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For all the headstrong women with hearts to match









When any thing amuses me, my first thought is whether it would not also amuse you; and the pleasure is but half enjoyed until it is communicated.


—Aaron Burr to his daughter, Theodosia,
 December 9, 1803


We travel in company with the two Alstons. Pray teach me how to write two A’s without producing something like an Ass.


—Theodosia to her father, October 29,
 1803


Virtue can only flourish among equals.


—Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 1792









PROLOGUE
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Georgetown County, South Carolina


November 1801


THE INABILITY TO BREATHE STRIKES HER the most. The function so automatic, without thought or intent, that only in its absence does it make its presence known. Unlike the feeling, just as involuntary, simmering under her skin, whispering in the palm fronds overhead, swirling in the air around her as if one tight grasp at the exact right moment could secure it, bring it in, close to her breast where the ache rages strongest. A feeling living deep in her core whether fingers are entwined or parted—separated by the distance of a gently lit ballroom, a maze of grimy streets, or the length of the Eastern seaboard. A feeling intensified in loss.


Her hand presses the newspaper clipping to her belly and the letter accompanying it flutters to the hardwood floor.


Permanence sharpens every moment. The caressing of a cheek, the sharing of laughter, the merging of hearts and minds for a period so brief it may scarcely warrant a footnote in her time on this earth yet defining who she once was and who she would become.


Such is the power of the human mind. Memory feeds love as much as fertile soil grows the kernels of rice atop the endless rows of green stalks in the fields outside her window. If only life were lived in individual slices, each day with its own beginning, middle, and end. Nothing before. Nothing to come. Starting anew with the first morning breath and concluding each night with a mind that closes along with one’s eyes. Joy or sorrow contained within like a book once read and discarded, never to be thought of again.


But memory is as cruel as it is skilled, spinning sorrow and joy into a fiber that cannot be broken even with the strongest of wills. Remembering ravages the heart like the longest of summer droughts, but forgetting turns traitor on the soul. And staying true to that is all she has left.









CHAPTER 1
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New York City


May 1800


THE CIRCLE MAY AS WELL HAVE been a coop. Theodosia threaded her fingers together, set her hands in her lap, and apologized to her eardrums.


Across from her, Lottie Jewell’s trill soprano reverberated off the walls of the parlor. Not even the abundance of velvet cushions tufted in Prussian blue could dampen the sound. The ring of chairs and the women seated in them encroached upon her, and she wished her corset wasn’t laced so tight.


A ripple of polite applause followed Lottie’s final note, and she gave a small curtsy along with her lopsided smile as she sat back down. The ray of sunlight streaming in through the tall windows behind her shrunk too slowly.


Theodosia should have arranged for their coachman to come for her sooner. She’d forgotten just how insufferable salons could be. Though not even she could turn down an invitation to one hosted by such an important member of New York City society as the commodore’s wife.


“A pure delight,” Mrs. Frances Nicholson said, rising to her feet and offering a final sharp clap of her hands. She gestured to the red-haired slip of a girl in an apron and cap disappearing into the crimson curtain that hung from the ceiling. “A pause to fill our glasses. Though I do offer my apologies for we appear to be out of burgundy, a hazard for hosting the senator.”


Glances cast Theodosia’s way, but her smile remained as solid as her spine.


“The commodore fears such imports may continue to be difficult to find despite the revolution in France coming to a close,” Mrs. Nicholson said. “He told his guests as they entered this same room not more than a week ago that if some in this town have their way, we’ll be a nation of cider drinkers before long.”


Theodosia unclogged her ears. Finally a topic worthy of discussion. Even if it were inspired by her family and its affinity for all things French. The senator—former senator—draining the Nicholson stores of burgundy was her father. Though he didn’t indulge heavily, she could picture him sipping more than usual in the Nicholson townhome, which had become a meeting place for the anti-Federalist movement. When it wasn’t hosting society ladies and their salons, of course.


Salons such as this prided themselves on being sociable places where those in attendance could elevate talk beyond routine reports of weather and travel, yet the reality was banal repartee, off-key singing, and the occasional dull reading, all of it usually devolving into gossip, especially in salons attended solely by women. As this one was.


But purposely or not, had Mrs. Nicholson actually begun to steer the conversation into one that consumed their male counterparts in pubs and on street corners as much as in the grand mansions and elegant townhomes lining the streets of the city?


“My William wouldn’t be heartbroken,” said Kitty Few, Mrs. Nicholson’s daughter. “He’s discovered a fondness for cider since our return.”


The resettling of Kitty and her family into the city from years spent in Georgia had prompted this gathering. Theodosia fought a shudder, imagining endless days in the blistering heat of the unrefined South, teeming with its swarms of disease-ridden insects as much as languorous ladies.


“More than ale,” Kitty continued. “William swears by the brews coming from those orchards along the East River. Believes the breeze infuses a brininess that makes it the perfect match for oysters.”


“Ooh, such ugly creatures!” Lottie exclaimed, nearly causing the white plume jutting from the bow atop her head to take flight. “No matter the sale on every street corner, I never imagined I could swallow something that looked like that. And alive! But the other day, I was persuaded—”


“By a boy!” The simultaneous singsong tease rang out from Kitty’s younger sister, Hannah Gallatin, and Caty Church, a petite young woman with ginger hair and Theodosia’s only real friend in the group.


Lottie flushed. She tilted her head in a useless attempt to mask her rosy cheeks with her ringlets of blonde curls.


Right, then. Theodosia pressed her hands together and thought of all the things that needed her attention at home. At seventeen, she’d borne responsibility for running her household since her mother died six years ago. Yet she was here. Listening to grown women giggling about boys. Grown women who’d dusted and layered their powders and perfumes with such a heavy hand that the scent of lavender and rose petals adhered to Theodosia’s nostrils.


She struggled to take in a full breath as the Nicholsons’ servant girl, holding a cut-glass decanter with a strength that belied the Irish girl’s pale thin arms, moved in front of her. Theodosia had already consumed her self-allotted, respectable, half glass of wine and thus politely declined. The girl poured a healthy portion for Kitty, and Theodosia resisted the urge to summon her—and the only way to make time move faster—back.


Theodosia distracted herself by assessing the room. Along with the fashionable blue velvet were chairs of mahogany with cushions of red damask and high-backed winged chairs covered in thick beige linen. A portrait of the commodore in his Revolutionary War uniform hung on the opposite wall. Theodosia knew the artist without having to search for the signature, not only because he was a friend of her father’s and commissioned by many in her father’s circle, but because she knew the strokes and textures in the portrait he had painted of her as well as she knew the actual twists of her dark auburn hair and arch of her eyebrows. She could identify the same brush in the artist’s other works. She had come to know the artist, more and more each day.


She pressed her palm above the square neckline of her dress, the small frill lining the edge insufficient to hide the heat spreading across her fair skin. It wasn’t so much the topic of boys that bored Theodosia but the giggling women.


