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AUTHOR’S NOTE

WHILE this story is a fictional interpretation of Theodosia’s life, I have tried to be historically accurate in every detail. I have consulted all the Burr biographies, many contemporary newspapers, and have read unpublished Burr letters in the New York and Congressional Libraries, as well as a few which are privately owned.

The Memoirs of Aaron Burr, with Miscellaneous Selections from His Correspondence, by Matthew L. Davis, contains the fullest collection of the published letters and has furnished the backbone of my plot, with the exception of the Meriwether Lewis romance for which there are three separate sources.

There is a vast amount of Burr material, so vast and so conflicting that Aaron’s character may be interpreted in a dozen different ways. I have chosen the one which seems to me to be truthful and have tried not to distort facts for the purposes of fiction; nor is such distortion necessary—the facts are romantic enough for any purpose.

There are nearly as many theories about Theodosia’s fate as there are biographies of Aaron, which is saying a great deal. The most popular theory is the one which has her vessel captured by pirates and Theodosia walking the plank in long trailing robes; there is the theory of the wreck at Nag’s Head, of the flight to France or Mexico, and others even more melodramatic.

I have presented the solution to the mystery which I believe to be accurate. It is based on Aaron’s own conviction and is considered the most probable by the present Alston family.

I am indebted to many kind and helpful people, especially those in Charleston, Georgetown, and on the Waccamaw Neck, and I particularly wish to thank Mr. Arthur Geiger, of New York City, who has made an exhaustive study of Theodosia and has been very generous to me in suggesting material.

Aaron Burr to Theodosia Burr Alston.

New York, July 10, 1804.

 … I am indebted to you, my dearest Theodosia, for a very great portion of the happiness which I have enjoyed in this life. You have completely satisfied all that my heart and affections had hoped or even wished. With a little more perseverance, determination, and industry, you will obtain all that my ambition or vanity had fondly imagined. Let your son have occasion to be proud that he had a mother. Adieu. Adieu.

(Written on the eve of the duel with Alexander Hamilton.)

 

Theodosia Burr Alston to Aaron Burr.

South Carolina, August 1, 1809.

… I witness your extraordinary fortitude with new wonder at every new misfortune … you appear to me so superior, so elevated above all other men, I contemplate you with such a strange mixture of humility, admiration, reverence, love, and pride, that very little superstition would be necessary to make me worship you as a superior being. … My vanity would be greater if I had not been placed so near you; and yet, my pride is our relationship. I had rather not live than not be the daughter of such a man.
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AT six o’clock on the morning of Midsummer Day, 1800, Aaron Burr’s estate, Richmond Hill, was already well into the day’s bustle of preparation for the gala dinner to be given that evening in honour of Theodosia’s birthday.

The great kitchens hummed under Peggy’s irritable guidance; from the dairy came the rhythmic clop-clop of the butter churns, mingled with more distant sounds of stamps and whinnies from the stables.

The newborn sun shimmered through heat haze upon the mansion’s white columns and wrought-iron balustrades. It shone dazzlingly on the Hudson, whose slow-moving waters flowed but a few yards away below the house. Already the river was flecked white with sails, as sloops, schooners, and packets tacked upstream towards Albany with the incoming tide.

Half a mile from the house, in Greenwich Village, a neglected cow lowed for her belated milking. The sound carried to the white bedroom at Richmond Hill, where Theodosia Burr, daughter to Aaron, awoke at last on this morning of her seventeenth birthday to find her room filled with a pungent perfume. She sniffed with sleepy pleasure, and lay quiet on her big bed considering this phenomenon. The gardens were too far away to carry such a decided scent, and anyway there was no breeze stirring.

It smells like roses, she thought, still held in a voluptuous drowsiness. The damask curtains which enclosed her bed were partly looped back, a concession to the warmth of June; so that, without moving, she could watch the brightly blue rectangle of sky through the window beside her.

Sunshine glistened on the linen sheet and touched her braids with red fire. It was of a peculiar colour, that hair: now dark brown, now chestnut, yet always enriched by an underlying tinge of auburn.

“Your hair is the colour of port wine, Theo,” John Vanderlyn had once told her as he worked on one of the countless sketches of her that her father commissioned. She had thought this very funny then, partly because at thirteen all compliments are amusing—if one could call it a compliment—and partly because his heavy Dutch manner and intonation seemed so incongruous. Since then Vanderlyn had spent four years studying in France, and now he was back, having justified her father’s faith in him by becoming an accomplished artist.

“Gilbert Stuart is all very well, if you like that swashbuckling style of portraiture,” Aaron had once remarked, “but to my mind Vanderlyn will develop the greater gift.” And so, with one of his characteristic lavish gestures, he had sent the young wagon-painter abroad.

John Vanderlyn had acquired more arts than that of brush-wielding, Theo thought with detached amusement. Last week, she and her father had gone down to the wharves on South Street to welcome him home. As he disembarked from the stout brig which had battled head winds for eight stormy weeks from Le Havre, she had not at first recognized him. Such a beau he had become!—in his plum-coloured silk coat, elaborately frilled neckcloth, and jet shoe buckles, and his lanky flaxen hair, that used to be so unkempt, now neatly confined in a beribboned queue.

Vanderlyn had kissed her hand with all the grace of a French courtier, of Talleyrand himself, murmuring: “Ah, glorious Theo! Mais vous êtes vraiment éblouissante! More beautiful than any of the lovely ladies I have seen in France”—with just that blend of boldness and gallantry which signalized a man of the world. But there had been genuine startled admiration, too, in his Dutch-blue eyes.

Her father had laughed complacently. “My little Miss Prissy has turned into a reigning belle, hasn’t she? I trust it won’t addle her giddy head, or all my theories for bringing up females may go for naught.”

Theo had looked up at her father to meet his half-serious, half-teasing gaze. She had made a saucy face at him, and the anxious shadow faded from his darkly brilliant eyes. They understood each other well. Aaron’s love and pride sustained her like a great warm river: all-pervading, irresistible. Her being floated on it joyously. And if sometimes the stream turned cold and turbulent, if sometimes his constant concern for her welfare or her intellectual progress seemed harsh or irksome, she simply flogged herself to greater effort. It was unthinkable, monstrous, that she should ever disappoint him.

Her father had been pleased with her lately. She now stretched luxuriously against the frilled pillows, flinging her arms above her head. The hundred lines of Plautus which she had memorized last week had delighted him no less than her spirited interpretation of one of Gabriel-Marie’s minuets on the new pianoforte.

“Well done, my dear,” he had said, with the gentle smile he reserved for her alone. “Enjoy your morning ride with good conscience.”

And she had enjoyed it, she thought with a guilty start, for it was on that day that she had met the strange young man near the Belvidere Tavern on the East River.

Pleasing thoughts of the strange young man and her prospective rendezvous with him this morning were cut short by the white-and-gold enamelled clock on her mantelpiece. It pinged seven times, and Theo jumped. So late! Even on a birthday morning would her father forgive the wasted hour and a half? There was her journal to be written up for his critical survey and fifty lines of Virgil to be construed.

She slid from bed on to the waxed oaken floor, gratefully cool to her tiny feet. She flung her nightcap on the bed, and, turning, saw the source of the mysterious fragrance.

