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For Jennifer, who wanted me to write this one

Virtue flies from a house divided against itself—and a whole legion of devils take up their residence there.

Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
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Ce qui fait la nuit en nous, peut laisser en nous les étoiles.

[That which creates night within us may leave stars.]

Victor Hugo, Quatrevingt-treize
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Excerpt from ‘The Frontier Reminiscences of William Arnold’ (1884)
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...We were near three days out from Camp Ross with some eight hundred Cherokee souls bound for Indian Territory during the great removal of 1838, when the saychum [sic] the Cherokee had chosen to assist Captain Burnett and myself fell ill and we were obliged to halt and see if anything could be done for the relief of the fellow, whom we addressed as White Path.

We had settled in for the third evening of this unexpected encampment, drinking poor coffee beside a dying fire against the infernal darkness and the eerie chants of the Indian women casting hoodoo for their chief, when one of the sullen young ones came up to us and made herself understood that White Path asked for an audience. Captain Burnett exercised the prerogative of authority and bade that I obey the summons while he turned in for sleep. Given no alternative, I followed her across the camp and ducked into the tent of the sick man.

Within, I found Dr. Butler and Mr. Hicks beside White Path, who was apparently in a delirium, as he mumbled in his own language, something I’d not yet heard him use. I saw that our enforced idleness was not likely to be of a much-extended duration and that the poor savage was all but done for. I found in my experiences of the west that once the Indians were taken with certain maladies, they faded with a speed scarcely known among whites.

Mr. Hicks looked up at me. “White Path wishes to tell a story to the white men before he goes to our ancestors,” he said.

I thought an old Indian tale might make good recounting to the folks back home, so I ignored that Dr. Butler would’ve fit the bill just fine without me losing a good night’s sleep and agreed. Although, I explained that I spoke no Indian language and the man seemed to have forgotten English.

“I will tell you what he says,” replied Mr. Hicks, who was himself a half-breed.

I sat upon the bed and Mr. Hicks spoke in the old man’s ear, no doubt to tell him to begin his story. White Path briefly opened his clouded eyes and let his slack mouth hang open like a halfwit, until he finally closed both and began to mumble in a different tone. And this is what I was told he said, after a tedious recitation of the dying man’s lineage, which I can scarce remember and won’t bore my audience to recall:

“I want the white men to know we were friends to General Jackson, before he became the Great Father in the east. We were his friends, and we mixed our blood with his in the great war with the English as brothers and even if we all perish far from the lands of our ancestors, the rocks and the trees and the wide-spanning rivers will remember his treachery to us, his brothers. The land will remember, even if he forgets.

“I know this because I fought alongside General Jackson in the glorious victory at New Orleans in 1815. I was with him when he went to treat with the great pirate chieftain, John Lafeet [sic] before the battle.

“My task was to find safe routes away from the alligator wallows and the hidden homes of the water moccasins. Across the bayous in one piece, save for a foolish Tennessee regular who was bitten by a possum that he tried skewer, we reached the veiled entrance to the pirate lair. General Jackson provided the password, which was a mangled white interpretation of a Lenape word used for a town in New Jersey. The general had laughed when Peter Lafeet [sic] had told it to him in his tavern. Called it an unlucky name. But the brother of the pirate chief had shrugged and said that if his superstitious younger brother wasn’t afraid of it, surely the survivor of a dozen duels shouldn’t be skittish.

“We were led inside by a pair of evil-smelling men summoned by the lookout, to a back room where a sinuous figure in a fine black coat and a broad-brimmed hat with a peacock feather tucked in the band sat reading a book. Despite myself, I was filled with a sort of excitement to finally meet the famous Lafeet, a man I felt more of a kinship with than most white men. Like the woodsman that the general was in his heart, we could understand a man sailing outside of the white world better than the men of the east.

“But when the man lifted his head from his book, even I knew this was not the pirate chief. For the man in the chair was no man at all, but a young woman with deep, arresting eyes.

“‘Where is Lafeet?’ the general demanded of her.

“She replied in beautiful French, telling him the pirate wasn’t there.

“‘I don’t know French,’ he barked back, his famous temper growing.

“The pirate lady smiled. ‘A pity,’ she replied in English, unfolding herself and setting her book over the chair arm before walking over to us.

“On her feet, she was not very tall, but her every movement was graceful and measured. I wondered if she might be part Choctaw, the flash of her eyes reminding me of pretty cousins I had among those people. But she had a Cherokee woman’s bravery, standing in front of the general without a trace of fear for his fierce reputation.

“‘Lafeet gives his regrets,’ she continued pleasantly, unconcerned by the general’s glowering. ‘But he had to see to last-minute details. I was told to assure you that all will be ready on schedule.’

“‘That bastard better not be hiding behind a woman’s word to give us the slip,’ the general hissed at her. ‘I’ll have him hanged as he deserves whether we are victorious or not if he’s lied to me.’

“The young woman raised an eyebrow, unmoved. ‘Captain Lafeet is a man of his word.’

“General Jackson gave a harsh bark of laughter. ‘Ha! The word of a pirate!’

“‘Better the true word of a pirate than the word of a soldier who offers his men only to withdraw his aid like a coward in adversity,’ she remarked quietly.

“The general froze at her words. ‘What did you say?’

“I have been a warrior all of my manhood, and therefore I am not afraid of Death itself, but even I quivered to hear someone call the general a coward. He had killed men for less.

“But the young woman was not afraid. ‘Your Excellency heard me. You protected your ambitions well for the politicians back east, but remember there will always be people in the west who know you could be hanged for treason as surely as Lafeet could be hanged for piracy.’

“The general gaped at her in an astonishment I had never witnessed before or since. But the young woman remained poised, her unusual eyes glowing with amusement. Indeed, the general seemed caught in their depths like the stories we tell of the maidens of the forest who love our warriors.

“At that moment, a slender, flamboyantly dressed man in an equally fantastical broad-brimmed hat appeared jauntily from behind us, breaking the standoff between the general and the lady.

“‘Ah, General, you’re still here!’ he announced cheerfully. ‘Welcome, welcome! Forgive my absence, but I was on our business.’ He swooped over to the young woman and gave her a fulsome kiss on the lips. ‘Good evening, my treasure! You’ve grown even more beautiful since I left.’