Movement in the doorway drew her attention. A young girl of maybe nine or ten hovered in the hall. Her wiry arms held a book Theodosia recognized. Theodosia’s involuntary nod of approval must have given the girl the courage she sought, for she crossed the threshold into the room.


“Mary,” Mrs. Nicholson said with displeasure. “Is this not the parlor?”


The girl’s shoulders rose to her ears, and Mrs. Nicholson’s lips thinned.


Kitty tilted her head at the girl. “I would hope you would show your grandmother you’ve been taught better manners than that.”


“Yes, Mother.”


“Then what is your response? Were you not told to remain upstairs with your sister?”


“Yes, Mother . . . Grandmother, and I was, but I needed help.”


Mrs. Nicholson laughed. “Help that none of our six servants could offer?”


The pride with which she laid out the number ruffled Theodosia. Friend of the family though the commodore may be, all information could be useful information. Theodosia would relay this to her father.


The girl, Mary, shook her head.


“Why not?” Mrs. Nicholson said.


“Because none of them can read.”


Theodosia sensed tension though illiteracy was not unusual for servants outside of her own home. Her father had made it a priority that their servants were taught to read and write.


“Oh well, out with it, Mary,” her mother said in resignation. “What is it you are trying to do?”


“Read these to Matilda,” Mary said, raising in the air the work of the Roman poet Ovid. “Like Father does.”


A harmonious laugh rounded the circle of women. Girls did not read Ovid in the original form, because girls did not read Latin. Most girls. Certainly not with full mastery. Theodosia’s education was a great source of pride for her father, and he’d never held her back from displaying it.


She addressed Mrs. Nicholson. “I may be able to help.”


A conspiratorial look passed between Kitty and Mrs. Nicholson, but the elder said, “How generous of you, Theodosia.”


Caty nodded encouragingly, and Theodosia smiled in gratitude. She’d missed Caty, who had only returned from living abroad with her family a few months ago.


Mary scurried across the room and stood before Theodosia. She opened the book and pointed.


A gentle smirk tugged at Theodosia’s lips. “A romantic already?”


Yet the girl’s face was so earnest that Theodosia took hold of the book with equal resolve and began, “Amores. Love. Thus it will be; slender arrows are lodged in my heart and love vexes the chest that it has seized. Shall I surrender or stir up the sudden flame by fighting it?” Theodosia felt a thickening in her throat. “I will surrender—a burden becomes light when it is carried willingly.”


All at once came the sight of her mother’s brow heavy with sweat, the stench of sick and night soil adhering to Theodosia’s skin no matter how hard she scrubbed, the tears that soaked through her skirts as her father wept before her . . . Theodosia breathed through it, though the burden they shared would forever weigh down them both.


The single surge of applause came from Mary. The girl’s politeness highlighted its absence in the group of women. Quickly, Caty chimed in and led a soft wave of clapping that soon filled the air.


Mary’s big brown eyes shined with wonder. “I want to do that.”


Lucinda Wilson, seated beside Theodosia, tsk-tsked. “Why you’ve no need. Unless your aim is to be a spinster. A needle and thread will do you much more good.”


Theodosia clenched the book with her long fingers before passing the poetry volume back to Mary. “You can do anything you wish, so long as you have a fire in your belly. Do you have that?”


The girl nodded.


“Good. Then all you need is a translation dictionary. Keep an eye out for the post. There just might be something in it for you.”


Mary hugged the book tight against her chest, and Kitty called upon the servant girl to usher her daughter out of the room. Kitty apologized first to her mother and then to the group, and Theodosia settled back in for more of Lottie’s love life.


As the women reengaged in conversation, Theodosia’s eyes drifted to the hall. Pride surged at the sight of Mary inching up the stairs, neck bent, escaped tendrils of her simply tied-back blonde hair shielding her face as she buried her head in the book.


Back in the parlor, Lucinda trained her eyes on Theodosia. She wore the same haughty look as always. Be it a dance or a party, no society event would be complete without Lucinda Wilson’s judging eyes. If a bow or a buckle were out of place, Lucinda would make sure everyone knew. She’d never get the chance with Theodosia.


Lucinda rotated her head, taking in everyone in the circle. “We owe Mary and Theodosia a thank-you. They’ve led us to a proper subject for our afternoon. Salons and poems go together like George and Martha Washington, do they not?”


Theodosia forced a nod.


“Splendid,” Lucinda said. “Would you care to lead us, Theodosia?”


No, not at all.


“Certainly.” Theodosia began from memory, “Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments. Love is not love—”


“Oh no,” Lucinda said with a throaty laugh. “Not recitation. The game is creation.”


Theodosia’s spine stiffened. She sat back and gave a deferential nod to Lucinda. “Then by all means.”


Lucinda’s eyes brightened. She perched herself at the edge of her chair and ensured all the attention was on her. She began:




“An imposter in our midst,


Why would destroy our bliss!


Be a smudge,


A blight,


On what we all know is right.”





Lucinda pursed her lips, angled her goose-like neck, and continued.




“Man and wife,


Joined against strife,


In their God-given roles,


True to our souls.


The path we are to walk forever clear,


Thus ’tis our duty when the imposter nears,


To set our gaze beyond and offer a sneer!”





Giggles, applause, stolen glances Theodosia’s way. She plastered on a smile and clapped along with everyone else.


Several of the women took a turn, yet Lucinda swooped in after each with another pithy little rhyme. She bested them all. Twice.


Theodosia could quote and recite every poet from Ovid to Shakespeare to Thomas Wyatt. Time spent writing amateur verse like Lucinda’s was an indulgence. A trivial pursuit. The studies and duties of Theodosia’s life precluded such frivolity.


How many hours must Lucinda have whiled away practicing writing rhymes? With what? This very goal of impromptu salon recitations and excelling at rhyming games like crambo? While Theodosia hosted dinners for everyone from Mohawk Indian chief Colonel Joseph Brant to General Washington himself?


Theodosia’s features maintained a calm, pleasant exterior despite the storm swirling beneath her skin, one she feared she’d externalized when a crash in the front hall brought half the ladies in the parlor to their feet.


“Sir, I must insist that you leave,” came an exasperated male voice. Presumably the servant—one of six—who had earlier escorted the salon guests into the parlor.


“We are of like mind.” A younger man’s voice, slow and heavy with enunciation, spilled into the room shortly before the young man himself. “For leaving is exactly why I’m arriving.” He stumbled into the parlor, clasping the top half of a porcelain vase. The vase had been—and perhaps the bottom half still was—home to a bouquet of orange tulips set on the table in the front hall.


The young man’s dark hair was cut short with a somewhat frizzy and windswept mop on top and clipped sideburns winding around his ears. He wore tight black leather boots over his knee breeches, though one leg saw all but a lone button undone. His double-breasted waistcoat fit snug about his chest, all the more visible for he lacked a coat. Undoubtedly his unruly outside reflected the same of his inside.


