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PART ONE


LOVE AND REVOLUTION


1768–1781




CHAPTER ONE


January 1768


Christiansted, St. Croix


“The leader of runaway slaves shall be pinched three times with redhot iron, and then hung . . . Each other runaway slave shall lose one leg.”


Proclamation of the Royal Council, Danish West Indies, 1733


THE BOY FROWNED, PRESSED A FOLDED handkerchief to his nose, and scanned the crowd for the third time. The noxious tang of the Spanish slaver that had sailed into port at daybreak was overpowering. Soldiers stationed themselves every few paces to oversee the off-loading of Africans, but blacks still outnumbered whites ten to one. Women balancing baskets of green coconuts on their heads wound through the press of laborers going about their usual work alongside the sparkling sea. The dock was crowded.


Damn Ajax, Alexander thought. Where had he gone? It could take hours to find the servant, who was probably flirting with a girl when he ought to be rolling a barrel to the store at 34 Company Street.


Passersby may have thought Alexander Hamilton unnaturally serious for an eleven-year-old, but he had much on his mind and a leaky enterprise to keep afloat.


Colored stevedores loading barrels of sugar for North America appeared not to notice the repellent miasma that signaled a long voyage with a packed hold. Neither did the long chain gang of newly arrived Africans, greased for auction, who now stood naked and impassive next to the seawall. One towered above the rest: a tall man whose cheeks bore the ritual scars that marked manhood in another world. But it was the fresh bite of a switch across his temple that drew the eye. Blood had run under the rusty iron collar around his bare throat.


They would need to clean that up, Alexander thought, or jeopardize the sale price.


A man with one leg sat on a nearby barrel repairing a fishing net for his master. Crabs scuttled and clicked inside the wicker basket atop the merchant’s table next to him. A towering brougham with embossed gold panels rolled into the busy square and an elegant elbow clad in yellow satin rested on its carved window frame. Young Mrs. Koenig must be headed to church. The crowd parted. Not ten yards away a stray goose flapped into the wake left by the magnificent carriage.


Alexander spotted the geese-girl, the one Ajax liked. Her small white flock clustered around her skirt while Ajax’s chapped knuckles curled above hers on the herding pole. The girl’s bright smile indicated she didn’t notice the bird’s truancy. He would get her in trouble, too.


“Ajax!” Alexander hissed. A gentleman did not raise his voice even to a servant, Mama said. He hurried across the gap and tapped the tall, good-looking boy on the shoulder. “Ajax!”


Ajax glanced down unsurprised and smiled. The boys had known each other since infancy. Both recalled when Ajax, one year older, could beat Alexander at every game except marbles. “Master Alexander. Monstrous sorry. Just coming.” He looked back at the girl and slid his hand closer to hers on the shepherd’s crook.


Of course, such a comely lass was hard to ignore. Alexander resisted looking directly at her, though he noticed the way the orange turban complemented her flawless dark skin. They had first spotted her in the marketplace last summer. She was pretty even then, but Ajax swore her breasts were bigger every week. At night in the dark the thought of such things had become an exquisite torment.


“Mama needs that flour today, not tomorrow,” he said to Ajax. He met the slave girl’s warm brown eyes for the barest instant—it was impossible not to, she was so fetching—then looked toward the bird waddling in the direction of the fort whose cannon-studded ramparts and dank prison cells protected Christiansted. “Get the goose,” he told Ajax. “Then back to the store. The brig sails for Providence on the tide.”


Alexander turned away to forestall backtalk. He could count on Ajax—once in motion—especially when they were in public. Mama told him he must learn to be a master and give orders, and it had gotten easier, but his old playmate still balked like a billy goat if no one else was watching.


The walk from the docks wasn’t long even though Christiansted was the largest town on St. Croix—an emerald paradise that was part of a chain Columbus named the Virgin Islands in honor of a saint who led her entourage of eleven thousand maidens into an ambush on the road to Rome. There was a lesson in that, Alexander thought, when the Jewish woman who tutored him looked out to sea after telling the tale.


He walked slowly so as not to trip in his brother’s old shoes, which tended to slip at the heel. A young squire exiting a coffeehouse nearly bumped into him and Alexander doffed his cap, but the silk-tailored gentleman shot him a disdainful look and kept walking. He must know, Alexander thought. Christiansted was a small town. A blush crept over his cheeks and he picked his way more guardedly along the busy lane.


Company Street ran nearly a mile uphill. The slave auction of the Guinea Trading house anchored the bottom of the slope while the heavy stone cathedral of St. John’s weighted the top. Stores, homes, and bordellos jostled in between. Most had upper stories of wood cantilevered over lower ones made from cut stone to withstand the hurricanes that whipped the Caribbean every fall.


Alexander crossed the lane just before the church cemetery. The slaver’s ammonia fumes reached him again and he pressed the linen to his nose as he stepped over a mud puddle and opened the last door on the street to a small shop selling dry goods and notions.