“She submitted to the kiss with a humoring air and gave the man a wry smile. ‘You are a fool, John Lafeet.’

“He turned to grin at us. ‘Isn’t she magnificent? There is not a woman anywhere to compare to her. She could’ve been a president or empress, and she consents to help me in my small affairs. Have you been giving our guests hospitality, my fox?’

“She smiled. ‘Something of the sort.’

“Unperturbed by the general’s continued tongue-tied state, John Lafeet swept his arm grandly. ‘I’m pleased to report we are in all readiness, sir. The British won’t know what hit them in the Gulf or in the swamps. We’ll toast our victory together as Americans in my brother’s shop in two nights to be sure.’

“Tactics finally pulled General Jackson from his spell. ‘That’s good. Make sure you have your best men in the bayous. They’ll have the hottest fight, I reckon.’

“The pirate chief nodded. ‘Already done. My love thinks like you and has already suggested as much.’

“The general eyed the young woman again. ‘You’ve been noncommittal in the proceeding months, Lafeet. I hope for your sake you and your men hold fast.’

“Lafeet wasn’t offended by the general’s lack of faith. ‘You may depend on us. The enchanting creature before you holds my very soul in her small hands, and she has decreed we are to save the United States from the British. Therefore, it shall be done.’

“This declaration surprised the unflappable general as much as anything else the young woman had done. ‘You convinced him to help us?’

“She shrugged, her strange eyes dancing. ‘After a fashion.’

“I rarely saw the general humble, but we had such a need of the Louisiana pirates that he became humble in that moment. ‘Thank you, miss,’ he murmured, giving her a rangy bow. ‘I believe you have saved us.’

“‘There is no need to thank me,’ she replied, raising a hand dismissively. ‘I don’t do this for you, General. I am merely a patriot.’

“The pirate Lafeet excitedly called for Caribbean rum to toast our forces on the eve of battle, and it was only after several such salutations that we were finally able to excuse ourselves and return to our own encampment. We left the munificent pirate and his mysterious companion in each other’s company, the former laying his liquor-softened head in the lady’s lap as she resumed her book in one hand while stroking his hair with the other. The sound of her soft, lovely French following us out into the stillness of the bayou night.

“The general was still uncommonly silent, so it fell to me to issue the commands that guided us home. It was only when we stepped through our picket line that he spoke to me.

“‘It is the strangest thing, White Path,’ he said, staring back into the black forest behind us. ‘I’ve seen eyes like hers before, years ago now. But they belonged to a man. The most dangerous man I’ve ever met.’

“That felt like an ill omen, and it made me shift uncomfortably. ‘My people know of some that can move their spirits from one place to another without their bodies. Could this man be one of these?’

“At my words, the general turned to look at me and I was horrified by how pale his face had grown. ‘I certainly hope not. That man is devil enough without Indian hoodoo...’ He trailed off. ‘He did have a daughter, though, that he loved to distraction. Almost too much if you ask me. She was supposed to be quite a thing to behold.’

“‘Do you think that the young woman could have been the daughter?’

“‘No. No, she died... Shipwrecked; must be two years ago now...’ He looked back to the bayou for a long moment before he shook his head resolutely. ‘Bah! This island hooch always goes to my head, shouldn’t have let that rascal give me so much.’ He clapped me on the shoulder with sudden grim humor. ‘Enough nonsense. Let’s tuck in so we can give those lobsterbacks a good whupping!’

“I tell you this story, white men, so that you know there are at least two things in this world that General Jackson is afraid of. This hard man who has betrayed my brothers and exiled my people from the graves of our ancestors, this false friend whom the pirate lady called to account for the same crimes he would visit upon us. The great general you called Hickory feared this shadowy man he called a devil and the young woman we saw in Louisiana who shared his eyes...”
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December 24, 1812
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My dearest Mari,

Forgive me, darling, for not being in Charleston to be the hostess you deserve during this most joyous of seasons. I pled my usual indisposition, but in truth it is still too difficult to face the happiness of others in my valley of grief, the vales of sorrow where I reach for you and do not quite touch your form.

So instead I wander through our empty house wrapped in holly and candlelight, looking for our boy who has left us here alone. Oh, Joseph, I am so very alone. God has taken my son and not even the Devil pities me because the prince of this world holds my father in New York. I know how cold the winters in the city are; what if he has no money left for coal or oil? I wake from dreams where he comes to my bed and lies down beside me and, oh, my dearest, his touch is like ice. What will I do if Gamp joins his Gampy and they both leave me behind?

I fold and unfold his latest letter and the other letter, the unsent one he wrote before Weehawken, again and again like an oracle, asking them what I should do. You know it will always be so. For, you see, there once was a king so beloved and happy, he was considered the most blessed monarch in all the world. His queen was the wisest and fairest of all women, save for their—

Ah, forgive me again, darling. I begin to ramble, and I fear that I fill your tired head with worries. But I think I must worry you a little more and confess my sins to you: I went to Monticello again.

I know I shouldn’t have, more than you can fathom, but there it is. It was in August when I was supposedly too ill to go north to the shivering arms of my father. It was two weeks after Mr. Clark found me standing out in the river up to my thighs in my nightdress, staring at the drift of the tidewater in the distance. I am like Thetis, my poor Peleus, and the ocean comforts me. Though I will own that I probably shouldn’t have said as much to Mr. Clark as he forcibly dragged me out of the water. Your overseer has talents, but classical allusion is not among them.

You wept when they brought me, dripping, back to the house; implored me to stay in bed and not listen to the desperate voices in my head that kept luring me out to the water. I tried to explain that my life was not in danger—not that time—but I couldn’t make myself understood to you, a tragic lack of erudition that has shadowed us from the first moment we stood before one another. That fault is mine as well, and I am humbled that you have loved me all this time in spite of me. Some of the Charleston ladies whisper that I have enchanted you with a vodou spell bought from an African priestess. Perhaps, somehow, I have.

But how to make you understand? No way to without causing you more distress, from which I long to spare you. Because before I was naughty and went to Monticello alone, I committed another transgression and burned my father’s letter, the one telling us he was coming home, before I showed it to you. But how, you ask, when you held that letter in your hand and read it with your own eyes? Because it has been many years since I learned to write in my father’s hand. How much easier for me when he has been disguising it with various tricks and hiding in aliases?