A large reed basket stood knee-high on the floor beside her. It brimmed with French roses, golden yellow as cowslip butter around their gilded hearts, and from them rose a perfume warmly sensuous, heavy with the seductive breath of their native Provence.

Theo buried her face in them with a pleased cry. She did not need the accompanying note to tell her who had stolen into her room as she slept and left them there, but the sight of the small familiar writing delighted her.

“Happy birthday to my Theo. Lazy slug-a-bed, the most precious hours of the day are wasting. But, this once, I forbear to waken you, nor will I scold you today. If you searched, you might find in the basket a token of my esteem.

“Your very affectionate father,

“A. BURR.”

 

The note was characteristic of Aaron, with its blend of love, admonition, and small mystery.

Theo searched eagerly among the forest of thorny green stems. Never had her father failed to provide her with a superb birthday surprise. Her probing fingers found it at last—a silver box cunningly fastened to one of the roses. When she opened it, her breath caught.

An exquisite necklace sparkled up at her from black velvet. It was fashioned of diamonds and topazes, intricately set into gold filigree so as to form a cluster of jewelled rosebuds.

Her hands trembled as she held it to the light. “Dearest Papa!” she whispered. Yellow and white, her favourite colours, and roses, her favourite flower, combined into flashing beauty.

The necklace was magnificent, far finer than anything she had seen of Lady Kitty Duer’s or Mrs. Hamilton’s. Aaron must have commissioned John Vanderlyn to bring it with him from France. The New York goldsmiths were not nearly skilled enough for this. And how like him to make a pretty ceremony of its presentation! He had the gift of dramatizing life for those around him. He was so generous—so extravagantly generous at times.

Theo sighed, cuddling the necklace against her cheek. Lately creditors had been even more pressing than usual, but this never seemed to worry her father. When he was here at Richmond Hill he handled them all nonchalantly, promising, placating, and occasionally paying strategic sums on account. But during his frequent absences in Albany, Theo had tried to struggle with the complicated household expenditures herself. It took thousands of dollars to run the estate, with its famous wine cellar, stables, gardens, and staff of twenty servants, both white and black. True, Peggy, Alexis, and Tom were slaves, but the others had to be paid their eight dollars a month somehow.

She had tried to curtail the appalling table expenses, but Aaron had checked her. He ate sparingly himself, but his guests—there was never a meal without guests—must be fed lavishly.

Oh, well—they’d manage, as they always did. Besides, there was a great—a glorious probability!

Aaron seldom discussed his political ambitions with Theo—or indeed with anyone—thinking it sufficient that she preside gracefully over his table, amusing and charming without question whatever type of guest he might choose to entertain. “Politics are not becoming to women,” he told her once. His full, flexible mouth curved into a teasing smile, one black eyebrow shot up. “Moreover, my dear, you are too young and tender for all the horrid ins and outs of the game.”

But now she, and many people throughout the sixteen States, knew that, in view of the New York City elections in May, her father’s political prominence had increased a hundredfold, and that, with the presidential elections in the fall, Aaron stood a chance of succeeding President Adams.

“First Lady of the Land!” she thought, and her heart beat faster. Half-laughing at herself, she ran to the cherry-wood mirror above her dressing-table, slipping off her long muslin nightrobe. Clad only in her transparent cambric shift, she fastened the diamond necklace about her neck. Its lowest pendant reached almost to the swell of her small high breasts, and enhanced the lustre of her skin, white as new milk, the shade Nature often allies to dark auburn hair.

With one hand she piled her loosened braids high on her head, with the other held out the shift. Her eyes, black and shining as onyx, mocked her foolishness as she curtsied regally to the small figure in the glass. “How do you do, my Lady President.”

Her room door was suddenly opened, and Theo turned at a horrified cry behind her. “Mon Dieu, ma chérie, tu es done folle ce matin!”

Natalie Delage, Theo’s adopted sister, stood round-eyed on the threshold, her pert French face scandalized at this posturing before a mirror in a diamond necklace and very little else. Natalie, product of the ancien régime, and a refugee from the French Revolution, was a great stickler for “les convenances.”

Theo laughed, snatching up a brocaded dressing-gown. “I’m not mad, Natalie, but it’s June, and my birthday, and see what Papa has given me. Isn’t he the best and most generous of men?”

The French girl examined the necklace. “Exquisite,” she agreed. “A magnificent present. You will look ravishing at your party tonight.”

Theo began brushing her finespun web of hair. “I hope so. I shall wear the white India muslin with gold embroidery that Papa likes so much; it will set off his gift. I do hope he will be pleased.”

Natalie made a tiny, impatient noise. She leaned against the wall watching the girl with exasperated affection. But she was a child yet—Theodosia!—in everything but her mind and intellectual attainments. These were formidable enough. Miss Burr was celebrated from Albany to Philadelphia for her accomplishments.

But her emotions, thought Natalie—by which she meant flirtation, love-making, the exciting business of eliciting pursuit—were still totally immature. Even her body, for all its petite femininity, was not fully developed according to the French taste. It lacked a lushness of curve, the hips were too narrow. Still, Theo in the last year had grown extremely pretty, with a vivacious sparkle that immediately attracted. Lately there had been several suitors, but there was something strange about the girl’s attitude. She scarcely seemed aware of her conquests.

Natalie sighed, settling down on the horsehair sofa. “Listen, chérie, I must talk with you seriously. You are seventeen now, and a woman. It is not natural to think always, ‘Will Papa be pleased?’ There should be someone younger than Papa to make your eyes shine like that. Your father is a wonderful, fascinating man, bien entendu, but you are no longer a little girl. You are beautiful and witty, you speak three languages, you play the harp, the pianoforte, you write letters and essays like a Montaigne, and all for what? So your father will be pleased! C’est inouï.”

Theo laid down her brush and shook her head ruefully; she had heard all this before. “When I meet another man really worth pleasing, I shall do so.” She smiled her quick, lovely smile. “Natalie, please! Don’t preach today, and don’t look so sombre. I have time yet to think of marriage—if, indeed, marry I must.”

“Ciel!” cried Natalie, shocked. “Of course you must marry. Imagine remaining always a virgin, without position, without being rangée, simply the daughter of your father! You are heedless, ma chérie, and you have no mother to tell you these things, so I must.”

Theo looked at her affectionately. Good Natalie. For all her scant twenty years she was as anxiously maternal as a broody hen. She never forgot the generosity which the Burr family had shown her when Aaron had opened his home to a penniless little émigrée, five years ago.

Theo turned back to the dressing-table. “Will you ring, Natalie? I need Dinah for my hair.”

The other girl’s hand rose to the embroidered bell-pull, but fell back before touching it. “I’ll do your hair for you, petite. Dinah is busy in the kitchen with the others. Là, là! Such a to-do down there getting ready for your banquet this evening.”

“I suppose Father has breakfasted already?”

Natalie, pulling and patting the chestnut tendrils, laughed. “Long ago. He could scarcely wait for Selim to be saddled, then he was off to the city like a whirlwind. To Brom Martling’s Tavern, I suppose, as usual.”

“Oh, yes—those Tammany men,” said Theo vaguely. “He has much business with them. … Tell me, if I piled my hair higher just here, should I look older and taller, do you think?”

They discussed this point animatedly until Theo, opening her great lavender-scented clothes-press, reached for her riding-habit.

Natalie frowned. “You are riding again this morning, in the heat?”