The items on the shelves were pulled to the edge to give the impression of abundant supplies. They couldn’t afford much inventory and Mama insisted they put their best foot forward no matter what. Bottom rows displayed cheap luxuries to tempt ill-paid sailors—tobacco, playing cards, ribbon, and small bottles of rum. Top shelves held dearer commodities for officers, such as ivory dominoes, meerschaum pipes, mother-of-pearl buttons, and hats in the current style. An archaic astrolabe that a bibulous purser once traded for drink had sat there for years.


There were even a few battered leather-bound books from London, including one Alexander sometimes read to Ajax when Mama wasn’t around. The scientific descriptions of coitus in Aristotle’s Secrets of Nature fascinated both boys. They took particular interest in the philosopher’s claim that “He who hath a long and great Nose is an admirer of the Fair Sex and well accomplished for the Wars of Venus.”


They knew this fact already, but the part about nostrils was new to them and they giggled whenever a customer with a small nose came into the store. With his head for memorization Alexander would solemnly quote Aristotle after the customer had left—unless he couldn’t help himself and broke up laughing: “When the Nostrils are close and thin, they denote a Man to have but little Testicles, and to be very desirous of the Enjoyment of Women, but modest in his Conversation. But he whose Nostrils are great and wide, is usually well hung and lustful.”


Ajax would point triumphantly to his wide nose and Alexander would feel a twinge of envy. The expensive book never sold but it was well-read.


Barrels of rice, flour, black-eyed peas, and brined beef lined the opposite wall, where casks stood on top of one other. If a barrel was particularly heavy they waited for Alexander’s older brother, James, to return from the carpenter’s workshop to help them lift it.


The store was empty. “Mama?” Alexander called.


A moment later he heard sharp heels clack on the wooden stairs that led down from their living quarters.


“Mon cher,” Rachel Lavien said. She smiled as she swished through the rear door carrying a stack of scarves. Hardly anyone called her Rachel Hamilton anymore, as the townsfolk had when they lived on Nevis, but Alexander tried not to think about that since the world could not be changed. Long ago the court in St. Croix had forbidden his mother to remarry, nullifying his parents’ union. The truth caught up with them when Mama moved the family back to Christiansted.


She placed the garments on the top shelf, then turned to him. “Did you find Ajax? Captain Andresen promised to be back before noon. He’ll take all we can spare.”


His mother wore her favorite red skirt with an ivory blouse that showed off her full bosom. Most women wore their dresses in the low-cut fashion yet few filled them as handsomely as Mama still did at thirty-eight. Alexander sometimes wished she wasn’t quite so beautiful as there would be less trouble, but one might as well wish away the glare of the sun on the waves.


She looked at Alexander with eyes that matched her black hair and made her skin seem as fine as a porcelain figurine’s. Some Huguenot women were swarthy, Alexander had observed, but his mother possessed the more refined French traits, with her high cheekbones and elegant carriage. She could carry on a whole conversation with her delicately arched eyebrows, lifting one to express amusement, two to let him know he hadn’t caught a double entendre as adroitly as she expected. The second daughter of a prominent physician, Rachel Lavien was cultured and quick. No one said Alexander got his brains from his mother, but most surmised it.


From James Hamilton, the fourth son of a laird in faraway Scotland, Alexander inherited a delicate constitution, tawny hair, violet-blue eyes, skin that burned too easily, and an expired affiliation with minor aristocracy. Papa always meant well, or at least that was Alexander’s memory of the feckless merchant whose ambitions never amounted to much but who sang Scottish ballads in a warm baritone while he carved toys and whistles for his two sons. He had abandoned the family a few years earlier, when Alexander was eight.


Voices were raised that night as on others—Mama shrill over the rumble of his father. Alexander scooted to the bottom of his cot and cupped his hands over his ears until all he heard was a hum like a conch shell. When he awoke in the morning and ran to find Ajax, he spotted his mother sitting by herself in the courtyard, drinking tea in stony silence.


He didn’t blame his father, partly because James Hamilton wasn’t around to shoulder it and partly because Papa hadn’t filled a room with personality as Mama did without trying. Her will governed their lives like the moon did the tide. Once Papa was gone, Mama just didn’t talk about him.


Alexander’s older brother, James, good with a hammer and nails, was apprenticed at the carpenter’s shop by day. Nights he spent what he earned at a local tavern—distant and moody since Mama and Papa’s troubled parting. Not that the Hamiltons’ disaster was unusual. The wreckage of broken homes was strewn across the Caribbean, where disease, debt, and plain bad fortune afflicted even the privileged.


Alexander tried his best to be a good son. Someone needed to watch over their mother.


“Don’t worry, Mama,” he said. “Ajax will be here in a minute. We can give Captain Andresen four barrels. The oldest is a bit weevily, but better than anything else he’ll find in town.”


Alexander had checked their supplies the night before since his mother didn’t have much patience for inventory and one might as well ask his brother to dance the minuet on a barrel-head as keep a ledger. If Joseph Andresen took four casks of flour they would still have three for regular customers, whom they could placate by discounting rice if necessary to keep them from running to another store. Captain Andresen would pay double, so it was worth the risk of running out of flour. A cargo out of New York ought to arrive soon. Alexander bit his thumbnail, then remembered not to and stopped.


“Did you find Ajax skylarking?”