Why would I do this, you now ask, those kind eyes of yours full of hurt? I did this because the second half of his letter was pages and pages of his old madness. Pages of schemes and plots to salvage his dreams of Mexico, protestations that this time we were assured of success. I read this letter and took to my bed, at a loss—yes, even me, the supposed cleverest of women—as to how I would save him from the gallows this time. Six years ago, I could still dazzle a courtroom and charm important people despite the Pain, but now? Bent by six more years of the Pain’s dominion, crushed under the loss of our only delight? I took to my bed, my love, because I could not face the past again. I could not bear to think that this time you would be hanged for our sins if you or your fortune were caught by Papa’s wild visions.

So, what did any of this have to do with the Old Man of the Mountain and his beautiful folly, which they will auction off alongside his wretched people when he is gone? Nothing at first, but as I lay in my room, bundled up in my bed by Milly and Lalette like a hysteric, I regained my equilibrium more quickly than I allowed any of you to see. My panic ebbed, and I retreated into the fog of my grief to think unmolested. There, I could shut out our son’s vacant room. The dark eyes of our people, full of unmoored accusation and pity. I see them in my sleep as well; they don’t know what they’re accusing me of, but I do.

I lay there and thought of the first part of Papa’s letter, easier to contemplate despite its ignorance of our apocalypse and brimming with joy at his homecoming. His words were tender and caressing, like a love letter, full of the longing that binds our souls together and my traitorous heart skipped a beat in its bliss, its selfish desire to be reunited with its other half no matter the price. The smooth words of adoration soon winnowed into requests for money from you or anyone who might be willing. Because Papa will always treat money as if it came upon one by divine will.

There would be time enough to pester you for funds, so I considered my other avenues. I still have that knack from the old days, when Papa abandoned his law practice for politics, and we had too high a passion for books and exotic flowers to keep our creditors satisfied. That awful day when all the furniture in Richmond Hill was repossessed and Papa came home from electioneering to a cavernous, echoing house and me sitting on a pillow in the middle of the library with what remained of our books. This is a temporary trough, Priss, he told me, plopping down on a pillow next to mine. Don’t go so long in the face. When I’m president, or worse luck, vice president, we’ll pay everyone up and get our things back.

I had looked at him, full of sorrow. We’d sold far more than could ever be recovered, more than he knew, for I managed our accounts. For the previous two years I’d been pawning my mother’s jewelry and mine, and when those were all but exhausted, I sold my great-grandfather’s prayer books and papers. That will be only one of the many sins I will burn in Hell for. My father saw none of this, only noticing our state when the literal rugs were pulled out from beneath us. I had looked at him and knew it would still fall to me. So, once he was out the next morning, I stared at notices for governesses and tutors I had spread across the bare dining room floor, understanding that becoming the drudge of the richest family in New York wouldn’t save us, and went to bed weeping at what I knew I must stoop to for our deliverance. I was only sixteen, remember, my darling.

I awoke the following morning freshly resolute and wrote to Dolley, certain she would help. Mrs. Madison rarely disappoints, and this time was no exception, as her reply came with an invitation to the ball of the season in Philadelphia. The invitation on my frameless mattress, I opened my jewelry case and pulled out the last bauble I possessed. An intricate pocket watch, given to me by a man whose gratitude I didn’t deserve. For my practical little Theodosia, with our thanks. I took it down to the harbor and sold it to Jean Lafitte—later, I will explain all—who was in town on his brother’s mostly legitimate business. It’s real gold, I said to him, trying not to cry as I put the watch in his palm. I know, petite, he had replied softly. I’ll get you a good price for it. I think his pity hurt more than his mockery would have.

The rest, of course, you know. I bought a new dress with the watch money and arrived at the Madisons’ ball with all the verve of a French countess. In short, I pretended to be a lady and stole your heart from you like thief. You gave us your wealth and your Southern connections and asked for nothing except to be allowed to worship me every hour. You adored me, continue to adore me, even after the Pain came between us. You are an angel.

So when Papa asked for money as he once did, I decided to take the same path and call on Dolley again. I made myself sensible and agreeable to all of you, burying the guilt I felt as I observed the relief in your eyes as I flitted about taking charge of the house once more. I was my old self for a week before I asked for that passage on the next boat heading toward Washington. I told you I was smoothing a path for my father’s rehabilitation, and you rejoiced in my taking his affairs in hand again, more proof that I was all but healed. Once I was on board and the prow turned north, I had almost begun to believe it myself.

Once in the capital, I did my usual rounds and everyone was gracious, if not particularly helpful. Even if the prodigal son was still to be ostracized, few could bear to be truly cruel to me. (Poor Mrs. Alston, her eyes are as brilliant as ever, but how frail she’s grown! It will be very hard on the colonel when he sees her.) Dolley was a dear and simply too pretty to be believed, as always. She was bound by her position to refuse my material requests, but secure enough in her own place that she could gleefully be my hostess without worry.

As she was offering me another cup of tea, the president wandered through the small parlor and acknowledged me in that taciturn way of his. He’s especially reticent these days as the war proceeds so fitfully.

The state of the army’s command in the north is such that it nearly inclines me to wish the colonel back in uniform, the president said to me morosely. He was always an excellent officer, no matter what General Washington’s prejudices were.

Oh, my father wouldn’t accept anything below a major general’s commission at this juncture, I replied with a smile into my teacup. If the government remains skittish over giving him troops to command, perhaps an ambassadorship to His Majesty instead? Britain appeared to be so fond of him during his travels there...

I nearly succeeded in making somber Mr. Madison laugh with my sarcasm. So fond as to forcibly remove him from the island! Shades of Paris and the Directory all over again. Maybe we’ll let one of Benedict Arnold’s brats be his undersecretary.

Now really, Jem, that is too much! exclaimed Dolley, tutting.

But the president and I shared a glance that assured the other that no harm was done, and his sour little smile faded as he took in my black dress. I am truly sorry about your son, my dear, he said softly.

Thank you, Mr. President, I answered gravely. You are kind to think of us.

Dolley patted my arm, and Mr. Madison abruptly bowed, leaving us to ourselves. Such exits are to be expected from one so self-contained; you’ve seen Papa do it a hundred times when he is deep within his head.