Though at the moment his insides were soaked in liquor.


“My deepest apologies, Mrs. Nicholson,” he said carefully and without a slur. “It seems I’m a tad on the early side, but I couldn’t help overhearing. And I am nothing if not a lover of extemporaneous versification.”


He over-enunciated the word “lover,” and Lottie let out a short squeal.


“Early for what, young Philip?” Mrs. Nicholson said.


“Ah, my reputation precedes me. Incognito though I try to be.” He grinned, and half the ladies in the room looked on the verge of needing smelling salts. “I’m merely here to escort a Miss Lottie Jewell home.”


With her dark brown eyes growing wide, Lottie shook her head, feigning disapproval at Philip’s state, but her crimson cheeks gave away her desire for the young man, as handsome as his father despite the boy’s current disheveled state.


“However, since I happen to have arrived at this moment . . .” Philip tipped his chin to Lucinda. “While Miss Wilson most assuredly offers sturdy competition, I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge.” His eyes roamed those of the ladies in the parlor. When they met Theodosia’s, he winked.


An image of a young Philip doing the same in grade school entered her mind. He hadn’t lost the showman tendencies he’d exhibited at the French school they’d both attended before Philip was shipped off to boarding school. She’d barely seen him in recent years, though she heard he was attending Columbia College. Majoring in the consumption of ale, it would appear. With high marks.


After receiving a nod from her mother, Kitty slid her chair back to allow Philip to enter the circle. He offered the broken vase to Mrs. Nicholson and sidestepped to the center. He pulled on the hem of his waistcoat and clasped his hands behind his back.




“A maiden, a lass,


One with a good measure of sass,


Sought by men, young and old,


And oh, what a sight to behold!


If only one could grab ahold,


What a tale could be told!”





“Philip!” Mrs. Nicholson cried, though the upward tic of her lips betrayed her.


Philip bowed in apology though spurts of laughter flitted about the room. “My lips are not always as connected to my brain as might be desired. I promise to atone if you indulge me once more.” He lowered his chin to his chest, which billowed with his breath before he began:




“Devotion from the divine


Must thoughts align


This skin lived in by one


Created by another


Growing ever tougher


A coat, a shield, an armored breast plate


So thick, nothing to penetrate


Not life from without


Not life from within


Why not, then, a life of sin


For we strive


And writhe


Hoping for that feel of being alive”





His words lingered in the air, settling on Theodosia’s exposed skin, slipping beneath. Restrained yet strong, imbued with melancholy, and delivered with a sincerity that Theodosia would wager had never left Philip’s lips before. She ran through all she knew, struggling to place the refrain and its author. If Theodosia could not name the poet, not a single woman in attendance would be able to. They’d think it was his. Not a one able to deny that he’d eclipsed Lucinda in her trivial game.


Theodosia sat quietly amused at the indignation on Lucinda’s face. And then Philip raised his head and looked directly at her. The room erupted in applause, but it wasn’t until the flapping of Lucinda’s elbow jarred Theodosia that she brought her hands together the same as everyone else in the room.


“Quite lovely, Philip,” Mrs. Nicholson said. “You’d be a welcome addition to a mixed salon.”


“Though likely not here.” Philip gestured to the painting of the commodore.


“Perhaps not.”


“What’s that old verse about a name smelling?”


“Sweet. Would smell as sweet.”


“Depends on the name, I would think.”


“And the perspective.” Mrs. Nicholson held his gaze before adding, “But today we are a perspective of women, so I must ask that you excuse yourself.”


“Right. Right, you go,” Lottie said in an unconvincing plea.


With one more bow that displayed a tear on the side of his breeches, Philip obliged—“assisted” by the footman who plucked the vase from Mrs. Nicholson with one hand and shoved Philip with the other.


“Such sweet sorrow!” Philip’s shout from the front hall was followed by the sound of the door closing shut.


A whistling from the street preceded a repeat of his “A maiden, a lass,” that took what he had begun much further. When he sang of “entering the temple of Venus,” Mrs. Nicholson covered her ears. Hurried steps in the hall led to the door opening and the footman barreling into the street, shooing Philip as if he was a stray tomcat.


An awkward silence descended on the room, and then, all at once, gossip about Philip burst forth from every corner of the parlor.


Shades of his father . . .


Two simultaneously I heard . . .


Grades well above . . .


No matter, my temple may just have an open door . . .


Tittering all around, drowning out Philip’s singing and the footman’s admonishments and Theodosia’s ability to think. Or participate. How this lot would love nothing more than for her to layer kindling atop their idle talk pitting father against father. War hero against war hero. Friend against enemy. She could no more engage than she could stay silent. Either action would incite unwanted gossip. All she could do was leave.


“My apologies. The heat.” Theodosia placed a hand to her chest and stood as she exaggerated her excuse. “So unusual for the month of May, isn’t it?”


Despite Caty’s pleading look, Theodosia thanked Mrs. Nicholson and exited into the front hall. She accepted her shawl and lace cap from the sweaty footman as he frantically returned to his post. She passed through the open door, wrapped her hand around the railing, and filled her lungs on the front steps of the three-story townhome.


The air outside may have been laden with the odor of manure and rotting fruit, but Theodosia breathed it in for it smelled of freedom.


Being a sought-after neighborhood toward the lower tip of the city, the Nicholsons’ street bustled with men and women, carriages and horses, and the stray pig, its pink snout consuming the detritus of city life. She glanced up and down, but their coachman, Sam, would not arrive with the carriage for some time.


She strode down the stairs and into the street, knowing what the women on the opposite side of the window would think if they set sight upon her. Their judgment lacked subtlety as much as self-respect. Gossip-hungry, dithering fools who refused to see themselves as capable in thought as their husbands and brothers and fathers—many even delighting in their ignorance.


Perhaps it was part rebellion, but Theodosia began the walk herself, relishing the liberation after sitting for so long. Unlike her father, she’d never become accustomed to extended periods seated at her desk; movement in body always fueled her mind. She’d mastered the art of reading while in motion long ago.


Theodosia rounded the corner and nearly stopped short. Philip was leaning against a lamppost whose oil had yet to be lit for the evening.


Surprise wiped away the roguish grin on his face. “I admit I was expecting Lottie, but still, it’s a pleasure to see you again, Miss Theodosia.”


“Yes, likewise.” Theodosia’s response was polite but terse. Their fathers had a long history of opposing views that had reached greater and more intense depths in the preceding year.