“No, Mama. He stopped to catch a goose. Mrs. Koenig’s brougham almost turned it into mincemeat.”


Rachel Lavien raised an eyebrow. She looked skeptical. “Ajax belongs to me. If I wanted him to help others, I would hire him out. Tout de suite.”


“Yes, Mama, I know.”


Indeed, Alexander knew that unless their store became busier Ajax must soon be sent out for wages. Rachel Lavien’s five adult slaves already labored elsewhere. Alexander couldn’t picture Ajax not working alongside him, but anything was better than allowing their finances to get too close to the bone. Then slaves must be sold and he might never see his friend again.


Mama wouldn’t let that happen, though. She always figured out something. And he could help her more now that he was old enough to keep books.


“We’re doing better. You’ll see,” he said.


Rachel reached out to tousle Alexander’s fair curls and he smelled her lemon-verbena soap. “My young man. Always taking care of us.” She took up a duster made from tail feathers and turned her back to tidy the shelves.


His mother could be infuriating—prideful, restless, head-strong. She had fled her first husband despite the threat of imprisonment and driven his father away. Or perhaps James Hamilton left because he was embarrassed by his sons’ illegitimacy. Regardless, Mama held them together and Alexander loved her fiercely.


The door swung on its creaky hinges to admit a British sailor whose long, traditional braid was clubbed tightly in half with ribbon. The man left the door ajar as he came in to examine the wares. Alexander slipped behind him to shut out the awful odor of the street.


His mother stepped to the plank counter. “Good afternoon, sir. May I assist you?”


The man ducked his head as if dodging her words. He looked past her at a point on the wall behind the counter. “Need a scarf.”


Rachel gestured to the new stack on the shelf. “You’ve come to the right place, sir. We have bonny ones just in from New Jersey. Made from the best ewe’s wool. They’ll keep out any breeze the Atlantic can blow at you.”


The sailor turned to the scarves without speaking. He seemed stumped by Mama’s ready flow of words, as many men were. If she weren’t so voluble life might be easier. Or perhaps it was her loveliness that was the problem.


The seaman selected a dull green and walked to the window to hold the scarf to the light. He pulled the weave in one direction and then the other. He returned and placed the item on the counter. “How much?”


“A guinea, please.”


His head jerked up. Now he looked at her directly. “A guinea? For a blinkin’ scarf?”


She stared back. “They’re from New Jersey,” Mama said without a shimmer of her long eyelashes.


The man grimaced.


Alexander waited. He heard the thump of a barrel rolling up the boardwalk. It must be Ajax. The boy ought to know the geese-girl wasn’t worth being hired out. Alexander shifted his weight onto his right foot to take pressure off the blister that his brother’s shoe had raised on his heel.


The sailor reached into his blouse and lifted a drawstring pouch that hung from his neck. He poured a mixed collection of foreign coins onto the rough plank, counted them with his thick fingers, and pushed them over. Alexander spied a few shillings, a grimy rix-dollar, and three Spanish pieces of eight. No gold guinea. It was short of an English pound by at least four shillings. Even at a favorable exchange rate it wasn’t enough to cover what they had paid for the scarf, much less make a decent profit. They needed sales—but good ones.


“There,” the man said.


Rachel Lavien began picking up the coins. “That looks about right.”


The man rested his heavy hand atop the green fabric on the counter.


Alexander held his breath. The amount would set them further back in their account with the Christiansted importer to whom they still owed money. The merchant was an ugly man, quick to make threats at tardy invoices.


The sailor’s fingers closed around the scarf.


A shilling turned on its side and rolled. Alexander darted forward and caught it as it fell off the edge. “Maman,” he whispered. “Ce n’est pas assez.”


Rachel took the shilling from her son and continued picking up the money. She squinted at the last coin as if considering, then said, “Actually, this seems a trifle short.”


The sailor grasped the scarf tightly in his ham-like fist and leaned closer. “That’s a pound sterling and more.”


His calloused hands were heavy and his hairy forearms immense. He seemed bigger than before.


Alexander felt a prick of alarm. Their store was the last one on the street, with only the deserted graveyard at their backs. But Mama was calm. She had spine. “Alexander, would you please calculate this for me?”


“Keep the boy out! ’Tis enough.”


His mother gave a rueful smile that showed off her prettiness. “My son has a better head for foreign currency than I.”


“It’s said you know the value of a coin,” he growled. “Fille de joie.”


Rachel Lavien’s smile vanished and her skin blanched. She wasn’t invulnerable after all. Some blows landed.


The air seemed to go out of the dim storefront and Alexander struggled to catch his breath. Motes of dust drifted in the light thrown down by the fan window over the door. Sometimes Alexander felt he could keep his family from disaster now that he was eleven, but other times he felt as puny and inconsequential as a speck in the breeze.


Daughter of joy. How could such an innocent phrase be so joyless?


The sailor chanced a sly grin. “Of course, I can pay a bit more, if you’ll discuss it in the back.”


Alexander’s face grew hot. He looked toward the heavy broomstick behind the counter. The menacing crewman bulged with muscle and was a foot taller than Alexander but he no longer cared. No one dared speak to his mother like that.