After this, I drifted through the rest of my visit in a daze, excusing myself at the appropriate moment to allow dear Dolley to return to her other responsibilities. I made the other calls I could not avoid with my presence being generally known among Washington society, all the while sidestepping Betsy Hamilton as she went about collecting donations for the great monument to General Washington she has her heart set on. My Hamilton’s dearest wish, she tells everyone. Another whose pity I cannot stomach.

And that was when my mad idea to go to Monticello seized me, right in the middle of Pennsylvania Avenue. The plan took shape in my mind, and I giggled with the cunning glee of a child. I went to the nearest tailor and spun a meandering story about a young cousin of yours in need of a new hunting suit as quickly as it could be had. I hummed merrily to myself as the friendly man altered a pattern suit to the measurements I gave and chatted with me about the excessiveness of the hot weather. A handful of hours and the outfit was mine, with a short jaunt to the cobbler to find a pair of riding boots to match. I walked out with my purchases into the bustling streets, as much as the sparse streets of Washington could be said to bustle, and felt a lightness in my heart I hadn’t experienced in a long while.

I poked my head into my rooms at the boardinghouse and told Lalette to wait for me there for a week, citing an invitation outside the city. Before you judge her too harshly, she was unhappy with my tale, but sometimes she knows I am still not to be denied. I gave her one of my dresses and enough pocket money to enjoy herself with, and once she was away to find what entertainment is to be had in Washington, I dressed myself in my new clothes. Thus attired, I carefully cracked open my door and seeing no one about, I trotted down to the public parlor bold as brass.

No one batted an eye as I strode out of the hotel and to the hostelry next door. As the smell of horses hit my nostrils, my heart began to beat a little faster, but the hostler was entirely agreeable and offered me the best horse he had for hire. I tipped him liberally and signed off with a forged name to have the horse back within two weeks. I strapped my bag to the saddle and placed my pistols—yes, I know, I beg your indulgence for that subterfuge as well—securely in an accessible strap, riding out of Washington like any young swain.

The next handful of days passed in an uneventful blur as I traveled through northern Virginia in total ease, laughing to myself at the complete lack of curiosity I aroused as I went. I hear your surprise, but sometimes you forget that my illness has stolen much of whatever pretense to beauty I ever possessed. You haven’t seen me unclothed enough recently to understand how easy it is now for me to pass for a boy. Ah, dear, still you demur. Let us agree to disagree. Suffice to say I made a fair show of passing for my alter ego.

I stepped into the last inn before the long road out to the mountain and attached myself to a group of young men on pilgrimage to the great sage of the wilderness. These sorts and other hangers-on are always to be found here, in part because the master of the house never turns anyone away. Likes the adulation too much, says Papa. Going to die a pauper. As if we could judge.

We rode up as a little band, merry as Chaucer’s travelers of old, and were greeted magnanimously by the Lord of Monticello himself as if we had been expected. I watched him for a sudden flash of recognition, but his freckled face remained politely blank. As for me, I looked up into his pale eyes with nothing but impeccable amiability for this cruel, secretive man who has stolen everything from us. Luckily, I’ve been practicing at hiding my contempt for his false gentility since I was a nothing more than a child, so I had no fear of my talents deserting me. He’s not the only consummate actor in this house built on deceptions.

We all chatted with him agreeably while he gave us a tour of his masterpiece as if he’d never shown it to anyone; he remains such a child with his wondrous toy. A clockwork fairy-world, with its little delicacies and little timepiece servants nicely dressed and so obliging. One can almost fool oneself into believing they are truly happy. But I know better.

For someone so shy, he does a marvelous job of hiding it, though we were mostly allowing him to lead the conversation toward all the topics that please him most. Music, botany, agricultural theory. I dropped a bon mot in Latin that pleased him greatly and caused my companions to cast envious glances at me. He began to lead us out onto the portico so we might observe his excellent carpentry studio, during which time I took the opportunity to duck down a side hall unseen and followed the long corridor to the kitchen building. The smell of late berries and sizzling pork fat led me on until I stood in the doorway, hoping I had guessed correctly.

She was there as I had prayed, directing a younger girl at churning while she ground herbs in a mortar. She looked up when she perceived me out of the corner of her eye, and unlike her master, she knew me at once. However, she was careful to conceal as much outside the glint in her amber eyes. My God, she was still beautiful, still more of a queen in a kitchen than I’ve ever been a gentlewoman.

Excuse me, sir, did you get separated from the guests? she asked me in a polite voice that certainly didn’t rise to the look she’d just given me.

I nodded and she placed the pestle on the table as she addressed the girl at the churn. I will return shortly. Another fifty strokes, then check for graining.

She motioned for me to follow her, and we crossed the house in silence until we stepped into a sectional room subject to the continual construction the whole house and its inhabitants live under. When we were behind a large wing of canvas, she whirled about on me.

What are you doing here? she asked sharply.

I shrugged, grinning. I was seized by a whim. Aren’t you glad to see me?

She scowled. It was a foolish thing to do, Mrs. Alston.

Her calling me that wiped the grin from my face. Don’t be like that, Sally. Please.

She shook her head, disapproving. What if he notices?

Hasn’t yet. Complimented my boots. I’m not pretty enough now to catch his attention anyway.

I almost pulled a smile from her. What are you saying of me then, renard?

I could finally relax. My old nickname meant she wasn’t irreparably angry. Only that you worry too much, as usual, I said, leaning against a wooden beam. If I get caught, I’ll pretend I’m having a turn. That’ll chase him off—you know how he dislikes scenes.

Now there was complicity in her bright eyes. A prudent, wifely acknowledgement of fallibility. You didn’t answer my question—why are you here?

Some of my jauntiness abandoned me. I don’t know. I was in Washington for my father, and I simply decided to come.

For me?

For you. I worry about you, Sally. I have troubling dreams.

Mm-hmm, she said. I’m not surprised. Are you keeping your people away from the whip?

I winced. I know you don’t understand us northerners in our squeamishness, dear, but the shame is real. Your tribe are sinners and mine are hypocrites.

As much as I can, I replied lamely. I didn’t want this. If they were mine, I’d free them all.

Her eyes were hard, but she sighed and made a dismissive gesture. I only sold my body; you should have kept your soul back, Theo.

I had to. There was nothing else left to sell.

She looked at me a long moment. I’m sorry about your little boy, renard.

I turned away to hide the tears sliding down my cheeks. I’ve mortgaged everything.