Her father, a former Federalist, had embraced the Republican party and subsequently won the Senate seat once belonging to Philip’s grandfather. Since then, her father and Philip’s, a leader of the Federalist party, had been working against one another, vying for party control of the state legislature. Of vital importance as it was this legislature—and those having the majority in it—that would select the state’s delegates to the electoral college. Most believed it was New York State that would determine the fate of the upcoming presidential election of 1800. Which they could’ve been discussing in the salon instead of Lottie Jewell’s new fondness for oysters.


Thanks to some “boy” . . .


Theodosia clutched the cord of her reticule tighter around her wrist, letting the small bag float against the fabric of her gown as she issued a curt nod to Philip and continued on her way.


Philip fell into staggered step beside her. “Tell me, how were you able to pull yourself away from the salon at the exact moment it was getting good?”


“Unless you have mastered the art of being in two places simultaneously, this is a conclusion you make how?” Theodosia asked without a pause in her stride.


“Because I am confident those dear ladies finally have a topic worth discussing.”


“Is that your aim in life, then, to be gossip fodder?”


“I’ve no aim, Miss Theodosia.”


“That much is clear.” Her quip had more of an edge than she’d intended, and a silence took over. She expected at each corner he would make his goodbyes, and yet he remained. As the two continued west, the city streets gave way to more rural surroundings with increasingly wider and longer spans of green grass and rolling hills. The stench that came from too many horses and people in too small a space gave way to the delicate scent of apple blossoms and the earthiness of hardy oak trees.


She’d traveled to and from the city on her own before, though her father disliked it. Yet in this she wondered which he would have more of an aversion to: her unescorted walk or her escort being Philip.


“Would you care to offer a critique?” Philip finally said.


“You should wear a coat. And discover a comb.”


Philip laughed, a full, round sound that sprang forth with such genuine pleasure that Theodosia felt her own cheeks lift.


“Sound advice,” he said. “But in this instance I was speaking of my poem.”


“Your poem? You mean your recitation?”


“No, I mean the poem, my poem.”


“You’re saying you came up with that on the spot?”


Philip cocked his head. “Well, if I am to be entirely truthful—”


“Aha, I knew it wasn’t yours.”


“And here we’ve arrived at your aim.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Being right. I remember that about you. You always have to be right. Or think you are.”


“It’s not a matter of opinion, it’s a matter of fact.” Her lips dropped all vestiges of that smile he’d almost engendered. “The better one is educated, the more they are right.”


“A knowledge of books cannot replace a knowledge of life. Not that anyone with their wits about them would want it to.”


“And you would know much of the latter and less of the former, is that so?”


Philip shrugged. “If the rumors are to be believed.”


“And what are those rumors?”


“Don’t you know?”


“I don’t participate in gossip.”


“A shame. Happens to be a tremendous amount of fun.”


Theodosia felt a headache coming on. “Can we return to the poem? Whose is it?”


“I’ve said. It’s mine. The truth part is that I didn’t come up with it on the spot. Not all of it, at least. I’ve been working on it for some time.”


“You write poetry? Do you not study at Columbia College?”


“I thought you didn’t participate in gossip.”


“The attending of an institution is fact, not gossip. And I would think Columbia College would require a work ethic that would preclude writing poetry.”


“But you don’t know, do you?”


Because women cannot attend. Yet.


“If you could attend,” Philip continued, “you’d discover college has pursuits both in and outside of the classroom entirely worth pursuing. If your father would allow it, of course.”


“And what do you know of my father?”


“As much as you know about mine, I suspect. They’re both heroes of war. They understand how important it is to know your enemy.”


“They aren’t enemies. They just disagree, because your father is wrong.”


“Probably.”


Theodosia halted. “Probably? Do you not defend your own family?”


“My father is old enough to defend himself. And wipe his own nose and arse. But I do listen to rumors, and it seems the same cannot be said of yours.”


“Philip Hamilton, you insult us both and embarrass yourself.”


“And you, Miss Theodosia Burr, do not deny it. Your father has always been too dependent on you. How disappointing that the same appears to be true in reverse.”


Anger propelled her forward, but she stayed true to the etiquette Philip lacked and managed a “Good day, Mr. Hamilton.”


“An escort doesn’t abandon his duties before seeing them through to completion.”


“I doubt you have the disposition to complete anything but the emptying of a pint of ale. This is far enough. You’re not behaving like a gentleman—”


“Thankfully. Gentlemen are so dull. Truly, where’s the girl I knew who once on a dare locked a pig in the school outhouse and nearly got Tommy McIntyre’s bum bitten off?”


“She grew up.” After a tongue-lashing from Papa that stung worse than any switch could have. “Something you might try.”


“Not if it means being a snobbish bore.”


“I should instead be an aimless drunk, seeking pleasure in the skirts of young girls whose only thoughts are the ones they’re told to have?”


“Is there an actual contest between those choices?”


“You’re a disgrace to your father, Mr. Hamilton.”


“Better than being a puppet.”


Theodosia’s arms flew out and she shoved him. “You are . . . a . . . rapscallion scoundrel!”


That laughter once again, and this time, Theodosia’s lips pursed, and she bit her tongue before she let loose the vent boiling up inside.


With thundering footfalls, she marched away from him, toward the plank set over the ditch in the marshes of Lispenard’s Meadows that would take her to the footpath and then home.


“If only one could grab ahold, what a tale could be told!” Philip shouted after her.


Theodosia clenched her fists until her nails dug into her skin. Her feet settled into the familiar gravel and she thanked every stone and every pebble that would lead her home. Inexplicably, with her next step, she found herself pausing to look back. He stood, facing her, with an enormous grin on his smug face.


His smug, infuriating face.


His smug, infuriatingly pleasing face.


“This is why I despise salons,” she muttered under her breath.









CHAPTER 2
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THE SWAMP THEODOSIA CROSSED HAD A new name: Philip Hamilton. Just as dirty and full of muck and to be avoided at all costs.


She traversed the rising ground, allowing her breath to slow with each step of ascent. To the right, fields variegated with grass and grain extended deep across the land. In front flowed the waters of the Hudson, studded with small vessels carrying the harvests of the neighboring countryside. In the light of day, the Jersey shores could be seen.


Theodosia walked through the iron gates and down the winding road bordered by evenly spaced towering oaks. As the curve came to an end, the aroma of tulips and hollyhocks welcomed her home. The plantings in the flower beds began as seeds her father had brought back from his travels. Each time he returned, they’d work the soil together, as if the beauty outside might help obscure the darkness within.


For Richmond Hill was home. But Richmond Hill was also where Theodosia’s mother had died. Theodosia often wondered if her father’s travels would have been as frequent had they moved after her mother’s death. Their townhome in the city would have been plenty big enough for the two of them and more convenient for her schooling and his work in town. But Aaron Burr desired grandeur in all things.


And Richmond Hill was nothing if not grandeur.