Yet his feet seemed planted to the floor, as if a keg of sticky tar had spilled under his shoes, and he watched helplessly as the sailor leaned closer to Mama, who jerked away when he drew a cruel finger down her cheek. Her lips tightened and her eyes widened, and for once she was mute.


Alexander’s heart hammered. He must do something, he must act, he must stop the man.


The door opened, and it wasn’t Ajax after all.


Thomas Stevens hesitated at the threshold, taking in their stricken expressions. The elegant King Street merchant wore a sober frock coat of fine linen dyed gray. He and Rachel had known one another since childhood. Some said Master Stevens had been sweet on Mama when they were still young and she was a debutante—before her catastrophic marriage at sixteen to the infamous Johann Lavien. Now the gulf in respectability made him seem an ambassador from a foreign nation.


“Good morning, Mrs. Hamilton,” he said. The polite salutation was a benediction, absolving their terrible dishonor.


Alexander found his limbs would move again and drew himself as tall as he could. He stepped behind the counter alongside his mother. “You’ll need four shillings more. If you wish, you may return with the balance later this afternoon.”


Rachel Lavien put her arm around Alexander and drew him to her. Alexander’s heart ached. If Mr. Stevens hadn’t chanced by, what would have happened?


The sailor stared hard, then dug out another silver piece. He slapped it on the counter. Without another word he snatched up the scarf and left.


Such an honorable greeting. Mrs. Hamilton.


Alexander longed with all his being that it were true. He wouldn’t wake up frightened half the time.




CHAPTER TWO


June 1770


Saratoga, New York


“Nothing, I am sure, calls forth the faculties so much as the being obliged to struggle with the world.”


Mary Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, 1787


FROM WHERE ELIZABETH SCHUYLER LAY ON her back, gazing straight up, the sky was a shade of cobalt that reached deep into heaven and defined the color blue for all time. Life in Saratoga, perfect and complete, brimmed with infinite possibilities no matter what the troublesome Sons of Liberty said.


The pastures that stretched from the family’s country manor down to the Hudson smelled of last week’s scything. The grass appeared level when she first stretched out, heedless of her new white dress, but a stone now dug into her shoulder blade. Rocks hid like that, no matter how smooth a field looked when you first lay down. It was like marriage, if her sister Angelica was to be believed: you must lie in your lumpy bed once you had made it. Which made Eliza wonder why anyone bothered.


She inched sideways until the stone no longer pressed. A lone falcon drew lazy circles overhead. The bird was hunting, just like a Mohawk in the river with his spear pointed down, waiting for the fish to rise. She had never seen an impatient Mohawk, except that once.


A petal hit her cheek. Eliza blinked.


“Wake up, sleepyhead,” Angelica said.


“I am awake.” Eliza propped herself on one elbow and brushed away the sticky petal that had fluttered onto her white bodice. A smear of yellow pollen bloomed on the clean linen. “Look at that. You know what Diana is going to say.”


“You think she won’t notice the grass stains on your back? Pray sit up. Tell me what to do.”


Eliza eyed her sister’s defrocked daisy. “Practice your violin. You missed your cue last night.”


Angelica tugged at another petal. She sat on a blanket she had spread to protect her taffeta gown. “He loves me.” She plucked the last one and frowned. “He loves me not.”


Eliza pushed up her sleeves and lay back down. “I’m glad that’s settled.”


She rolled onto her stomach and folded her arms under her face to take the pressure off her new breasts, which made the hard ground more uncomfortable than before. The sun felt good on her bare neck. There were no more flawless skies than the God-given beauties over Saratoga.


“You’re impervious to love,” Angelica said, and picked up a volume of poetry stamped with the family crest. Their father adored books. But after Parliament set new taxes, he and Mama became so upset they refused to buy anything at all from London. Not even a pamphlet. The Schuyler family’s large library was stuck around the year 1765.


“‘Had we but world enough, and time, this coyness, lady, were no crime,’” Angelica recited as she wound a brunette curl around her finger. “Andrew Marvell.”


Angelica always thought she knew more. Always. Of course it was Marvell. Papa insisted on all the English classics.


“Coyness is your crime, Ann. No lady was ever less coy than I.”


“That’s why you’ll never marry. I can’t choose among my potential suitors, while you feign no interest. It’s vexing. You ought to have a shred of curiosity about my fate.”


At fourteen, Angelica Schuyler was already a belle, a state she had achieved by careful application to task. Precocious in learning and charm, she far preferred bustling Albany, a town of nearly four hundred homes, to quiet Saratoga. Gentlemen who came to see her father there invariably took discreet notice of his eldest daughter. Although not yet allowed to powder her hair, Angelica had coaxed Diana into giving her a bouffant halo that morning. Silky ringlets cascaded over her shoulders, framing her oval face. The housekeeper was normally too busy to fuss with such things, but Angelica was her favorite. She was most people’s favorite.


“I’ve no interest in impractical things,” Eliza said, and turned her head turned the other direction to cool her cheek. It was almost a summer sun. “When the troublesome creatures become a practical concern I’ll think more about them.”