Surprisingly, Sally laughed. Bitterly, but laughter all the same. So has the master. Cheer up, baby. We’re all in Hell; some of us simply have a better view.

I went to reply wittily, but then the Pain returned as it always does so inopportunely and then I truly was in Hell. My legs buckled beneath me, and I grabbed the nearest exposed post, panting. I suppose it was too much to ask to ride three hundred miles on horseback again and not pay for it in the end. The jagged knives of my adversarial body sawed themselves against my hips, and it was all I could do not to howl like a wounded animal.

Sally swooped over to my side and pulled my arm over her neck. Can you still walk?

I nodded, the Pain robbing me—me!—of speech in its usual insidious way. Darling, you have seen the slacked agony of my face so beyond words, but I’ve tried to hide the terrible despair of my soul in these long days, that you should bless the paralysis of my limbs that prevents me from hanging myself from my bedposts. I have lain spasming in my twisted sheets and fantasized about all the ways I could do away with myself. Your heart knows this, as you locked up my pistols, but I have more imagination than mere bullets and the deep arms of the ocean. How many hours have I stared at the sash of my morning dress with an almost carnal lust and felt the phantom press of its silk around my neck? I tell you this out of a desire to strip away my secrets, Joseph, not to cause you distress, even as I know that will be the result. Don’t cry, dear. Your little wife is still stronger than she appears.

Sally led me hobbling down the nearest wing to what must be her own quarters, where we found a fair girl with bright russet hair lighter than her mother’s embroidering a skirt hemline. The girl lifted her head to greet Sally, but her pretty face contorted in dismay when she noticed me.

Hattie, pull back the coverlet on the bed, please, Sally said firmly to prod the child from her torpor.

The girl did as she was told with the quick, frightened movements of a mouse, and when she was finished, Sally helped me limp over to the bed and lie down.

Is it female trouble as all the ladies around here say? my friend asked as she removed my boots.

Yes, but— I began.

Sally shook her head. You’ve only seen white doctors. Let me see how the infection runs, and I’ll get something good from my medicine chest.

I tried to tell her, the way I’ve tried to tell my army of physicians, that it was far more than the infections. That they were merely a symptom, not the source of my endless purgatory, but she was already unbuttoning my breeches and telling Hattie to bring the lamp closer. I should have perhaps been ashamed to be half naked before the child, but the Pain was too intense for me to preserve much of my modesty. As for Sally, turnabout was only fair.

I’m going to touch you, Theo, she told me matter-of-factly. I’m sorry, it will probably hurt.

I gritted my teeth and braced for the exquisite form the Pain takes when fingers meet it. You know this, dearest. My mind in that moment drifted back to Christmas two years ago. To you, my patient knight, and the fog of holiday ecstasy that made you so uncharacteristically forgetful and the wine that made me so uncharacteristically unguarded that other Christmas Eve. We kissed good night as you reached for me as you once did, full of adoration, and I lost consciousness when your fingers found me. My heart broke for you, poor thing, when Lalette brought me round and I found you weeping with shame. You chastise yourself to this day too harshly for your desires. Do you think I of all people doesn’t understand? You’ve read even the letters I suggested you skip over, and you call yourself a beast? When you know the sleek creatures we are?

Sally’s hands held my thighs as her fingers touched my outer self gently as a warning and I began conjugating Latin verbs in my head as I do when I wish to focus amid the Pain. Her slender fingers slid into me, and I waited for her to find what I knew she would. The shapeless mass sagging down from its place, always threatening to seep out of me in a disgusting mockery of its true function. When she brushed against it, her head snapped up and I whimpered pathetically.

Do your doctors know about this? she demanded, withdrawing her hand.

Not exactly, since they will not examine me as you have, I whispered hoarsely, the tears streaming out of the corners of my eyes. But I think some suspect. It doesn’t matter, though. There’s nothing they can do.

They could remove it.

Too risky, I replied, starting to come out of the Pain enough to maintain myself. But here, take my handkerchief and wipe your fingers. You’re frightening the child.

Sally looked down at the handkerchief I was offering her and then at the blood on hand before glancing at Hattie, who was shaking hard enough to make the lamplight in her grip quiver.

Gird up, girl, she admonished her sharply, wiping off her hand. If Miss Theo can bear all of this, you don’t have any right to go to pieces on me.

Hattie bit her lip but managed not to cry.

It’s all right, Sally, I said gently. Don’t be so hard on her. It’s a frightening thing to see.

Too much petting won’t do her any favors either, Sally argued back darkly. She might look light enough, but she’s not free to do as she pleases. Not yet anyway.

I waggled my head as I used to do to sass her and turned to the girl. How old are you this year, Miss Hattie?

Sally muttered under her breath at me calling her “Miss,” but I smiled weakly at little Harriet Hemings and gave her my father’s wink to encourage her.

Eleven, ma’am, she answered shyly.

An excellent age, I said and touched her shaking hand. I knew your namesake. Your older sister. I think you remind me of her.

That’s enough, said Sally, abruptly motioning to the door. Go see if Edy needs any help in the kitchen, girl. I’ll be along in a minute.

Hattie reluctantly walked toward the hall, glancing back at me with kind eyes until a fiery look from Sally sent her on her way.

We don’t talk about that, my friend said to me when she was gone. Her voice was steely, but she wasn’t angry.

She deserves to know, I countered. Do you tell them anything about that year? Everything you did?

She shook her head. Never. It’s better that way.

But you’re a hero, Sally!

What good will it do them? She stood. It’s bad enough they know I brought them back into bondage once. But if they knew I could have freed us a second time and didn’t? That wouldn’t make me a hero to them, renard. I’d be a monster.

That wasn’t your fault! If you could just explain—

No! she cried out. No, she repeated quietly, sitting again. I’m already Dusky Sal. If I bow and scrape, they’ll be free. I need to save the babies I still have, whatever the cost, Theo. You know what it means to sacrifice everything for your family...

I escaped the mountain as soon as the Pain receded enough to allow me to mount my horse, Sally pulling me down from the saddle enough to plant a kiss on my cheek, a wistful, loving goodbye from a woman whom life permits very little sentimentality. I rode back to Washington in a rising fever and collapsed into Lalette’s arms in my old hotel room. We came home and I took to my bed again to think.

