been that way, particularly with expeditions that required some daring—from climbing trees in the orchard to sneaking down to the Hudson to watch sailors landing at the family wharf. Typically, though, whatever aspect carried the heaviest punishment if caught by their parents seemed to fall to Peggy.

And so it was now. “Will you help me, sweet Peggy?” begged Angelica. “I must elope now, before Albany is engulfed in fighting and we cannot make our way through battle lines to Boston. Before Papa comes home. All I need is the key to the front door. The windows are all too high off the ground for me to jump. Mr. Carter cannot approach the house with a ladder because of Papa’s guards. I must slip away quietly, out the front door, timing my escape in between the sentries’ rounds. You are the only one who can move with the stealth needed to get into Mother’s room and remove the door key from her chatelaine without waking her.” She squeezed Peggy’s hand. Her radiant, dark eyes pleaded as much as her voice. “Please?”

Peggy waited an hour, until the house was asleep. Then, leaning forward, walking toe to heel, she crept silently across the broad, bleached floorboards of the upstairs hall. Her papa had once described to her how Oneida warriors could come within a few feet of deer they hunted, without the animals knowing. Wearing his moccasins, Peggy had quickly perfected the silent glide.

Creeeeeaaaaaaaaaakkkkk, the door to her parents’ room groaned as Peggy pushed it open. She froze, holding her breath as her mother rolled over. Waiting, waiting, waiting. Finally her mother gently snored again.

Peggy exhaled. Heart pounding, she tiptoed to her mother’s dresser. Atop the polished wood was Catharine’s chatelaine. Besides her keys, the ornate waist-chain held a thimble and needle case, a medicinal funnel, and miniature portraits. The tiny painting of Angelica was particularly pretty. What would Catharine do with it after her daughter so flagrantly defied her? What would she do with Peggy’s once she discovered her role in the betrayal? Oh, this was all family treason, and for a man Peggy didn’t trust at all. What was she doing?

Peggy hesitated but then shook her head to rid her mind of such misgivings. Like Caesar, she had crossed the Rubicon. The die was cast. No retreat
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