It was an airy response and she was pleased that it sounded sophisticated. Society ranked wit highly. Angelica usually got in the first thrust, but Eliza was learning to parry.


She meant it, too. Mama believed selecting a husband was the most important choice in a girl’s life. Angelica considered it the most fascinating. Not Eliza. To her, marriage was a faraway peak in the Catskills, lost in a dim haze. Eliza would study the route when required to make the journey.


Until then the boring subject of suitors could be ignored in favor of more lively ones. Rabbits, for example, were far more intelligent than commonly assumed. Raccoons were, too, though they could be stinky and their razor claws were a hazard even as newborns. Popinjay, the bluebird she had snatched from the house cat, still visited Eliza’s windowsill for bread crumbs every morning. Tame or wild, all the animals she knew on the farm were far from dumb, though that’s what ignorant, unimaginative people called them.


The only boy who had ever caught her attention—and kept it more than a minute—was the Mohawk she met the day that Father yielded to her pleas to accompany him to the meeting of the Six Nations after she vowed to be quiet the entire visit and promised never to bring snakes into the house again. It thrilled Eliza to persuade Papa and reinforced her feeling that if there was one thing she knew about herself, it was that she was convincing.


What she didn’t understand was why she couldn’t forget the impetuous, reckless boy with the strong hands and fierce eyes.


The other Schuyler children were still asleep when she and Papa left that morning—except little Cornelia, who chewed on her braid and told Eliza that she would go, too, when she was grown-up. Outside, the slaves had already stoked the fire at the smithy, and the gristmill and sawmills were humming. The doorway was dim, so Eliza couldn’t see the disapproving expression on Diana’s African face. She knew the housekeeper didn’t think she should go, but no one questioned Colonel Philip Schuyler, so Diana only said, “Mind your p’s and q’s, Miz Betsey,” when Eliza climbed into the calash. Despite the glimmering frost on the driveway, she tingled with excitement and didn’t feel the chill.


Prince, the eldest son of the other housekeeper, Maria, wore a livery of green and yellow that contrasted with his dark skin. He started the calash down the driveway of crushed white oyster shells that led away from the Schuyler estate, past the wheat fields and toward the sugar orchard where maples had just started to leaf.


Diana and Maria managed every detail of the household between them. The preternatural efficiency of the Janus-faced housekeepers allowed Mistress Kitty—Eliza’s mother, Catherine—to concentrate on the family’s social responsibilities and the seemingly endless task of producing new Schuylers. Mama had borne eleven children thus far, six still living.


The sky lightened as they sped along the forested river road in the spring dawn. Wrapped in his thoughts, Philip Schuyler hardly spoke, though he patted Eliza’s knee from time to time. “Do you see that post, Betsey?” her father asked when they had driven an hour. “That’s the new parcel.”


Eliza recognized the marker but nodded as if the information was new. She had never taken such a long and important trip with her father. He could count on her to pay attention, even better than Angelica, whose head was filled with folderol.


The deep forest gave way to farmland again as they neared the Mohawk Castle. Eliza had heard her father and other Albany men talk about Indian castles many times. She knew they couldn’t possibly look like the European palaces pictured in books, yet the phrase conjured grand and magical edifices and she was terribly curious to see one. She understood little about the purpose of the conclave, except that her father was worried that the conflict with Parliament might disrupt their peace with the Iroquois. Papa had inherited their Saratoga estate as a boy, when Indians burned the house and murdered his uncle. Good will must never be taken for granted.


The fields on either side of the carriage weren’t very different from theirs. Rows of corn and oats looked well tended, and neat paths divided what might have been family parcels. Only the absence of fences was distinctive. The Six Nations didn’t believe in owning cattle since deer were so plentiful, Papa once told her, so had no need to guard against wandering bovines.


Eliza at last spied the village on a gentle hill overlooking the river. Stout tree trunks sharpened into spikes walled the large village. A warrior on a watchtower gazed over a spiky rampart at their carriage and beckoned them through the tall gateway. The calash finally wheeled to a stop in front of a brown-bark longhouse that was not much of a castle, to Eliza’s disappointment, though it was larger than the biggest church in Albany. A double row of smaller longhouses stretched along either side.


Her left foot had grown numb during the ride, and Eliza shook it under the heavy blankets to dispel the tingling. She didn’t want to stumble in front of the Indian children now gathering with bright-eyed attention under the watchful eye of a young, copper-skinned girl about her own age.


“Don’t fidget, Betsey,” her father said, and Eliza gingerly wiggled the toes inside her boot. She never understood why it hurt so much to rouse a sleeping limb when it wasn’t painful to wake the rest of her.


Prince jumped down and held the lead horse by the bridle while Master Schuyler helped his daughter out of the high vehicle. She put her surer foot onto the running board and did her best to jump down without showing her ankles.


An imposing man pushed aside the blanket that cloaked the doorway of the meeting hall and walked out to greet them. He wore buckskin breeches and a red and black mantle draped over one bare shoulder. He gave her little more than a sideways glance. No one noticed a girl-child.