I thought and slept all through the fading fall as you took your place in the governor’s mansion. The mosquitoes whispered their dying wishes to me as they fell against the netting around my bed, and I held my father’s letters in my hands, fingering the worn edges growing more dog-eared every day. I thought about what I could do through ebbing September and restless October, and then by the dawn of purple-tinged November, I understood what I must do. It will be as cruel as the bargain Sally struck, but safety, like liberty, is dearly bought.

I love you, dearest, and I still long for my father, but if he comes back into our lives and I allow him to claim me once more, I shall be lost forever. I told you I have a little strength left in me, but he will always be stronger. I must do this to save all three of us. I pray you will one day forgive me.

I sit down to write out the last of the letters I need to put my plan into action and to compose a new will. But instead of a last testament of my life, what flows from my pen to you is a reckoning of that strangest year of my childhood, that annus mirabilis where angels and demons roamed abroad in equal measure and I learned from them both at not the feet of my father, but those of the very strongest women.

The tide is rising and soon I must go to meet it, but I cannot depart from one life to the next without leaving an account of the bravery of Miss Sarah Hemings, the bravery I witnessed firsthand and have been sworn not to reveal. My darling Joseph, if you ever loved me, if you find it in your soul to love me even after you read what it is I must tell you of, see this manuscript into the hands of the Hemingses of Monticello before they, too, escape that strangely enchanted mountain, so they might fully know how great a woman their mother is and how much she loves them.

Absolve me one last time, my Mari, and know I kiss your picture in your absence.

––––––––
[image: ]


Yours,

Theodosia Burr Alston
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May 1794
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“Mlle. Burr!” announced Mme. de Senat sharply, her anger blunted by the elongated r’s all French aristocrats add to my name. “You must stop tramping on Mlle. de Lage’s toes with your inattention when you make the turn. You will cripple Mademoiselle for life!”

“Maybe if I wasn’t forced to take the gentleman’s part,” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth. “Sorry, Natty,” I added gracelessly to my friend.

Lady Nathalie de Lage de Volude, my best friend, my worst rival, gave me a pityingly sympathetic look before retreating to reset our formation. “Come on, Theo,” she whispered back. “We’ll never be let out for the day if you keep missing your cues.”

“We must learn the dance in its parts before we can be fit partners in the whole,” said Madame over our hissing. “And do not make that face and speak out of the corner of your bouche, mademoiselle. A lady is not sarcastic, as I know your father has told you.”

I cringed as I took my place in front of Natty. My father’s last letter had nearly spoiled the pleasure of his unexpected visit from Philadelphia that it had heralded by being full of praise for Natty and full of reproach for me over my supposed faults. I tried to keep my face a mask of placidity as Mme. de Senat—Natty’s governess and guardian since the de Lages had sent them both out of France with the Revolution on their heels—tapped out the beats with a riding stick and the hired fiddler sawed out a polonaise. I loved Natty dearly—I’d never had a true friend before her besides my older brothers—but I hated sharing her with Papa. And because he knew everything about me, he knew it and used it against me as if I was opposing counsel before the dock.

Freed at last by Madame as the late afternoon sun began to strike the far windows of the parlor, Natty solicited on our behalf and received permission for us to walk part of the way home on our own, much to our mutual delight. It was a distance more congenial to a carriage, but I longed to stretch my legs and since Papa refused to allow us to ride the horses to our lessons, I stole what liberal air I could when able. Madame would overtake us in the phaeton soon enough. So Natty and I linked arms and tumbled out into the teeming street, giggling over the lecture we heard Madame giving the fiddler as we left.

I loved New York as deeply as my father did, with its tightly gridded streets giving way to the rolling, green bluffs above the Hudson River, where sprawling English gardens bloomed as easily as the ship masts blossomed in the harbors beneath them. I had no affection for the wild places of the West because I could just as easily lose myself in my own concealing gardens as in the looming, dark forests beyond the Alleghenies. Of what use to me were those deep, lost lands when there were just as many secrets to be had between the Hudson and the East River?

Our feet had hardly touched the cobblestone when a boy’s bright voice called out to us from the house across the street. “Theo! Natty! Are you done for the day already?”

We turned to see our friend Wash hanging out of the ground-floor window, his eager face lit by his delight at having caught us.

“Hello, Wash. For today, yes,” I answered, steering us over to the opposite sidewalk so he wouldn’t have to shout quite so loud. “Papa’s home, and we’re having a party tonight.”

“Ugh!” he huffed. “Any way I can come? I’m dying to get out of this mathematics recitation. Old Romaine’s so far in, he hasn’t noticed half of us are asleep.”

I bit my lip. I’d have greatly enjoyed inviting Wash over to give us another young conspirator. He was highly observant and did the most side-splitting impressions of people. Not to mention it was obvious to me that he was desperately in love with Natty; I liked giving him a chance to ply his stories with her.

But in truth, we could barely afford the guest list as it was. My father had to put aside his legal practice to serve his term in Congress, and our overdue bills had been considerable before he had left for Philadelphia. Peggy and I had been agonizing over potatoes and perch all week, stretching our private meals to the breaking point so I wouldn’t have to be in hock to the grocer and the fishmonger at the same time.

“Not this time, Wash,” I apologized. “Peggy will have a fit if I tack on any more names. She and Alexis have already had to rearrange the seating twice.”

He smiled sympathetically, but before he could reply, a sharp, wheezing voice cut in.

“Mr. Irving!” snapped Mr. Romaine as he yanked Wash back by his collar. “Stop hooting at young ladies in the street as if they were owls!”

Our friend was dragged into the dim schoolroom, out of our sight, with a cry of See you later! The ponderous, balding head of Wash’s teacher popped out in its stead.

“Pardon us, Miss Burr, Miss de Lage,” Mr. Romaine wheezed, fumbling to return his spectacles to their proper place on the bridge of his nose.

“But of course,” replied Natty, curtsying as if the rumpled tutor were the king of France at Versailles. “Good day to you, M. Romaine.”