“The heat doesn’t matter. A gallop on Minerva will cool me off. Besides—” She paused, one eyebrow shot up in unconscious imitation of her father when he was bent on devilry, her eyes widened with mischief. “You are so anxious to have me feel romantic—well, here is something for you.” She lowered her voice to a dramatic whisper: “I am going to meet a young man, very handsome, in the woods across the island!”

“Theo!” Natalie stared; then, with a laugh, “You are impossible. What young man? Who introduced you? Tell me at once.”

Theo gave a little trill of mirth, a spontaneous and infectious gurgle peculiar to her. Before she answered, she adjusted the wide skirts of her grey silk habit and pulled her plumed felt hat to its most dashing angle.

“No one introduced us,” she said airily. “We just met. And I’m not sure who he is, but I think he’s that Doctor Peter Irving’s young brother, Washington. You see, we don’t know each other well enough yet to exchange names.”

With which piece of effrontery she made the thunderstruck Natalie a low curtsy, shutting her ears to the shattering explosion of outraged French which pursued her down the stairs.

She slipped out at a side door, noticing even in her haste the dear beauties of this place that she loved: the splendid oaks and cedars that shaded the house, the soft green lawns with their gentle slopes, even the silly sheep that cropped the grass. There was a pond, too, gracefully marged with ornamental shrubs, and teeming with swans and yellow-billed ducks. Aaron had recently enlarged it to a more respectable size, in keeping with one of the most impressive estates on Manhattan Island. But no amount of enlarging could give it much significance. It was forever dwarfed by the effortless magnificence of the river beyond it.

The Hudson. Theo greeted it now with an uprushing of the heart, as she always did. She adored it with a half-mystical fervour that she could have explained to no one—not even Aaron. She had been born within sound of it, in Albany. Her childhood had been spent near it. Many times it had comforted her with its mighty music.

The clouded May night six years ago when her mother died after months of torturing illness, she had stumbled wildly from the house that held that motionless, sheeted figure, alien now and horrible. Her father was away—the end had been unexpected—and she had no one.

She had flung herself headlong on the shaly shore, sobbing with desperate terror, until, at last, the river had brought peace: the peace of inexorable laws. Dimly she felt its message, translating it through her bewildered child’s brain. “No matter what happens to me, it goes on and on and on. It doesn’t care, because it’s too big to care. It just is. Like God.”—But God never seemed very real or helpful.

The servants had found her there hours later, asleep beside the river.

But today it was gay and gentle, gracefully balancing its scores of dipping boats. Even the awesome rise of black cliffs on the opposite Jersey shore looked merely picturesque.

Theo stopped at the dairy for a mug of milk, warm and foaming, fresh from the source; and at the stables she found Minerva ready saddled and whinnying her impatience to be off. The grey mare nuzzled her mistress affectionately, and Theo responded with a quick kiss on the satiny nose.

Dick, the Irish stable boy, laced his grimy hands for her to step on in mounting. “Sure, and you look pretty as a peach, this morning, Miss Theo; your seventeenth birthday will be agreeing with you.” He spoke with the easy familiarity of all white servants in the first years of the Republic. “Likely you’ll be choosing yourself a fine young husband from the elegant throng that’s coming to the mansion today.” His little eyes leered at her.

“Likely I won’t,” she replied tartly, flicking Minerva, who darted gladly away down the sandy road that wound through the Lispenard Meadows to the East River.

Marrying and husbands! Everyone acted as though she were at least twenty-one and likely to be an old maid. Besides, there was only one person who had the right to bring up these subjects. And her father would never think of such things. They were too happy together, the two of them.

She loped Minerva easily across the island until she neared the other river, when colour flushed suddenly over her cheeks and she raised a hand to tidy her blown hair. The rendezvous was near. Perhaps it was foolish and unladylike, meeting a strange man again like this. Her assent to his suggestion had been a mingling partly of bravado, partly of a sense of adventure, and mostly of a genuine attraction to this charmingly sensitive young man whose mind seemed so attuned to her own.

She had met him by chance three days ago. Minerva had caught a hoof in a rabbit hole and stumbled badly just as he appeared. He had been off his mount in a second, offering assistance. Together they anxiously examined the quivering mare, and were relieved to find no serious damage.

As she thanked him, Theo was conscious of his appraising stare. They looked at each other frankly.

He was young, she judged not more than twenty, and though he topped her by several inches, he was not tall: about the height of her father. That gave her obscure reassurance. His dress was careless: his brown pantaloons were wrinkled above mud-spattered Hessian boots; his neckcloth lay askew and seemed none too fresh. He wore no queue or hat, and his sandy hair, cut short to ear length, was well tousled by the wind.

For all that, she knew he was a gentleman, and he attracted her. It might have been the magnetism of his hazel eyes—changeable, vital, and at the moment devouring her with pleased surprise; or the freshness of his skin which blushed as quickly as a girl’s; or indeed his mellow young voice which now proclaimed with a flourish, “Don Quixote is always at the service of the fair Dulcinea.”

“Oh!” she cried impulsively, “I love that tale!” And they had drifted into talk of many books, both eager and flushed. “Do you know this?” and “Oh, yes, but have you read that?” She confessed to several works that no respectable young lady should have read—Molière, Sheridan, and Tristram Shandy—but he did not seem shocked. They talked that morning almost as though they had been two young men—almost.

Then yesterday she had ridden that way again, and he had been there waiting at the turn of the road. It seemed natural to rest their horses and chat.

It was strange how well she felt she knew him, and yet they had touched on nothing personal. They had made a little game of the mystery. He called her “Dulcinea,” and she called him nothing at all beyond the formal “sir.”

He was now waiting for her, sitting easily on his big roan, and with his sandy head—much neater today—turned toward Deadman’s Rock and the wooded prettiness of Blackwell’s Island, which lay like a splinter of green in the East River.

At the sound of Minerva’s trot, he jumped off his horse and rushed toward her. “I was in a rare pother, worrying for fear you weren’t coming,” he greeted her, tethering her mare to a pine stump. He held out his arms to help her down. Her skirt caught on the side pommels and he, perforce, caught her against him to save her from falling. The clasp of his arms, the momentary pressure of his hard young chest, stirred her. Tingling excitement crept over her body, followed by fear. She heard his quick indrawn breath, and was oppressed with a feeling of embarrassment.

There had been nothing like this before in her experience. Natalie’s horror at her escapade, which had been so amusing, now seemed to her justified. She was cheapening herself—he must think her vulgar and ill-bred to meet him this way.

She jerked away from him with unnecessary violence, saying stiffly: “Good day to you, sir. I came only because I had promised. I cannot stay a minute.”

“But why?” he protested. “We have so much to talk about, and I—I have brought something to read to you. It would amuse you, I think,” he added.

Theo hesitated, her round cheeks stained bright with colour.

“This is all most unconventional,” she said at last. “We don’t even know who we are—I mean who the other is.”

“Heaven’s mercy!” He gave a shout of laughter. “Is that all? And soon remedied. I am Washington Irving, brother to Doctor Peter Irving. I live on William Street, and I am reading law, but I find it excruciatingly dull. I much prefer poetry and romances, and dreams of far countries.” He grinned at her. “And I much prefer literary conversations with beautiful young ladies. Now it’s your turn, Dulcinea.”

Theo dimpled, her poise returned. “I am Theodosia Burr, daughter to Aaron Burr.”