A younger Indian in European garments followed him. The chief gave a short speech in one of the languages of the Six Nations, though Eliza could hardly tell which. She felt fairly certain that one of the man’s words was Schuyler, though it sounded like “Skicker” in his unintelligible tongue.


“Welcome to the home of the people,” the younger man translated in the dignified cadence she associated with Indians, whose formal delegations often visited Saratoga. “The Onondaga are not yet present. The Iroquois League will gather when they arrive. But first, Schuyler must take meat with us this morning.”


Philip Schuyler stood with military bearing in his red colonel’s uniform. Like the chief, he had high cheekbones and a large, aristocratic nose. His light brown hair was gathered in a queue at the back of his neck and the high neckline of his silk cravat set off a pointed chin. A firm mouth and calm expression gave him an aura of decisiveness. Eliza felt a surge of pride. Her brave Papa had fought alongside the Mohawk before she was born. Together, they defeated the treacherous French at Lake George.


“Schuyler is honored to share food and a pipe with our ancient friends.” Papa spoke more slowly than usual and took a large package tied with bright red ribbon from Prince. “I hope you will accept this unworthy gift from my fields. It is last summer’s tobacco, dried and cured by my servants.”


The Indian leader, whose face was lined and grave, accepted the gift with a nod and another polite speech.


Eliza wondered why her father spoke so diffidently. Silk ribbon came all the way from Manhattan and they never had enough of it, not with four daughters in the house. And tobacco was currency—as valuable as British pounds, which were rarer than roosters’ eggs ever since trade between the colonies and Britain had stopped.


Philip Schuyler gave his daughter his arm. They proceeded into the longhouse. Eliza burned to examine the castle but knew better than to stare like a simpleton, so she looked around as if taking care not to stumble. The shadowy interior smelled of wood smoke and roasting meat. Shelves burdened with gourds and lidded baskets lined the walls, and ears of drying maize tied by their silks hung from the rafters. Groups of men lounged on rugs, some made from bearskin, others from cloth. The translator showed them to a bench facing a low table made from a single plank. Thank goodness, Eliza thought, since she hadn’t the faintest idea how to sit on a bearskin with the dignity she knew her father expected.


The appetizing smells of corn and venison reminded Eliza that she had skipped breakfast. She had never seen her father eat with his hands, but copied his gestures as he took the meat served on a pancake of purple maize. He ate as delicately as if dining on silver plate at the head of the table in Albany, enjoying a terrine of smoked grouse. Eliza munched through three delicious cakes before she struck grit in the ground corn.


She winced, and pushed the crumbled stone to the side of her mouth. How could she take it out politely? The men were engrossed in food and conversation, and her father was trying to explain the recent deaths in Boston where British troops had fired upon a threatening crowd. Eliza contemplated keeping the grit in her cheek for the next few hours.


She felt eyes on her. Across the room, an Indian youth of medium build sat cross-legged. Unlike many of the others, his sleek hair was tied back instead of shaved. He wore the feathers of a Mohawk and gazed at her forthrightly. Eliza knew she ought to drop her eyes, but returned the stare.


His dark, almond-shaped eyes were neither friendly nor hostile, just intent and observant. Eliza wondered if they looked like her own. Her mother had praised her eyes more than once for being “as black as an Iroquois beauty’s.”


The young man took a small piece of bone from his mouth. Still holding her gaze, he sucked on the bone to remove the fat and then, reaching very deliberately, placed the refuse on the serving board in front of him. Eliza felt for the stone inside her own mouth, removed it with her fingers, and laid the grit on an empty platter. She glanced up and smiled but the young man no longer met her eyes.


When the food was cleared away, the council began. Iroquois of all ages came in, until Eliza began to wonder how many more could possibly fit in the double rows that encircled the meeting space. The proceedings were measured, sedate, and long. No man interrupted and each spoke his whole piece with great calm. Her father gave an oration that seemed wordier than the Indians’. Only the chief spoke at greater length, and with such solemnity that Eliza feared she might fall asleep and hit her head as she went down.


Then the young man with the long hair stood. Others had remained seated while speaking, and Eliza sensed that the assembly listened to him with special interest. His voice was urgent. It rose and fell with more passion than she heard in the others. Something was wrong and he was trying to set it right. His eyes searched out every face in the longhouse, though they did not land on her again. At last the chief intervened sharply and the young man said one last phrase with great conviction before he folded his legs and sat back down.


When the meeting ended, and the assembly dissolved in a bustle of activity, Eliza asked her father’s permission to take some air. She was stiff and yearned to get out of the packed and stuffy longhouse. In the commotion, she lost sight of the interesting boy who had helped her. She wished she could thank him, though she wouldn’t know how.


The spring twilight had just started to gather, turning the rushing current of the wide river the color of dark plums. The fresh breeze felt clean. The Iroquois were dispersing, some swinging onto horses with bows strapped to their backs, others walking toward canoes outside the main gate. Eliza saw that Prince had pulled the calash beyond the castle walls and she thought she might have time to stroll to the water.