Set high on a hill, amid more than one hundred acres, with English-style gardens, meadows rolling to the Hudson River, and at Burr’s request, a man-made pond gracing the entrance, the mansion sat on an elevated site, taking full advantage of views in all directions. Views afforded by the abundance of windows spread across the breadth of the house over its two and a half stories. A large portico supported by Ionic columns enhanced the majestic facade, noted by all who’d ever laid eyes upon the home, including Abigail Adams. She and her husband claimed the mansion as their official residence during his first term as vice president before Theodosia’s father purchased the property.


She’d never felt quite so strong a dislike for her home’s Federalist ties as she did that day.


She pushed open the heavy front door, nearly colliding with Alexis, her father’s personal attendant and the home’s jack-of-all-trades.


“Mademoiselle!” Alexis’s light brown face puzzled in surprise at seeing her home. “I just came from instructing Sam to ready the horses,” he said in his native French.


“No need,” Theodosia replied in the same. “I walked.”


“Is everything all right?”


She set her sights on the mahogany staircase. “I’m fine, everything’s fine.”


“Shall I send your supper up?”


“Thank you, but I’ve no appetite.”


Except for throttling Philip Hamilton.


A ripple of pleasure traveled through her as she imagined her hands around his neck, her fingertips pressing against his skin, already colored from the sun, unbecoming of a man of his position. But he wasn’t a man. He was a boy. A boy with unruly hair that she pictured her fingers getting lost in.


Before she throttled him.


Theodosia tossed her small bag and shawl on her bed. She sat at the edge, untied her outdoor shoe, and wrestled both the clog and slipper off. She tugged her cap free and fell back onto her mattress—her hard mattress, thanks to the thick planks her father had ordered set beneath. Better for her posture.


And what was wrong with that? Ladies should have excellent posture.


She could have had them removed any time she wished. But she respected her father and his teachings just as he respected her. Maybe Philip with his mother and siblings and indulgence in liquor couldn’t understand it—maybe he couldn’t say the same of his own relationship with his father. Something that she was sure was entirely his fault. And deserved no more of her precious time.


Her teeth began to grind against one another, and she sat up. The bedroom’s furnishings had become more Spartan with the recent selling off of her chest of drawers and an armchair, but across from the bed, her desk still sat beneath the window, her quill waiting for her.


Her father had gone north of the city to Pelham for a brief visit with his stepson, her half-brother, Frederick. Despite the short duration of his absence, he’d be expecting a letter. He always did. And today she had plenty to tell him.


She positioned herself in her straight-backed chair, ignored the strain that reignited in her tailbone from an afternoon of sitting, and set a piece of stationery before her. With the contentious nature of this election, her telling of Philip’s drunken pursuit of a “genteel” maiden, if Lottie could be called that, might be useful to her father. Each party was guilty of using the press to fling insults, one more wild and inflammatory than the next. But this wasn’t wild or inflammatory; it was true and entirely relevant. If Colonel Alexander Hamilton couldn’t keep a rein on his firstborn son, how could he be expected to lead his party?


Once Philip’s licentiousness and public drunkenness was in print—including his appearance at the home of a well-known anti-Federalist—it would seem a mockery of all his father espoused. The colonel would be furious at Philip. If her behavior caused an equivalent accusation to be raised against her own father, strife would separate them despite the same blood running through their veins.


Theodosia dipped her quill in ink and began:


Having full knowledge of the scolding that awaits for leaving you bereft of my wisdom and charms for nigh a full week’s time, cher père, in these pages lay a treat you will think worth the delay.


Where to begin? Lottie? Philip’s lack of defense of his father? His insulting of her own?


And yet it was his poem that crept into her mind.




“Devotion from the divine


Must thoughts align”





She shook her head. Memorization. Any fool could do it, and Philip was quite the fool. Even Lucinda employed a measure of intellect with her absurdities, though far below the talents of Theodosia’s mother. At parties and salons and private dinners, her mother’s mastery of wordplay had never lacked, be it delightfully intricate conversation she’d made appear simple or creativity-based games like Lucinda’s. Theodosia’s father had lit up upon bearing witness. Despite their shared name, Theodosia had yet to match her mother. Her mother existed on a different plane, one reinforced by her death and the enormity of the grief that came with it. Raw, still.




“This skin lived in by one


Created by another”





Theodosia thought back to the tightening of Philip’s jaw and the gravity in his voice upon finishing, at odds with his teasing laughter and impish grin. And she knew: the poem was his. That meant the feeling was too. The sadness. And the loneliness.


Theodosia’s quill hovered above the paper, its tip laden with ink, waiting for her to transform it into words. Instead, she opened the top drawer of her desk. There, shrouded in white linen, beneath a letter in her mother’s hand, lay a tortoiseshell brooch. Simple upon first glance, yet its color shifted from yellow to green to brown to gold with the change of light, as luminous and surprising as her mother to whom it once belonged.


Her mother who, like Theodosia, found herself judged for things others knew nothing about.


Theodosia pushed her letter aside and reached for the geography book her father had brought home from his previous trip. He wanted her to seek a clearer understanding of the lands beyond those that hugged the coastline. Study should be her pursuit, not gossip. One afternoon surrounded by hens, and she’d almost forgotten who she was and who she aimed to become.


Upon opening to the table of contents, a yawn snuck up on her. She covered her mouth with her hand, continued to scan the list of chapters, and then—


Snobbish bore.


It was as if the words were whispered in her ear. She slammed the book closed. Stared at it. Then gently opened it once again, checking that she hadn’t damaged the spine.


A bore?


She could be as frivolous as Lottie Jewell or Lucinda Wilson if she wanted to be.


Lucinda Wilson.


Theodosia would wipe that haughty look off her face at the next salon that etiquette demanded she attend. She snatched a new piece of parchment. She spoke French, Italian, Latin, and Greek. She could do ciphers in her sleep. At the age of ten, her writing was of such high quality that her father—Aaron Burr, war hero, the best attorney in the city, and an elected member of this government—had shown her letters to generals.


She could write a silly rhyme.


Theodosia put quill to parchment and summoned words from the vocabulary she had spent her childhood and teenage years learning. She pressed down with the tip and out came her rounded cursive script.


She awoke the next morning fully dressed atop her quilt. She had worked long into the night, and all she had to show for it was a desk bearing a mound of misshapen wax where her taper candle used to be and nothing but cross-outs, scribbles, and a quartet of incoherent phrases like the babblings of a child.


Unadulterated proof. Simple confirmation of how time could and should be better spent.


She shifted onto her side, her back bellowing at having been confined to a rigid corset all night. She stood and shook out her arms, bringing life back to her body and mind.


She’d wasted the evening, which meant more to do today. With the sun already high in the sky, the morning light made the green hills glow. It would have been the perfect day for exploring the fields and groves surrounding Richmond Hill atop her favorite mare. She hadn’t ridden in weeks. Her father had been coming and going with such irregularity that she’d been unable to adhere to a routine—the very thing her younger self fought against with the strength of a mule. She’d been constantly on call, overseeing dinners and greeting overnight guests, ensuring her father always had decanters full and that she stay abreast of all the happenings, ready to assist her father in conversation on even the smallest nuance. Every detail mattered, for what was at stake was nothing less than the future of this young nation her father was integral in building. And she by his side.