He nodded. “I thought as much. I’ve heard you described: ‘A paragon of loveliness and learning.’ Now, if the proprieties are satisfied, will you stay a little and let me read to you?”

She smiled assent. After all, why not? Her silly panic had passed. And he was most respectable: Doctor Irving was well thought of in the city. Besides, she liked this young man; he was totally different from anyone she had met.

They seated themselves on a mound of pine needles. He spread his cloak over a lichen-covered boulder and their backs rested against it. It was deliciously cool. Sunlight filtered down through oak and poplar leaves. A small breeze sighed up the river, blowing away the mosquitoes which so often plagued the Manhattan countryside. The air was pungent with the fragrance of wild strawberries and pine. There was no sound except the rhythmic mouthings of the horses, as they edged placidly around their bridle-lengths, cropping the sweet wild grass.

Neither of them spoke for a while. He made no move to start his reading. A gentle peace held them both.

“This is my birthday,” she announced after a bit.

He drew his gaze back from the far horizon. “Is it indeed?” He plucked a daisy from a patch beside him, thrust it into her hair. “Here’s a nosegay for you, then, and I salute this most auspicious and blessed day. Is it the sixteenth?”

She shook her head, half-annoyed. “The seventeenth.”

“Then we are the same age,” he said lazily.

“Really?” She was startled. “I had thought you older.”

He shrugged his slight shoulders. “This conversation leads nowhere.” He pulled a blade of grass and chewed the succulent tip.

“I thought you were going to read to me?” She was puzzled by him; he seemed moody, distrait.

He gestured towards his pocket, but his hand fell back limply. “I was: a silly little tale I wrote about the Dutch country up the Hudson. But it’s no good. It wouldn’t interest you.”

“But it would I” she protested. “Please.” Unconsciously she put her hand out to him, pleading. He imprisoned it gently in his, and at her sharp recoil she saw sudden amusement in his hazel eyes.

He released her hand and went on as though there had been no interruption. “I wish I had written a poem for you, Dulcinea, but I am not at home in verse. Dull prose suits me better. Still, I can try.”

He propped himself on his elbows, staring at her with a half-humorous, half-tender intensity that discomposed her.


A daisy twinkles from her hair, like star in beechwood forest,

She is the fairest of the fair, and I would fain—fain—



He chuckled. “I can’t find a rhyme for forest, but no matter.”

He sighed and drew himself up, then leaned forward with sudden violence, crying, “Look! Do you see that brig down there?”

She followed his gaze to the river and nodded, astonished by the emotion in his voice.

“That’s the Infanta.” He uttered the name as though it held all wonder. “She’s been to Boston, and she’s bound for Spain—Spain!” He turned to Theo and spoke passionately: “More than anything in life I wish I were aboard her. You don’t know what it is to hunger and thirst for distant places, do you?”

She shook her head.

“No. Why should you? You’re sheltered and happy; you’re a woman! But every night I dream of the Old World. It’s like a fever. England, France, Spain. The very words make enchanted music for me. I shall see them some day—before I die. And I shall write about them, so that others may feel the enchantment as I do.—At least I hope to.”

His voice fell flat. But Theo’s eyes dilated, her lips parted. “I am sure you will.”

For in that one dazzled moment she had seen greatness in the boy beside her, had heard pulsing through his words a longing and a surge that carried her, too, up with him: up to the lonely starlit plateau of genius.

He shut his eyes an instant and turned to her blindly. “You’re sweet,” he whispered. “I think you do understand.”

With one quick motion he laid his head on her lap, and smiled up at her wickedly, as she froze. “Don’t look so shocked, my lovely little Theo—is that what they call you? My head is tired and this is such a soft place to rest. I think I could go to sleep.”

Her heart beat in thick, painful movements and the white fichu on her breast rose and fell. She tried to think and could not. She wanted to shove his head viciously away, and her muscles would not obey. A shiver shook her.

“What are you afraid of?” he asked softly. “I won’t harm you.” He gave a short laugh and sat up. Immediately relief flooded her, but with it a shamed disappointment.

He put gentle hands on her shoulders. “You’ve never been kissed, have you, Theo? It’s not such a terrible thing. I think you must have one for your birthday.” He drew her quickly toward him and pressed his fresh young mouth to hers. He let her go at once. “See? It’s not so dreadful a thing, is it?”

She gasped, laughing shakily. Not so dreadful a thing—no. Sweet, piercingly sweet, but unimportant. She had expected the blast of lightning and found a candle-flame, never disturbing the dark secret something that had lain, terror-stricken, deep in her soul. What had it been, what had she expected? She didn’t know. Whatever it was, it had passed her by, leaving only a dimming memory of shame, repulsion, and disloyalty.

She smiled at him with calm affection. “I must be getting back now. Father will be home soon. Thank you, good sir, for my birthday kiss.”

He surveyed her, frowning, puzzled. She was so pretty with her rose-and-white skin, soft black eyes, and eager smile. He had wanted to kiss her ever since she came this morning, and he had been sure that, barring maidenly modesty and all the rest, she wanted it too. He was not inexperienced in such matters. Now he had kissed her, briefly it was true, as a preliminary, and she had escaped into a bright and all too obviously genuine indifference. There was a strangeness about her, an untouchable quality.

“Theo,” he asked, with sudden inspiration, “are you in love with someone?”

“Oh, no.” She faced him candidly. “And I mean never to marry.”

“Stuff! Of course you’ll marry.” The sense of humour, that never deserted him for long, returned. “You’re not in love with me, that’s certain.” And he laughed.

She scarcely heard him. She had just noticed that the sun was now directly overhead. She was in a fever to be off. Her father would be astonished, perhaps hurt, if he came back from the city and she were not there to greet him, to thank him for his beautiful present.

When he had helped her to mount, Washington Irving looked up at her. “Good-bye,” he said almost humbly. “You do not wish us to meet again?”

“Of course,” she answered, with warm courtesy. “Come to Richmond Hill at any time. We shall be so glad to see you.” But her small face was preoccupied, her eyes already straining ahead over the mare’s ears down the flat sandy road that led toward home.

He stood quite still, watching her go, his hands deep in the pockets of his green riding-coat, his rumpled hair blown back by the freshening breeze. At the bend of the road, she waved once—quickly, and he waved back.

They did not meet again for seven years.
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AARON was enjoying a productive morning with a small group of his henchmen at Martling’s Tavern. He sat in his usual corner of the smoky, ale-soured room, sipping a thimbleful of port, and looking, in his immaculate blue satin suit, like a sleek greyhound in a kennel of mongrels.

Others of the group were drinking claret or guzzling blistering New England rum and paid their court to the chief, who sat erect with a military precision that was born of army training and long self-discipline. His eyes, glittering black, wandered slowly from one face to another, appraising the potentialities of each. Eyes like Theodosia’s, but with an added hypnotic, almost reptilian quality that subdued or fascinated at will.

The miscellaneous band of satellites which surrounded him were known as the “Little Band,” or the “Myrmidons,” and Theo had also facetiously dubbed them the “Tenth Legion.” They covered a wide range of personalities.

There were sachems and braves from Saint Tammany’s Society—Matthew Davis, Van Ness, the Swartwout brothers; a sprinkling of artists and dilettantes; and some shady characters—wharf-rats, escaped slaves, and prostitutes. The latter had, naturally, no official standing in the “Little Band,” but they were useful—and Aaron was never one to boggle over fine ethical points.