A tumult at the river’s edge drew her attention as she approached. A group of young braves was gathered round one of the canoes. Voices were raised and the tone was heated. One man started to untie his boat and appeared ready to cast off when another stepped forward and shoved him full on the chest, causing the canoeist to stumble backward and wet his moccasins. He regained his balance, but the other man pushed again and this time the canoeist fell into the water, landing on his hands. It was the young Mohawk brave who had stared at her.


He leaped to his feet, pulled his attacker forward, and flipped the man into the shallows. Now both were drenched.


The untethered canoe bobbed at the bank. A jabbering crowd milled about the pair and a small boy took to splashing them, thinking it was all a game. As Eliza watched, the canoe slanted toward the powerful stream just beyond the reeds.


She ran the last few yards to the water’s edge, splashed into the shallows, and grabbed the dangling bowline with both hands, which caused the stern to angle closer to the fast current. The rope was thick and wet. The boat was covered in sewn bark and heavier than it appeared. The water was faster. She felt her grip weakening. The canoe was getting away.


A pair of hands clasped the line in front of hers and a bare shoulder brushed against her. Suddenly the craft was coming to shore. The longhaired Mohawk pulled with his strong brown arms. He gave her a smile and said something she didn’t understand. The onlookers were laughing now, amused at her mad dash.


Eliza concentrated on pulling the canoe, though she found herself mesmerized by the young man’s sinewy brown hands, so sure and capable, until her heel struck a stone under the water, slick with moss. The current caught at her skirts and whipped the heavy fabric between her legs. She fell back into the young brave, who faltered, and they went down together in the shallow water, Eliza on his lap. He grasped her reflexively around the waist to break their fall and the canoe shot past them to the shore. Eliza looked up into his face, so close to hers, and noticed the start of a new beard on his upper lip. She caught her breath sharply, mortified yet oddly pleased to see him so close up.


“Miz Betsey! What have you got yourself into?” Prince said, wading into the water and pulling her up by the arm. Her sopping skirts were as heavy as a horse blanket. “Here you told Mama you was gonna act like a lady. Lord a mercy!”


Her father and the chief approached from behind.


Philip Schuyler’s face was a study in horror, embarrassment, and anger. “Elizabeth! Come here this minute.”


Eliza soon had a wool shawl draped round her shoulders, back in the longhouse. She hung her head, not daring to meet her father’s disappointment. She had let him down utterly and would never hear the end of it. The whole family, even the servants, would tease. Everyone thought Angelica was more clever and sophisticated—and she was. Eliza’s eyes burned but she refused to cry in front of the men. What had she been thinking? Would Papa ever forgive her? And what must that boy think? Overcome, she pinned her attention to the hem of the shawl until the chief rose to his feet.


With a stern but kind expression, he gave a short speech that the translator put into English for them. Now the chief looked straight at her, then at her father, then back at Eliza.


“Schuyler daughter is brave and quick. She saved a canoe that took two warriors a week to build. She is not afraid men will laugh. I adopt her into this longhouse. Her name will be One-of-Us.”


The young brave watched from across the room—and grinned. Now his eyes were warm.


Lying on her arms in the field, the memory of that remarkable day felt as good as the sun on Eliza’s back. She was the only Indian among the Schuyler children. That was a fitting retort when her brother John, younger than she but oldest of the boys, told her girls couldn’t climb. Or ride a horse after dark. Or go into town alone.


She was an Iroquois and that meant doing things.


“Betsey. Are you paying any heed at all?” Angelica said.


Eliza was not, but her older sister’s tone caught her attention. She realized that Angelica was still stuck on the subject of beaus and had been talking nonstop.


“You may not care about marriage now, Betsey, but you’ll change your mind someday. Someday you will. And if you’ve given no thought to how to choose a man you can live with, you’re going to end up with someone ugly and poor. Or worse, dull.”


The sun had grown fierce. Gnats rose out of the hot, damp grass and puffy white clouds ambled in the sky. It was time to go inside. She thought again of the impatient Mohawk whose words had stirred the Iroquois assembly and gotten him a dunking. He had courage. He had something to say.


And she had saved his canoe.


Eliza lifted her head and picked a blade of blond chaff from the tangled hair around her face. As smart as Angelica was, she didn’t know everything. “If I ever marry, I don’t want a husband I can live with. I want one I cannot live without.”


Not that Eliza would worry about it. A New Yorker like that didn’t exist. If he did, he’d be as unpredictable and dangerous as a wild Indian.




CHAPTER THREE


February 1768


Christiansted


“At this court of assistants one James Britton, a man ill affected both to our church discipline and civil government, and one Mary Latham, a proper young woman about 18 years of age . . . were condemned to die for adultery . . . They both died very penitently.”


John Winthrop, Governor, The History of New England, 1630–1649


ALEXANDER WASN’T READY TO OPEN HIS eyes. He felt much better and his mind dashed to all that needed doing, yet his legs still felt like sacks of maize and an unnamed mystery tugged uneasily at his consciousness, just out of range. Something seemed different. Not right. What was that smell?


The breeze brushed his face lightly in contrast to the hot winds that had blasted Mama and him the day before. Or was it the day before that? She now slept with her back to him, heavy in the bed.