“Theo!” Her best friend’s joyful voice put a smile on Theodosia’s face. She didn’t bother to push in her chair or rumple the sheets of her bed. Nathalie had found Theodosia asleep not just atop the quilt but at her desk more times than either of them could count. Though usually it was with her head lain upon something like ciphers or newspapers, not random lines of verse.


Theodosia tucked the parchment under the geography book before Nathalie reached her.


“Bonjour!” Nathalie said, flopping onto Theodosia’s bed and running her fingers along the quilt. “How kind of you to lessen your chambermaid’s tasks for the day. The young Nancy will be delighted. Was there no sleep at all?”


“No. Some.”


“Single syllables! Dear sister, tell me you’re not still mad?”


“Why should I be mad?”


“You shouldn’t. And yet that hasn’t stopped you before. I don’t find salons as contemptible as you. I would have accompanied you—”


“If Madame de Senat had not so desperately needed your help.”


“I’m choosing to ignore the mockery in that tone, but my ears do hear it.” Nathalie spread out the shawl Theodosia had left balled on her bed. “Now what was wrong with this salon?”


“For me, everything. For you, the lack of hairy chins and large feet.”


“I see, so Mrs. Livingston was not in attendance?”


The two girls broke out in laughter, their years of rivalry now firmly rooted in a deep friendship, as close as the sisters they would be had they shared actual blood. The parents they did share had made sure of that. Aaron Burr had been a surrogate father to Nathalie, and Madame de Senat a substitute mother to both Theodosia and Nathalie for the past seven years.


“You’re lively this morning,” Theodosia said.


“Am I? I would think you would be too, considering who’s to visit.”


“Visit?” Theodosia’s eyes widened. “Visit!” She spun in front of her chair, knocking it to the floor.


Nathalie laughed, somehow infusing a dose of the French accent that had become less prominent in her speech in recent years.


“Why didn’t she wake me?” Theodosia rushed to the doorway to look for Nancy. “Why didn’t you?”


“How delightful!” Nathalie said.


“What are you still doing sitting there?” Theodosia struggled with her dress. “Do you need a formal invitation to assist?”


“ ’Tis a glorious day to see the proper Theodosia Burr all a-flutter.”


“I’m delighted to be such entertainment for you.” Theodosia nearly ripped her sleeve in two. “Where is that girl?”


Nathalie scooped herself off the bed and met Theodosia in front of the trunk at the end. “Stop fussing.” She pushed away Theodosia’s fumbling fingers. “I’m enjoying this.”


“What?” Theodosia impatiently rocked on the balls of her feet.


“You, being excited.”


“Because I’m normally so dull? Shall I remind you how even our dear General Washington was charmed by my wit?”


“Oh, yes, yes, your cleverness is legendary. You labor so very hard to make it so.”


“I do no—”


“It’s required of you as a dutiful daughter. No apologies. But as your friend and sister, I tire of watching you reserve all that good humor for others. It’s well past time to see you indulge yourself.”


Indulging was a sentiment one might readily expect from the daughter of a French aristocrat. But she was not just that, she was also a refugee. Nathalie de Lage de Volude was the godchild of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. Nathalie’s mother, terrified of the mobs that had taken such violent reins of justice during the prolonged French Revolution, had fled and dispersed her children, including Nathalie, who had sailed to America with her governess, Madame de Senat.


What must it have been like for young Nathalie—the arduous journey with rolling seas and cold cabins and no arms of her mother to hold her and warm her and let her know what waited at the end. This life here at Richmond Hill had not been planned or intended. But it came to be because of Theodosia’s father. Always with an ear to the ground for news of France, when he heard of the plight of these French refugees, he took them in with no expectation of compensation or remuneration. The two had been a part of the Burr household since 1793 when Nathalie was eleven and Theodosia ten.


Though that had been a full year before the death of her mother, her father well understood loss and longing. He’d never known otherwise. As a boy, a babe still, not even three, death wearing the cloak of dysentery and smallpox stole his father, mother, grandfather, grandmother, all in the span of a single year. Burr was made of loss as much as he was blood and bone.


Nathalie slipped Theodosia’s dress off her shoulders. As it fell to the floor, leaving her in her shift, Nathalie rested her soft, warm hand against the bare skin of Theodosia’s collarbone. “It is past time you released your heart from the locked cage in your chest, Theo.”


Theodosia’s throat swelled. Nathalie and Theodosia were alike in many ways. They’d both lost a mother. They both cared for her father with the affection of daughters. But only Theodosia bore responsibility for the Burr name. For all her father desired it to be and become. For all those who had not lived to be witness to it.


He spoke little about them, but they were there in his every push to achieve things well beyond his age or assumed capacity and in every letter he wrote to Theodosia. Life was short and unpredictable and demanded all tasks be tackled with urgency and intensity; he insisted she employ “determination and perseverance in every laudable undertaking.” That time nor talent be wasted, guided Burr. Leave nothing to chance. Because chance had proved to be the most unkind of foes.


With scurrying steps, Nancy finally entered the room with a pitcher of hot water. At eleven, Nancy was beginning to resemble her mother, Eleonore, all the more. The two slept together in Eleonore’s room in the attic, declining Burr’s offer to outfit a new space just for the girl.


Nathalie relinquished her role and fluffed her own blonde ringlets. “Let us greet the day. And what—or shall I say, whom—the day will bring.”


A thrumming of energy reverberated through Theodosia’s veins, easing the constriction in her throat. Nathalie’s enthusiasm was infectious. And yet Theodosia was Aaron Burr’s daughter, first and foremost. Today was no different.


Thanking Nancy for filling the washbasin, Theodosia returned to her desk and the stack of papers in the corner. She grasped a sheet of stationery, laid it flat against the wood, and wet her quill, writing a note back to the vendor who delivered their produce, assuring him that the outstanding bill would be paid once (and she couldn’t help but snicker at the utter ridiculousness of the words she wrote) her father “instructed” her on matters of the household accounts. She wrote a duplicate letter to the man who brought them meat and a third to the purveyor of milk. They’d expect no payment for weeks. Sometimes being a woman had its benefits.


After washing and dressing in an informal gown, Theodosia left her room to go downstairs, passing by her own portrait in the front hall, painted by the “who” Nathalie had been referring to earlier: John Vanderlyn, a favorite family friend ever since his stay at Richmond Hill as an “artist in residence” four years ago during the spring and summer of 1796. Such was what inspired her father to turn the window-lined hall beyond the parlor into a gallery to display his art collection. Vanderlyn had been back from his studies in Paris for some time now and had become a frequent visitor to the Burr estate. Initially he and Theodosia had talked of the need to have a new portrait painted, for she was no longer the girl she’d been when he put brush to canvas. A point he had been the one to note.