Whatever their individual peculiarities, they were all united by one prime virtue—uncritical obedience to the wishes of Colonel Burr.

Burr’s enemies described him as an octopus insinuating slimy tentacles into all the strata of a deluded society, spewing an inky barrage of lies and sophistry to confound the righteous. His friends saw him quite simply as a god, shining, beneficent, and infinitely seductive.

Both views amused Aaron. He knew very well what he was: a man with a brilliant brain, not unkind, not altogether unscrupulous, but with a genius for manipulating people and events to further his ends.

And the game, to him, was as exciting as the goal.

The goal this time was worthy of his best efforts. Last month he had snatched victory from what had seemed sure defeat, by swinging the all-important New York State to the Republicans. These were now joyfully engaged in thumbing their noses at the furious Federalists, who screamed to the heavens of cheating and foul play.

Now, however, a bigger battle loomed. He and Mr. Jefferson were Republican candidates for the Presidency, and one of them was certain to win. The wily and astute Mr. Hamilton had for once faltered, and the Federalist Party had bogged down into a welter of contending factions. Let them flounder, and a blessing on them! They would never pull themselves together in time to produce a candidate worth a pinch of snuff.

To be sure, the majority of Republicans seemed to take it for granted that Jefferson should be President and Aaron grateful for the small potatoes of the Vice-Presidency. But matters might far better be the other way around—far better.

That lanky, shock-haired dolt of a Jefferson had already been Vice-President for four years. He might well continue in that placid rôle. As it was, he spent most of his time at Monticello, sitting on his backside and philosophising, or puttering with his idiotic mechanical contrivances, or, worse yet, tending his collection of birds.

Pshaw! thought Aaron, with an inward snort, though not a quiver showed upon his courteously attentive face as he listened to one of Matthew Davis’s long-winded stories. John Adams had made muddle enough of his office, too stupid even to recognize that the people loathed his royalist bias. This was no time to elect another visionary. The country needed a man of action, a leader. It should have one!

Precisely as Davis’s droning voice ceased, Aaron broke into mellow, appreciative chuckles. “Oh, very droll, my dear Davis. Indeed, I have always said that you have a most ready wit!”

Davis beamed, adjusted his coat collar, flicked an imaginary speck of dust from his pantaloons, glancing triumphantly around the company. They were a set of clods and never appreciated the subtleties of his discourse as Colonel Burr always did.

A newcomer, rough-clothed in homespun, a week-old beard blackening his foxy jaws, pushed his way to Aaron’s table.

Aaron hailed him warmly. “Welcome, Garson. Very welcome. I’ve been expecting you these three days.” He beckoned to the landlord, who bustled up, wiping his hands on his spotted apron.

“A noggin of rum for Mr. Garson, Brom, and one of your finest beefsteak and oyster pasties. He is just back from the Carolinas, and must be in need of Christian food.”

Garson laughed. “The Colonel is right, as always. Though they eat well enough in the great houses, I had no taste of it. Nothing but salt pork and corn pone, until my stomach crawled. For I stuck close to the taverns and settlers’ cabins as you ordered.”

Aaron nodded. Tom Garson was one of his most efficient agents; an Englishman, come over in ’95 with a down-at-the-heels theatrical company, and stranded in Philadelphia, where Aaron, ever on the alert for useful men, had picked him up. Garson’s training as an actor made him invaluable, as did his cockney shrewdness.

Aaron leaned forward. “You posed as a peddler this time, did you not?”

“That I did—and a pleasant trade it is. I took care to fill my pack with gewgaws for the women, and there was many a fine opportunity for trying the fit of a fichu over a tempting white bosom, or even sometimes a garter around a rosy thigh.” He smacked his lips as Aaron laughed.

“I’m willing to believe you made the most of such opportunities, but what of the men? How is the temper of the people? Will they vote for the right party? Will they vote for Aaron Burr?”

Garson drained his rum, wolfed a chunk of steaming pie, wiped the gravy off his mouth with the back of his hand, and sat back, while Aaron waited.

“The Republicans are gaining down there,” said Garson at last, “but they know little about you in the South.”

“So Timothy Green writes me,” said Aaron dryly. “We must remedy that. Go on. …”

“South Carolina will be the crux; its decision will tell the tale. And it is controlled by a few families, the Middletons, the Rutledges, and the Alstons. Especially the Alstons; they have great plantations up on the Waccamaw River. Gain them and I wager you will gain the state. The small fry will follow their lead.”

“The Alstons. Yes.” Aaron flashed his brilliant smile. “You’ve done well, Garson. Your information confirms what I have already heard. It so happens that young Joseph Alston is in New York, is coming”—he paused for the fraction of a second and went on smoothly—“to my house for dinner this afternoon.”

Garson stared. Rum fumes had mounted to his brain, clouding its usual acuteness. Then, as the Colonel’s words penetrated, he slapped the table until the mugs rattled, guffawing.

“By God, you’re a sly one, you are! I see what you’re up to. … Young Alston to dinner, and the beautiful Theodosia there, too, turning her great eyes his way. She’ll use them to good purpose, I warrant, under her father’s promptings.”

“Sir!” Aaron leapt to his feet. “You forget yourself!” His voice, scarce raised, yet sounded through the tavern like a thunderclap.

Men sat up, murmuring. Garson shrank, his dark skin glistening.

“I—I meant no harm, Colonel,” he babbled. “I apologize. It was the spirits.”

Aaron’s nostrils dilated, but his look became less menacing. “I accept your excuse. Remember”—his piercing gaze swept the whole company—“no man may make light of my daughter’s name without having me to reckon with. And I am not unhandy with the pistols.”

No one spoke. Aaron relaxed. “Come, gentlemen,” he cried, with perfect good-humour, “another bumper all around. Brom Martling, see to it for me. I must go now. I bid you all good day.”

As the heavy oak door swung to behind him, Garson grumbled, “How did I know he would be so touchy?”

“’Tis the only subject on which he’s touchy,” said young Van Ness, with swift loyalty. “Usually he has the temper of an angel.”

“He’s fair daft about that girl of his,” went on Garson, still smarting. “It seems scarcely natural.”

“Oh, he’s natural enough,” snorted Matthew Davis. “He’s a great dog with the ladies. Ten to one, he’s gone off now to visit that blue-eyed wench he’s keeping on South Street. The lucky beggar—she has one of the trimmest ankles I’ve ever seen. Though I remember once, when I was in Albany, walking down State Street, the door of one of the houses opened, and I said to myself …” He meandered on through one of his interminable stories, but this time the Colonel had gone, and nobody listened.
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AARON had not gone to South Street, however, nor even thought of it. Little Sally Martin, with her dovelike compliance and devoted eyes of a water spaniel, was useful only as an occasional physical necessity. Brothels offended his fastidiousness, and lately he had not had the time to undertake the complicated and protracted pursuit expected by ladies of fashion. Sally was merely a stopgap. Inexpensive and cosy as a cup of tea—and equally unintoxicating.