He hastily bowed from the window sash to her salute, and we rushed headlong to the corner, barely making it around the bend before we burst into peals of laughter. Every person we passed turned to watch us go by in our indecent merriment—the men charmed, the women less so—but we barely noticed. Natty and I clung to each other in the insular oblivion of youth, our heads tucked together in a portrait of contrast, my friend willowy and brunette, nearly blonde, me, slight and dark-haired. Natty’s large chocolate-colored eyes full of slightly astonished frankness, mine so deep people nearly forgot they were in fact hazel and too sly for my own good. My stepbrother Freddy called me his little sphinx and protected me from all the trouble, real and imagined, my eyes got me into. You always look like you know something that the rest of us don’t, Theo, he said. It’ll slay men and dragons when you’ve grown up, but for now it makes your elders uncomfortable.

I didn’t mean to be as I was. I hardly considered myself a sneaky person, how could I be? I told Papa almost everything and he guessed the rest quick enough. But there must have been truth in what Freddy said because I was not usually treated as a child by older people. Intelligent adults had carried on with me as if I were a grown woman since I could walk, and the stupid ones constantly watched me out of the corners of their eyes as if I wasn’t to be trusted. Both states mostly kept me from the company of children my own age—Natty being an exception and at thirteen, even she was older than I was.

We had covered very little ground in our jocular state when a carriage slowed, and Madame leaned out of the back seat.

“Bah, such dawdling!” she scolded. “Get in, mes petites folles! We’ll be late at this pace.”

Natty clambered into the phaeton beside Madame, and I grinned at Alexis as he pulled me up into the front seat at his side. “We couldn’t possibly be late, could we, Alexis?”

Our easygoing manservant grinned back. “Don’t worry, Miss Theo. We’ll be home right quick.”

“Is the colonel home yet, Alexis?” Natty leaned out the other side to ask, her accent drawing out my father’s favorite appellation to at least four extraneous syllables.

“Not yet, Miss Natty,” he replied, clicking his tongue to get the horses to go on. “The colonel wanted to tidy up his papers at the office and make sure the court had no business with him while he was in town.”

“Papa knows I send on all of his legal correspondence,” I remarked.

“I know, Miss Theo.” Alexis leaned into my ear. “Peggy’s in her usual froth over tonight, and your father knows to give her the run of the house when the spirit is upon her.”

I laughed so hard my hat fell down my back by its ties as the horses picked up a fast trot, and I pretended not to hear Madame admonish me from behind as we rushed out of the city proper, taking the long road out to the estates along the river. In the blink of an eye, we were at the familiar iron gates that we never bothered to bolt. The horses with the ease of habit nudged the gates apart, and we leaned out to push them aside the rest of the way to allow us through, to the wide path past the ornamental pond and the lush late spring front gardens, until our house bloomed out of the fresh landscape like a classical dream. Our Richmond Hill, the most beautiful house in the Hudson River Valley.

Papa had seen it when the capital was in the city and the Adamses had chosen it for their residence. He snapped it up as soon as the government relocated to Philadelphia, and we’ve been the envy of the upstate aristocracy ever since. I’m sure Mrs. Adams didn’t write of whatever house she had in Philadelphia the way she wrote of the gardens here.

As we passed through our fluttering fruit trees and towering rosebushes, I spied a distant figure set up at an easel on the crest of our bluff as it sloped down to the river below.

“I’ll be up at the house in a moment,” I told Alexis, leaping from the moving carriage much to the horrified cries of Madame and Natty. Hitting the ground on my feet effortlessly, I picked up my skirts and ran across the yard.

“Mademoiselle! Your hat!” Madame’s thin voice trailed behind me.

I reached back and squashed the offending hat atop my hair without breaking my stride, muttering to myself as I galloped toward the young man mixing paints on a wobbly side table clearly borrowed from the parlor. His curly hair stood on end and his coat was cast off on the grass.

“Mr. Vanderlyn!” I called, waving over my head as I approached.

John turned at the sound of my voice and smiled, waving in return. “Hullo, Theo! Did you just get home?”

“Yes, everyone else is heading up to the house.”

He glanced up at the sun, squinting. “That probably means I should as well. I’ll have to wash up before guests start arriving.” He looks down at his paint-streaked arms and hands with a cheerful shrug. “People think they want to see artists in their element, but they change their mind when pigments start staining their gloves. Hand me my coat if you would.”

I retrieved the coat from the ground and gave it to him. “Does Peggy know you have the parlor side table?”

“Heavens, no!” he exclaimed, taking the coat and hurriedly putting it on. “And I’ll thank you not to tell her, Priss,” he added, using my family’s nickname as he leaned over to look me in the eye. But the motion stopped him short, and his smile faltered. “You must let me paint your eyes, Theo,” he said, growing serious. “If I can catch them true, it’ll be the making of us both.”

“Papa would probably consent to it,” I answered. “He was just telling me he has Mr. Stuart’s finished portrait of me, and he dislikes it.”

“He brought it home with him,” John said, straightening up and going about gathering up his jars, though the artist’s portion of his eye was still appraising me. “It’s fine enough, though it doesn’t remind me of you much.” He whisked his brushes into a pewter tankard I know was part of a set my mother’s first husband brought over from England. “We’ll see if we can find someone to make a second attempt,” he said with a wink as he handed me the tray of paints and brushes.

“One wonders where we could find such a person,” I teased, taking the tray.

He grinned as he shouldered the table and his easel. “Shouldn’t be too difficult. If he lets me paint your eyes, I’ll make your father a dozen portraits of the rest of you. Now, let’s get you up to the house before Peggy has me drawn and quartered.”

We ambled back toward the house leisurely, talking of this and that, me of the latest gossip from France weaving its way across downtown and him mostly of the new paints he’d ordered for the particular shade the sky took above the river at sunset. I liked it best when John expounded on his art, his eyes bright and his hands trying to gesticulate while balancing his tools. Papa had brought him to us last year from Mr. Robinson’s studio, ostensibly to place him in Mr. Stuart’s tutelage. But when the yellow fever hit Philadelphia last summer, both were invited to Richmond Hill while the disease wore itself out. Mr. Stuart worked on my portrait, and John fell in love with our vistas, so much so that when his teacher returned to his studio in the fall, John chose to stay with us instead. Papa didn’t mind in the least—who else among our snooty neighbors could claim to have an artist in residence?

So, John took up in the Little Bedroom West and tutored me in sketching for an hour a day for his room and board, pursuing his muse the rest of the time. Though the line between my lessons and his own work was often blurry; whenever I wasn’t in thrall to Mme. de Senat, I could often be found mixing his paints or modeling a hand or foot for him. I tried to make up for my deficiencies in talent by becoming exceedingly well versed in the mechanics of the artistic trade.