He’d been calling on Theodosia for the past month, and yet they had not begun her sitting for a new portrait. How could one sit when there was so much to stroll? Richmond Hill’s fault, really, with its majestic riverbanks and shady oaks.


Theodosia closed her eyes and trailed the silk bottom of her slipper along the wide planks of the wood floor, pretending they were grass and she were barefoot. And not alone.


“My beloved Miss Priss!”


Her eyes popped open.


The man before her wasn’t the one in her mind’s eye, yet the juxtaposition of who was ignited a blushing greater than if he had been.


The shadow that lurked in Aaron Burr’s eyes faded as he greeted his daughter with the term of endearment he had bestowed on her in infancy. His eyes, a deep hazel and shades darker than his daughter’s, swept over Theodosia. His long sideburns shone raven black, the same as his hair, despite the few trespassing strands of gray. Receding from a gentle widow’s peak, it was secured in a queue, bound at the nape of his neck with a black silk ribbon.


“Papa? You gave me a start. I had no notice of your arrival today.”


“Because it was last night. A gentleman knows better than to disturb a lady during the hours that replenish the suppleness of her skin and the softness of her hair.”


“And the energy to deal with the gentlemen in her life.”


As always, they each took great delight in competing to outwit the other.


Burr raised an eyebrow. “The use of the plural is intriguing. A fault of my ears or your grammar?”


“Neither has ever failed before.”


“Unlike your quill. While I come home to letters from our dear friend Dr. Eustis, Mr. Clinton, and a bright young man from South Carolina, I do not see a letter written in your expert hand on my desk.”


“You’ve arrived home just in time. I’d intended to have it sent to Frederick’s. I shall have to retrieve it from Alexis.”


“Lucky for us.”


“Very much so.”


Theodosia’s letter writing, a tool he considered integral to her education, had always been too infrequent for her father. With his political career keeping him away from home for extended periods, Burr implored his daughter, from the age of nine, to detail her every action and amusement, even the most trifling. Conceding that accounting for every minute of her day might be an unreasonable expectation, he compromised by asking her to sit for ten minutes each evening and journal her daily activities for him. Though he’d have preferred twenty.


A girl of nine wanted to do more than sit behind a desk and write her father, no matter how much she adored him. So did a woman of seventeen. Though she obliged more than not. Sometimes more quickly than others.


“You were scarcely gone long enough to miss this time,” Theodosia said. “But a treat to have you home.”


“Bearing gifts.”


“Papa! You shouldn’t have.” Theodosia meant this not to be polite or coy but literally. Their finances couldn’t keep up with her father’s desire to show affection through material goods. She was formulating further reprimand when, from his inner pocket, he withdrew a piece of folded cloth. He opened it to reveal a dozen tiny brown nuggets.


Theodosia instantly admonished herself. It’d been some time since her father had brought seeds back from a trip. And all at once, that same childhood wonder returned, her imagination awash with what they might become.


“Blue aster,” he said, knowing her question before she voiced it. “Shall bring butterflies by summer’s end.”


Theodosia accepted the package and carefully rewrapped the seeds. “Thank you, Papa.” Though he waved her off, his eyes bore a deep satisfaction at having pleased her. And his cheeks seemed rosier than usual. “Good travels this time? No hint of a migraine? Ill humor?”


Ever since the war, her father had been plagued with spells of poor health. Headaches, trouble with his eyes, and even his temperament, despondent for reasons unknown to them both.


“Fit as a stallion,” he said, to her relief. “Now, any news worthy of report?”


Theodosia clasped the cloth between her hands as she pictured Philip Hamilton. The story of his appearance at the salon would bring delight to her father and strife to Philip. He deserved it for being so critical of her devotion to her father and having none of his own. Family was family. Didn’t he see that?


“So thick, nothing to penetrate”


Or maybe he did see, but he didn’t feel it.


This wasn’t her place. Instead she said, “None of consequence, unless you count Mrs. Nicholson being proud of her number of servants.”


“She’s as vain as my dear friend the commodore thought,” he tsked.


Vanity? Did such imply the ability to offer the servants a wage? Something that couldn’t be said of those in her own home, most a result of her father’s marriage to her mother. Shortly after her mother’s enslaved property had become his, her father had proposed a bill as a member of the state assembly. One that called for the immediate emancipation of all slaves in New York despite their entrenchment in labor and households of families prominent and less throughout the city—in numbers more than double that of their Philadelphia and Boston neighbors. As one who spoke out against the practice of slavery, her father had held his ground, insisting on the bill in full, in opposition to amendments that restricted the right of free Black people to vote, to serve on juries, to testify against whites. The bill did not pass. Instead, nearly ten years later, they had a gradual emancipation law, which did nothing for Eleonore nor Alexis nor all who had once belonged to the Bartow Prevost family.


Aaron Burr stood in the front hall at nearly equal height with his daughter, which was fitting as the two were equals in a multitude of ways. “And yet,” he said, “as the commodore understands, appearances must be kept.”


One, if not the foremost, of her father’s guiding principles. Which could put his actions at odds with what she knew was in his heart, beliefs he’d instilled in her own. Though he had previously granted liberty to those in service in their home—Theodosia had vague memories of a pretty young woman, gone since she was a child—he spoke little of abolition now, now that he had joined the Republican party, the party of the South. And perhaps more than that, now that their finances offered no possible way to employ paid servants.


Something that weighed on Theodosia as she studied her father, his serious eyes, his long nose a replica of hers. As much as she had dominion over household affairs, in this, she had no consultation. Still she said pointedly, referring to the commodore’s home as well as her own, “Appearances must be kept, especially when one hosts the party elite.”


Such was also why, unlike her bedroom and the rooms on the second floor, the front hall and the parlor had not seen so much as a vase up for sale.


“Precisely, Little Miss Priss.” He embraced her warmly but swiftly, a quick peck on the cheek. Burr usually kept his emotions concealed, often behind a layer of sarcasm. Since the death of his wife, his affections for his daughter revealed themselves in words more than action. Their relationship developed on the page due to his absence in her daily life; his career had kept father and daughter apart more days than they were together, both before and after her mother’s passing. The distance afforded by parchment had been a blessing for them. They might never have gotten as close without it.


Her father led her into the parlor, well-lit by the abundance of windows lining the front of the house, and waited until Theodosia set the seeds down on a small table and lowered herself onto the settee. He then sat opposite her, adjacent to the large hearth. Above the carved cherry mantel, the gold frame of a rounded looking glass reflected light as well as Aaron Burr’s preference for all things French. The gracious surroundings were designed to impress, and like a French salon, to create an atmosphere of taste and learning. He personally supervised the restoration of the estate, ensuring, like many prominent men in the city, that the home was not just a place to lie one’s head and entertain family, friends, and foreign travelers, but a statement, a reflection of his rising political and social status.