Aaron’s mind, this morning, was concerned with far more interesting matters. He guided Selim up Broadway at a walk. The stallion’s shoes rang on the cobblestones, raising little puffs of malodorous dust, detouring a yapping dog-fight and piles of garbage where pigs rooted, grunting happily. Aaron drew him aside at the sound of a musical horn, to let the Boston Mail go by. He was pleased to see the lumbering coach. It meant letters and newspapers from New England, more news of the political situation.

He turned west on Chambers Street, then north on the Greenwich Road, spurring Selim to a canter now that the cobblestones were left behind. Two miles brought him near Greenwich Village. He passed a handful of wooden houses without seeing them, turning thankfully through the iron gates of Richmond Hill.

The stable-boy rushed up at the sound of hoofs. Aaron mechanically threw him the reins, peering over his head for the small figure that usually came flying down the steps to greet him.

“Has Miss Burr gone out, Dick?”

The man muttered. He wanted his dinner and could not leave until Minerva was back and properly rubbed down. “Been gone since eight, sir, on the grey mare, and yesterday she was gone all morning, and the day before …”

“Thank you, that will do.” Aaron’s quiet voice struck him like a brick.

He opened his mouth, shut it again, and stalked sulkily away with Selim.

Aaron walked thoughtfully up the white steps. So the child was up to something, perhaps, after all. He had heard a rumour. Someone had seen her talking to a youth in the Jones Woods. He had dismissed it as ridiculous. He still thought it unlikely. But in any event he was not much disturbed. She was not one of your giddy little flibbertigibbets. All the same, it was surprising, and Aaron was seldom surprised. As in chess, a game in which he excelled, he found it easy to anticipate his opponent’s campaign of play, keeping always two, three, or more moves ahead of him. But Theo was not an opponent. She was flesh of his flesh, an infinitely dear projection of himself.

Frowning, he walked down the white-panelled, picture-hung hallway to his library, and relaxed with the thrill of sensuous pleasure the room always gave him. The stoic and the voluptuary lived amicably side by side in his soul. He could be perfectly indifferent to his surroundings, and indeed, upstairs in his bedchamber he slept on a camp cot, and with no other furnishings except a table, chair, and commode.

But this library was his delight. He had added it himself to the back of the house, when, in 1791, he had acquired the lease to this mansion which had housed the John Adamses and General Washington.

It was a spacious room, with three tall windows that gave eastern and southern light. The walls were lined to shoulder height with books, shipload after shipload of them from the presses of England and France. Soft creamy vellum bindings alternated with the dead leaf-brown of calfskin. Their musty odour of ink and old leather pervaded the room like incense.

The polished oak floor was all but hidden by an ingrain carpet, warmly red, decorated with scattered fleurs-de-lis. Ardent francophile that he was, Aaron had snapped it up at an auction, and had often been sardonically amused at the horror this royalist emblem excited in some of his friends. His convictions, and his interests, were republican enough, but he was no fanatic, and a beautiful carpet was a beautiful carpet.

There were two library tables, a sprinkling of lyre-backed chairs, and a sofa, upholstered in crimson satin, from the fashionable workshop of Duncan Phyfe. An elegant little “travelling-case” on wheels stood near the door, complete with tea caddies and liquor bottles for the refreshment of guests.

The north wall was given over to an enormous fireplace, its wooden mantel painted white and carved with the classic egg-and-dart design. Two Sèvres vases stood upon it, the blues and golds of their porcelain lustrous as jewels. And above them hung a portrait of Theodosia at fourteen. Gilbert Stuart had painted it, and Aaron had been none too pleased with the result. It had caught her dimpled prettiness and the sweet gravity of her face in repose, but failed entirely to give any hint of her vivacity and sparkle. “’Tis a namby-pamby, bread-and-butter miss you have made of her,” he told Stuart, whose touchy vanity was thereby so outraged that they had no more dealings with each other.

Still Aaron kept it there until such time as young Vanderlyn could produce a better likeness. He glanced at the picture now, meditatively, seated himself at his writing-table, pulled a sheaf of letters to him, and picked up his quill pen.

In a few minutes there came a timid knock at the door and Natalie’s high accented voice. “May I speak with you a moment, Papa Burr?”

He rose with instant courtesy, thrusting his pen into its ruby-coloured glass of shot. Natalie slid into the room twisting her fingers nervously. He settled her on a chair and reseated himself. “What is it, Natalie? What is troubling you?”

He smiled kindly at the girl, thinking that it was a pity she was not prettier, though she had a certain style with her retroussé nose and tiny pursed mouth, and she did manage to coax her light nondescript hair into a chic coiffure. She wasn’t a Frenchwoman for nothing.

“It’s … it’s about Theo,” she faltered.

His eyelids flickered, but his warm smile remained unchanged. “Well, what about Theo? Come, child, you act like a flushed partridge. Out with it.”

Natalie gulped and in one excited breath went on: “This morning, she—she said she had rendezvous with a ’andsome young man, but she was not even sure of his name. I could not believe my ears. I tried to stop her, of course, but she would not listen. She ran from me, toute étourdie, laughing comme une folle. I—I thought I must tell you.”

Aaron nodded, his eyes sympathetic. “You did quite right, my dear,” while he suppressed laughter that would have hurt the earnest and estimable Natalie. So that was all it was. An escapade, a piece of light-hearted foolishment, or she would never have told Natalie.

They both turned at sounds outside, Minerva’s unmistakable whinny, then Theo’s clear voice, asking eagerly, “Is Colonel Burr at home yet?”

Natalie rose hastily. “You won’t scold her too much today, will you? It is her jour de fête.”

“I shall not scold her,” said Aaron gravely, “too much.” Amusement twitched at his mouth as Natalie escaped.

He stood quietly waiting, as light footsteps ran down the hall toward him.

Theo burst in, stumbling a little over her flowing skirt. “Oh, I’m so sorry I was not here to greet you! And, Papa, thank you, thank you for the exquisite present.” She flung her arms about his neck, pressing her warm young cheek to his.

“I’m glad you like it, child. It should suit you.” He encircled her chin with his hand, tilting her head back to search her face. Her eyes, brilliant and unshadowed, met his with loving candour.

“Did you enjoy your ride?” he asked quietly, but there was meaning in his tone.

Theo’s tiny white teeth caught her underlip. She lowered her lashes, half-guilty, half-laughing. So he knew. It never occurred to her to wonder how. Sooner or later he always knew everything, anyway.

“Well, I did, and I didn’t,” she answered, choosing her words. “You see, the other day …”

“You needn’t tell me,” he struck in, smiling. “You have my most perfect trust, as you know.” He touched her smooth hair in a brief caress.

Suddenly she averted her face. Slow red washed over her neck and up to the curly auburn bang on her forehead.

Aaron stared. His intuition, always sensitive, was trigger-quick where Theo was concerned. Damme if I don’t believe the minx has been kissed. A surface cynicism masked a disagreeable sense of shock. Imperceptibly his whole body stiffened. “But tell me this, Theo. Will you be riding that way again?” His tone was casual, though he watched her narrowly, intent to catch any secrecy or subtle withdrawal in those transparent features.

And there was none. Her colour had ebbed. She perfectly understood the meaning behind his question. She gave her little gurgle of amusement, shook her head. “No, I shall not ride that way again. On the whole, I find the—the landscape not to my liking.”