We reached the portico and entered the sweeping front hall, only to be greeted by Peggy, our majordomo and housekeeper, standing in front of the main staircase with her hands on her hips.

“Hmph, still not dressed, girl!” she said to me. “Run up quick and have that little tart of Miss Nathalie’s do up your hair. I have too much to do in the kitchen. Go on, now! Your father will be home soon, and it won’t do to have you still in your day clothes.” She glanced at John, who was ill disguising his amusement at her marching orders. “And you, Mr. Vanderlyn. Go upstairs or we’ll make you eat out back with the horses.”

“Yes, Peggy,” I said humbly and took the stairs two at a time, though not so fast as to miss her voice rising in horror down below.

“Mr. Vanderlyn! Is that one of the parlor tables?”

I chuckled to myself and climbed the stairs, taking a left at the top to the White Bedroom, where I found Natty already in her blue silk gown and Aude, her maid, rolling her locks with the hot tongs.

“Oh, there you are, Theo!” Natty said, catching sight of me in the mirror. “Aude’s laid out your clothes on my bed and filled the basin by the window for you.”

I slithered out of my day dress and went over to the basin, whose water was still tepid enough to splash on my face comfortably. “Merci, Aude.”

“Pas de problème, mademoiselle,” the maid replied, checking Natty’s last curl for acceptable bounce. “Lavez-vous, toute suite. Mademoiselle Peggy est en l’état rouge.”

I did as she suggested and began to wash myself quickly while Natty giggled. “I could hear her in the hall before. What was wrong?”

“John apparently took a parlor table for his paints this morning.”

“Mon dieu! Will there be enough of him left to come to dinner?”

I patted myself dry and began to change out my shift and stockings. “Remains to be seen. John told me he and Papa have talked of sending him to Paris to study next year, which will be difficult to do if Peggy’s left him in pieces.”

“Perhaps it will save on the passage fare,” Natty replied, still giggling before growing subdued. “I hope Monsieur John would be safe on such a voyage,” she murmured quietly. “I would hate to think of him coming to harm. Paris is not the place it once was.”

I tied off the stocking I had pulled on and hurried over to crouch at her side. “Have you had any more news of your parents?”

She shook her head. “No, but we must trust in no news being good news. If they had been arrested, it would be in the papers.”

I squeezed her hand sympathetically as Aude placed a thin gold headband in her lady’s hair.

“No frowning, mademoiselle!” she scolded Natty. “You will get wrinkles! Now, Mlle. Theo, we will finish your dressing and I will do your hair.”

I grabbed my other stocking and affixed it as Aude expertly pulled the dark green gown over my head. Natty handed her maid the tongs and Aude was about to start curling the hair at my temples when a frantic knock rapped at the door.

“Miss Theo?” Alexis’s worried voice came from the other side.

“What is it, Alexis?”

“Peggy’s in a rage about the roasts. I think she’s going to whip the hired girl within an inch of her life.”

I looked up at Aude in the mirror. “I’ll have to go fix this.”

“But, mademoiselle,” she fretted. “Guests will be here in an hour!”

I swiveled on the stool to glance around the room. “There, wrap that green sash around this mess. I’ll go as a good republican girl tonight.”

Aude quickly took the sash and made a classical wrap around my head and Natty threw me my slippers as I jumped to my feet, still hopping to put on the shoes as I joined Alexis in the hall.

“Sorry, Miss Theo,” he apologized as we flew down the stairs. “Peggy won’t listen to me, and the colonel isn’t home yet.”

We tumbled into the kitchen where Peggy was waving a spoon at the tiny Irish girl we’d hired for the day to help her with dinner. The girl’s face was streaked with tears as she cowered behind the table.

“Peggy!” I said sharply. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“Oh, child!” Peggy replied in exasperation. “This fool of a girl was supposed to keep the fire under the roasts hot, and instead she let the embers go out Lord knows how long ago! The meat is still mostly raw! What am I supposed to serve at the colonel’s table?”

“I didn’t mean to, miss!” the girl squeaked from under the table. “Miss Peggy told me to cut the vegetables and leaven the bread as well, and I lost track of the fire!”

“Stupid girl!” cried Peggy, still waving the spoon menacingly. “The colonel will have me down at the auction docks by week’s end for your blockheaded help!”

“Come now, Peggy,” I soothed as I stooped down to comfort the trembling hired girl. “Papa’s not going to sell you to anybody except yourself. I don’t know what we’re going to do when you decide to leave us, so how could we get by with only three days’ notice?”

Touching her pride of place calmed our formidable Peggy a bit. “You know it. You’ve done good work, but only a man could imagine a slip of a girl like you could run a house this grand by herself.”

“Indeed, so I’ll need your sure head to keep me from disaster tonight, won’t I?”

Peggy huffed, signaling her agreement. “Yes, but what about the roasts? I can get the fire going again, but it’ll need continual turning to have a prayer of cooking evenly, and I haven’t the time to watch it.” She glared at the hired girl. “And I won’t have this one do a thing with it.”

Ignoring her for a moment, I found a linen cloth above me on the table-board and used it to wipe the hired girl’s face. “It’s all right. What’s your name?”

The skinny maid sniffed loudly. “Kitty, miss.”

“Kitty, I’ll turn the roasts for Peggy, but I’ll need you to help Alexis clean the dining room and make certain all is in its place. I won’t have the time to. Can you do that for me?”

For the first time, her thin face brightened. “Oh, yes, miss! I’ll be sure to do my very best!”

“I’m sure you will. Go along with Alexis now; he’ll show you what needs to be done.”

The girl nodded and scrambled to her feet to follow a smiling Alexis. Once they were gone, I gave Peggy a look as I walked over to fire.

“Don’t sass me, child,” she said putting the spoon down to address the pie crust she’d rolled out. “These hired girls are sly. They’ll steal the very egg out of the goose given half a chance.”

I threw a couple of logs on the rekindled fire and started rotating the spit. “It was a mistake, Peggy.”

“A mistake that has you turning your own roasts! Mind you watch your dress...” She rustled over and looped a long apron over my gown. “The colonel was so pleased with that dress. We can’t see it ruined by the fire.”

I sighed. “You should have a girl to
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