“Now,” he said, “ask me if I have news to report.”


“No, don’t tell me.” Theodosia inhaled a deep breath and pressed her palms into the linen cushion. “Fine, tell me.”


“The election results are in.”


“And your efforts . . .” Theodosia said.


“Yielded what we hoped.”


“No.”


“Yes.”


“Success?”


“Fully.”


Theodosia resisted the urge to spring from her seat and simply gave a sharp clap of applause. They’d been waiting three days for the final tally. Her father’s trip to Frederick’s had been born partially of the need for distraction. “Papa, you amaze. Not me, for I expect nothing less of the Lieutenant Colonel Aaron Burr. But the others . . . Mr. Jefferson must be pleased.”


Burr jutted his chin. “The only thing that pleases Mr. Jefferson is his beloved Monticello. Set upon that savagely steep hill, as if designed to evoke Olympus.”


“So the man set to become our next president considers himself a god too?”


“Indeed. The arrogance I contend with.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. His lips widened to a devilish grin. “The entire slate, Theo. All thirteen.”


With the release of the words, he floated up from his chair. His energy refused to be bound, and he paced in front of the fireplace. Though surely where Theodosia inherited her preference for movement, usually her father was able to contain himself. But this was too big. It meant too much. It meant everything.


The Constitution left the manner of selecting presidential electors to the states. In eleven of the sixteen states, it was the state legislature that chose the electors. New York was one of those eleven.


For the past few months, the Republican and Federalist parties had been engaged in both public and private battle. Each sought to fill the seats representing districts in New York City with assemblymen loyal to its party. Philip’s father, Alexander Hamilton, had been pushing the Federalist candidates while her father had been advocating for and conducting closed-door dealings on behalf of the thirteen Republican ones. Their Manhattan townhome had served as a command center with committees in session day and night in the weeks leading up to the election. Committees requiring endless food and drink and the refreshing of bedding and funds, funds that were already scarce.


Yet her father couldn’t be dissuaded on the vitalness of this vote. The wards in question had previously been Federalist strongholds. Flipping these districts would help to end the Federalist majority in the state assembly and by extension, the full legislature. On Election Day, Burr had stationed himself—without intermission—outside the critical seventh ward polling place for ten hours. He had barely paused his campaigning to eat what Theodosia had brought him.


But his Republicans had won. All of them.


The Republicans controlled the assembly. With the assembly having more seats than the senate, the Republicans now effectively controlled the entire state legislature. The combined vote of both chambers would determine the makeup of presidential electors, electors favorable to the Republican side. This all but assured that Thomas Jefferson, the Republican favored for the office of the president against Federalist and current President John Adams, would receive the entirety of New York’s electoral college votes come December. The Republicans controlled the presidential vote—and not just for the state of New York. Many believed securing New York was the key to pushing Jefferson ahead of Adams. Four years ago, it was the opposite, with New York’s Federalist leanings allowing Adams to prevail.


“That will teach them for ousting you,” Theodosia said, the bitterness still fresh on her tongue.


Her father had served but one six-year term in the US Senate seat he had won from Philip’s grandfather. After losing reelection, he’d moved on to win a seat in this same New York State Legislature he’d been embroiled in, but he lost that reelection as well, less than two years ago. Some cited “unscrupulous behavior” and “compromising with his opponents.” They dared not say it now, now that he had delivered precisely what the party needed to seize the presidency.


“If only they had your intellect,” he said. “What they have is short memories.”


“So you must capitalize on it. Move swiftly. The governorship—”


“Is within my grasp.”


“What’s been said? By whom?” Theodosia worried for her father; she had seen his hopes raised before and not fulfilled.


“Ma’am?” Eleonore, their cook since before Theodosia’s mother died, dipped her chin upon entering the parlor. As she raised her head, the sun shone through the window into her dark eyes and on the dark brown skin of her face, which showed her surprise. “Sir, I wasn’t told you were back. Excuse me, Ma’am, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


Aaron Burr extracted his pocket watch from his waistcoat. “No matter, Eleonore, I must depart. I’m to be in town for meetings.”


“But Papa—”


“As are you, my dear. Nathalie tells me she is to attend Madame de Senat this morning. You should join her. It would not look right if you didn’t.”


This morning?


But Vanderlyn was to arrive that afternoon.


Her father reached for his hat. “We’ll continue the discussion this evening. During our celebration. We are due. Eleonore, I’m in the mood for . . . A. Ham.” He used the abbreviation Hamilton favored in his correspondence and winked at Theodosia. “My weight in it. I believe it may be a dish I shall never tire of consuming.”


Theodosia stood and set her hands on her hips. “You’ll make me wait for more on the governorship?”


“Patience is a skill forever in need of practice.”


“As is cruelty.”


Her father grinned. “Then we both get training today.”


And Theodosia’s routine had been upended once again.


After her father left, Theodosia turned to Eleonore. “With Mr. Burr having been traveling, he’ll want plain boiled potatoes to accompany his ham.” A. Ham. It wasn’t enough to best his rival, Alexander Hamilton, in this game of political strategy; her father aimed to gloat. He was as giddy as a schoolboy released from his lessons.


That the opposite must have been true about Colonel Hamilton occurred to her. The mood in Philip’s home would be counter to the one in hers. If her father knew the twinge of sadness pining her at the thought, she might be tossed in the river. And Theodosia couldn’t swim.


She rattled off the rest of the courses for the evening’s feast, including not a pie but the more elegant tart. “Pear, if we have it.” Though her father rarely ate sweets, Mr. Vanderlyn had been in Paris until recently where desserts dazzled beyond the ubiquitous apple.


Her father got along well with John. There was no reason not to include him in her father’s celebration. In fact, with her father in such a good mood, Theodosia realized there was every reason to include John.


Tonight would be the night for John Vanderlyn to express his interest in Theodosia and gain her father’s consent.









CHAPTER 3


[image: images]


THEODOSIA GATHERED THE FABRIC ON THE sides of her high-waisted gown and curtsied. An uncoordinated round of applause followed. Beside her, Nathalie flung her arms out as if the tips of her fingers could touch the walls on either side. She dipped her torso and head so low, she might as well have kissed the ground. The applause grew twofold.


“Show-off,” Theodosia whispered.


Nathalie righted herself and winked.


“That is all for today, boys and girls,” Madame de Senat trilled. “Thank Miss Burr and Miss de Lage de Volude for their magnifique readings.”


The scraping of chairs, scuffling of little feet, and excited murmuring of young children filled the schoolhouse. Theodosia watched as Nathalie assisted Madame de Senat in helping the children to gather their belongings. For no one else save her father would Theodosia have made a trip into town on a day as important as this.
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