“Ah—” said Aaron, satisfied. He reached over the table, flipped open his silver snuffbox, took a pinch with a well-kept thumb and forefinger, and sniffed it delicately. “Run along now, Miss Prissy.” He seldom called her by her childish nickname any more, and she smiled quick response. “I’ll let you off your studies today,” he went on. “Go and prepare yourself for the party. You must look your loveliest. There will be a rare gathering to do you honour.”

When she had gone, he sat quietly at the table, thinking. He appraised Theo’s little amourette at its exact worth. Some momentary flirtation, already finished, and leaving her as innocent and unawakened as she had been before. He had been far too wise to force her confidence. To make much of the episode might have lit the spark of perversity that dwelt in every female breast—even hers. Besides, it was not necessary. The chapter was closed, he knew with sure instinct.

But there would be a next time, that was the trouble.

Some obnoxious booby would come along with sheep’s eyes and a persuasive tongue to lure Theo into the scalding cauldron of passion. And no one knew better than Aaron that girls, unguided except by their passions, ever entangled themselves with the least desirable men.

He must at all costs protect her from that. He got up, paced back and forth on the carpet. He hadn’t realized it, but she was ripe for mating. Already some of her contemporaries were married. Early and brilliant marriage was the crowning accomplishment for a woman.

True, there had been suitors buzzing around her of late, but they were all nonentities. He had not given them a serious thought. Theo must have a husband worthy of her, and worthy of marrying a Burr. And it must be a husband of his choosing, for did he not know, far better than she could know herself, what would be best for her? Had he not from her earliest infancy guided her thoughts, formed her character, and supervised nearly every hour of her blossoming life?

He turned with sudden resolution, went to a mahogany high-boy, and, taking a small brass key from his pocket, unlocked a drawer. He took from it a large envelope marked “A,” and carried it to his writing-table. There were a number of letters inside and a sheet of paper covered with his own small, precise writing.

The paper was headed “Joseph Alston,” and continued through a complete record of memoranda. “Born: Charleston, November 10th, 1779.—Attended Princeton for one year, 1795. No great scholar.—Three plantations and two estates. Probable net income in excess of forty thousand per annum.—Of an outwardly arrogant and overbearing disposition, but in reality very easily led.—Healthy and well set up. Not unduly addicted to strong drink or venery.” And so on, to the bottom of the crowded page.

Aaron read it all over again, very slowly, and his eyes were inscrutable.
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THE guests began arriving at half-past three. The stamping of horses, the creaking of cabriolet wheels, the squeal of brakes on a heavy coach, all floated up through Theodosia’s open window. She listened to the delightful bustle and fumed with impatience to be part of it.

She dearly loved the excitement of anticipation, the beginnings of things: parties, trips, or weightier projects. She was never quite to lose that breathless certainty of youth that this time something magical would happen, the decisive something for which she dimly longed.

Adonis, the fashionable coiffeur specially fetched from Pearl Street for the occasion, held his tongs near his sweating black cheek to test their heat, and his deliberateness exasperated Theo.

“Do hurry, Adonis,” she pleaded. “People are arriving.”

The old negro threw a contemptuous glance toward the window. “Jus’ Republican canaille, mamselle—don’ know better zan be early. What do zey know of etiquette?” He snorted, twisting and snipping expertly at Theo’s hair. “Parvenus! Like zat Joséphine Beauharnais over in France now, pretending she be somebody. I see her many times in Martinique. Pfouil Running after any planter who would look at her—no better zan a trollop.”

Theo giggled, and he rolled his intelligent, yellowish eyes. “Je vous demande pardon, mamselle, but it is truth. Over zere zey kill ze king, zey kill everybody—and now zey let zis Corsican brigand lord it over zem wiz his—his doxy, cette Joséphine!”

He flung down his comb, his hands shook, their pinkish palms wet.

“Zey even say zis Bonaparte will make himself a king! It is not possible, zey cannot be as mad as zat. Someday, mamselle—someday zis folie will pass, the Bourbons will come back. You will see, as sure as le bon Dieu watches us up there … the Bourbons will be back on zere rightful throne.” His eyes watered and he muttered on to himself.

Theo sighed. He was off again, poor old thing. Nothing to do but wait patiently until he took up his comb. Adonis was an artist with the scissors and tongs, by far the best in the town, and the ladies and gentlemen who patronized him all knew his story and put up with his mania. He had been born on Martinique, a free negro of some consequence, and with a passionate loyalty to his king. Louis XVI and God were for him merged into one. The Revolution had broken his heart, and he had been hustled off the island by friends just before the newly appointed committee got around to dealing with a trouble-making old negro.

He had landed in New York and taken a mighty vow. Never would he cover his kinky poll until the Bourbons reigned again. Winter snows and summer suns beat alike on his grizzling thatch, while he stalked grimly around the streets, his pockets filled with the implements of his trade, his soul filled with hatred for the Anti-Christs who had murdered his king.

“The Count Jérome de Joliette is coming today,” said Theo slyly, beginning to despair of getting her hair finished.

Adonis started, his seamed face crinkled. He picked up the comb. “Ah, c’est bon. Un aristocrat de l’ancien régime. I will make you vairy vairy beautiful for him.”

Well, hardly—thought Theo. The Count was a dreadful bore, and quite old, way over thirty. But her bait had served its purpose.

Adonis piled her ringleted hair, dexterously inserted a small white ostrich plume, anchored it with a cluster of rosebuds. He backed off considering. Theo tried to control her fidgets.

“Mamselle has beautiful nose, classique; I have made it more easy to see. And she has magnificent eyes; she should not wear her hair so low on the forehead, only those two little curls, just as I have put them—so. Also zey balance ze chin. Mamselle have ze chin a bit full, a bit too round. Now no one will notice—”

“Yes, Adonis, you’ve made a masterpiece of me. Thank you, but I must get ready. I see the Hamiltons’ curricle coming down the drive, and that means it’s late. Peggy will give you your money in the kitchen.”

She hustled the old man out and called her maid. They embarked on the intricacies of her toilette, lacing her tender young body into long stays made of steel and leather. These reached so high as to push her small bosom even higher than its normal position, and they cut cruelly underneath. Theo hated them, and wore them as seldom as possible, fashion or no fashion. Over the stays went a short muslin petticoat, then white silk stockings with clocks, and tiny yellow satin shoes whose flexible kid soles barely separated her feet from the floor.

The shoes gave her no height, but the Parisian gown did, for it was fashioned very simply in the new mode: a long straight fall of white India muslin, caught high under the bosom with a band of gold embroidery whose gilded vine pattern was repeated at the hem.

And of course there was the necklace, sparkling on her white skin like a shower of raindrops.

When she looked in the mirror, she knew that she was lovely. Her heart swelled with a delicious sense of power. This was her evening, her day. To be admired and feted against the background of Aaron’s fondly approving smile, what greater joy was there in life?

She paused before entering the long drawing-room, looking for her father. It was filled with people. Despite the flooding sunshine outside, the curtains were drawn and all the hundred tapers lighted. They glittered from their crystal pendants, a forest of twinkling yellow flame. The guests made a soft pastel blur of rose and blue and green and violet, accented by an occasional powdered head like that of the beautiful Mrs. John Jay, who clung to a fashion she knew suited her so well.

The buzz of conversation broke off and heads turned to welcome her. Aaron, impeccable in dove-grey satin and white neckcloth, sprang forward from a group.

“Here is Queen Theodosia at last! I suppose we must today accord her the royal prerogative of tardiness.” He smiled at her with undisguised pride, despite the implied criticism. Aaron had no patience with tardiness, particularly when manners demanded that a hostess should be graciously ready long before guests arrived. Theo was glad to be let off so easily, as he led her forward to stand beside him against the fireplace.

Mrs. Alexander Hamilton came up first, stepping lightly as a girl despite her eight children. She kissed Theo on both cheeks, wishing her many happy returns of the day. Her tall daughter, Angelica, followed more sedately, her melancholy little face already shadowed by the insanity that was later to claim her. Then General Hamilton himself bowed low over Theo’s hand.

Theo smiled brightly at his compliments, disguising perfectly the feeling of dislike and fear he always gave her. No reason for it, she knew. He and Aaron were political opponents and had had several bitter public skirmishes, but that was true of many other men whom she heartily liked. Besides, Aaron and Hamilton were friendly enough in private, and called each other by their Christian names. They were rather alike, too, both short men, fastidious and exquisitely dressed, both great gallants with the ladies. General Hamilton this evening was particularly splendid in violet brocade, his sandy hair lightly powdered in the fashion of the Federalists.

“What a very fine bauble you’re wearing, Theo,” he said, showing his white teeth. “It very nearly rivals the brilliance of your eyes.”

“Father gave it to me this morning—”

“Ah—your father is ever one to lavish beauty upon beauty.” He spoke smoothly, but she saw a glint in his pale eyes.

One more count against Burr, he thought, as he turned away. Insane extravagance coupled with chicanery. Very like, this ridiculous jewel had been paid for with money swindled from the people in Burr’s fictitious water company. If it had been paid for at all. The slippery scoundrel! He must at all costs be checked before he ruined the country with his plunderings and intrigues. God forbid that there should be a chance of his snatching the Presidency. Jefferson was bad enough—but Burr would be monstrous.

He settled himself in a corner and examined the company. Half the town was there. Livingstons, Swartwouts, Morrises and Sedgwicks, Bartows and Prevosts, these latter relatives of the late Mts. Burr. There was pretty little Katie Brown talking to Burr’s protégé, young Vanderlyn, and a handful of young bucks around her too.

He could not honestly object to these guests: they were natural enough selections; but why must Burr ever surround himself with Frenchmen? He glared at the Comte de Joliette: the fellow was rouged and befrilled like a woman; and why the inclusion of the du Pont de Nemours brothers with their wives? They had barely landed and spoke almost no English, and they were of no importance whatsoever.

Hamilton disliked foreigners, and grumpily helped himself to punch in anticipation of a dull evening.

Victor and Éleuthère Irénée du Pont were unconscious of the great man’s disapproval. They were fine-looking young men, tall for Frenchmen, and enthusiastic about everything in the new country. Only this morning, while snipe shooting, Irénée had had a brilliant idea, and he impatiently awaited an opportunity to present it to Colonel Burr for advice. Or, indeed, to General Hamilton, for his shrewd French brain had decided to back the winner. The Federalists were on the way out, Burr and Jefferson were obviously gaining; still, one must be wary of offending expiring monarchs—they have been known to revive.

The great gilded punchbowl circulated rapidly, as black Alexis carried it from one group to another. It contained a Richmond Hill specialty, a mixture of home-made peach brandy and champagne, and it was iced—a newfangled innovation which disconcerted some of the older guests, who were convinced that a freezing liquid could not be wholesome.

Toast after toast was drunk to Theodosia’s happiness, and she responded with deep curtsies and laughing thanks. Eyes sparkled, cheeks grew flushed, and still Alexis had not announced that the dinner awaited their pleasure.

Theo signalled her father in surprise, but he shook his head and glanced toward the door. They were waiting for someone, then. Who? She speculated idly, gave it up, and went on talking to the young men who surrounded her.

It was past six before Alexis opened the drawing-room door with a dignified flourish. “Mr. Joseph Alston,” he announced.

Everyone turned as a heavy young man lumbered in. Theo stared with the rest. He must be a gentleman of consequence or her father would never have kept this distinguished company waiting for him.

Had she ever heard of Joseph Alston? Something to do with South Carolina, she thought. Political then. He had a pompous air about him; he looked arrogant and humourless. He was of medium height and heavy-set, a circumstance which his bright plum-coloured suit did nothing to conceal. It seemed stuffed to bursting across his broad back. His hair was black and cut short à la Brutus; it clustered on his round head in tight curls. Theo thought instantly of a bust of the Emperor Tiberius which she had once seen in a Philadelphia drawing-room: the same thick neck, low forehead, and full, disdainful mouth.

Alston eyed the assemblage in a lofty manner while Aaron greeted him with emphatic cordiality, and drew him over to Theodosia. “Mr. Alston, may I present you to my daughter, Miss Burr?”

Theodosia sketched a curtsy, and the young man bowed. “’S a pleasure, ma’am,” he drawled, with a languid blurring of consonants which she knew to be peculiar to natives of the Southern States.

“Welcome to Richmond Hill,” she murmured, gave him a bright conventional smile, and turned back to the group behind her, eager to join in their chatter.

“Theo—” It was Aaron’s voice, and, sensitive to its slightest gradations, she heard in the one word that he was displeased with her. “Mr. Alston has but newly arrived in New York. It will divert him to have you tell him something of the season in town, the balls and the theatre. He will take you in to dinner.”

Her eyes widened. Here was a shattering of precedent. As both hostess and guest of honour tonight, it was fitting that she be escorted by the male guest of highest rank, General Hamilton, Mr. Livingston, or the Count, perhaps. But she was far too well trained to show surprise, and slipped her hand docilely through the arm of the silent young man beside them.

“Indeed, sir, and are you enjoying our city? Is it from the Carolinas that you come? Such a long journey—you must be fatigued.” She eyed him with fresh interest. He seemed a prodigiously dull gentleman, but her father was never wrong, and if he wished to do Mr. Alston unusual honour, he must have a very good reason.

Aaron presented his arm to Mrs. Jay, and they all moved toward the dining-room.

The immense table easily accommodated thirty people. Theo, separated from her father by its whole length, felt his admonishing glance as they took their places.

The table was piled high with platters: turtle soup, boiled lobsters that had come by sloop from Massachusetts, three great oyster patties flanked by immense joints, one of beef, the other of mutton. Between them, like the smaller islands of an archipelago, were dotted stuffed pheasants and ducks. There were vegetables, too: boiled onions, tiny new beets, and roasted potatoes.

The guests helped themselves, with the aid of Alexis and his corps of waiters; who facilitated the process when a desired dainty was too far away to be speared with one of the serving forks. This being a formal occasion, individual forks had been provided, but most of the company scorned this French refinement and conveyed food on an expertly piled knife.

Theo made conversation with Mr. Alston, using all her tact to draw him out as her father’s look demanded. It was not easy. His responses were slow and ponderous, so that her quick brain had travelled yards ahead of him before he had finished.

Irénée du Pont sat on her left, and from time to time she turned to him thankfully, enjoying both the grace of his sparkling French and the pleasure that her own proficiency in the language gave her.

The party was nearly bilingual, and conversation, led from the centre by Natalie and the Comte de Joliette, gradually changed into French. They were all talking glibly until Theo saw her father frown. She started, realizing that Mr. Alston sat heavily silent beside her, sipping his claret with an expression of sulky annoyance.
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