The dawn air swelled more strongly and palm fronds outside the window clattered against one another. The draught felt like Ajax wiping his face. Ajax had been there with a cool towel the first night, as his faithful friend always was whenever swamp sickness seized Alexander’s limbs.


This time was different, though. The ague overwhelmed him more quickly and brought unusual boils.


Mama had sent him outside that afternoon to amuse himself in the lane. A gentleman did not labor on Sunday after church. Ajax could go, too, she said, which should have alerted Alexander that something was out of joint. Mama didn’t encourage them to play together anymore. But she was feeling poorly and wanted to lie down. A nap and a glass of mobee made from ginger ought to restore her. She gave him a piece of molasses candy as he went out the door and pressed one into Ajax’s hand, too. Though she pretended otherwise, Alexander knew she was fond of the slave boy born under her roof.


They hadn’t been outdoors more than an hour when Ajax looked at him queerly. He gripped the iron barrel hoop that Alexander intended to snatch on the next roll. Ajax usually won at that game, but Alexander’s hands had hardened.


“What’s that?”


“What’s what?”


The day was warm despite the West Indian trade winds. Alexander wiped sweat from his brow and plucked at the damp cotton fabric of his blouse. Ajax must be plotting a feint and trying to distract him.


“That thing on your face.”


“What thing?”


“That thing,” Ajax said, pointing.


Alexander hardly remembered what came next. His knees went weak, as if Ajax’s words had reminded his brain of an overwhelming problem, and within the hour he was lying in the bed above the store with his fever climbing and falling in the gathering dark. At some point Alexander realized Mama was lying beside him. She was talking but he couldn’t understand her words. Once, she threw her arm across his face as if he wasn’t there and he pushed it away without waking her.


Ajax stayed up all night, covering the hot pustules on Alexander’s face and chest with cool towels that he dipped in fresh water when they grew warm. A slave woman Alexander didn’t recognize helped Mama. Then Mrs. McDonnell took over, and finally Dr. Heering, with his collection of purgatives and emetics. Mama spit in the basin until her face was shiny and she fell back on the pillow. But she held his hand tightly when Dr. Herring said Alexander must be bled and told him not to be afraid. He couldn’t recall who bandaged his arm afterward. He heard his brother James knock vainly on the door.


Even in his delirium, Alexander knew the ague must be bad if the adults banned James from the sickroom and Anna Lindstrom McDonnell lifted a finger to help Rachel Lavien and her illegitimate child.


“She should put a red lamp in that window,” Mrs. McDonnell had said to Mrs. Helmutson one Sunday when the family walked into church. St. John’s welcomed sinners like Rachel Lavien, though it would not baptize or school her bastards. Mama led them to their regular pew, head high, but when they sat down, she leaned in Alexander’s direction. The curl on her forehead fell sideways and Alexander noticed again, as he had before, the white scar left by Johann Lavien. “Never look back,” she whispered, the only allusion she ever made to her decision to abandon her first husband and their infant—for which the court had jailed Mama and forbidden her to remarry. “You’ll trip over what’s next.”


Alexander pulled the bedclothes higher. He reached behind his back to touch her, his brave mother. “Mama?”


Rachel Lavien didn’t stir. The air was sweet-sour. Alexander withdrew his hand and closed his eyes more tightly. “Mama?” he whispered.


Alexander hadn’t realized anyone else was in the room, but he heard Mrs. McDonnell get up from the chair and walk around the bed, her clogs tapping like a sleepy woodpecker. “Mrs. Lavien?” she asked in her harsh, Danish-inflected English. “Mrs. Lavien?”


The bed shook. Alexander’s lids were too heavy to open, but he felt the mattress rock on its ropes. Something was amiss. Sleep tight, Mama said when she winched the cords snug at night. If he didn’t open his eyes, nothing bad could happen. He and Mama would be well soon.


“Poor lass,” Mrs. McDonnell said in a soft voice he didn’t know she had.


A chill raced up Alexander’s torso. He knew he must lie still so as not to rouse Mama, but his legs and arms trembled violently. The breeze turned icy. Alexander felt his mind slipping.


Although his eyes were shut, he spied his mother’s hairbrush on the bureau across the room. It stood on end, followed by her tortoiseshell comb and a frilly teacup. They turned at the corner in infantry formation, marching closer and closer to the edge. Fear clawed at him though he didn’t know why. Would Mama’s pretty comb fall? Would the bone china break? Alexander felt a mortal dread, then realized he must be dreaming. The palm fronds outside now beat against the window, as if trying to get in.


“She’s over there,” Mrs. McDonnell said awhile later. She didn’t say poor lass this time. Mama was sleeping very quietly.


“We’ll have to seal the chamber,” a man said. “Best get the boy out.”


“Where can he go?” Mrs. McDonnell said.


I’m not going without Mama, Alexander wanted to say, though his mouth stayed shut against his will.


“She had a nephew in town, didn’t she? Wasn’t her sister married to James Lytton?” the man said.


“Can’t you let the lad stay the night? He still has the fever.”


“There’s the best reason to get him out of this plaguey room. The court says to inventory her belongings, and I can’t seal him in here. ’Tisn’t right, p’raps, but there ’tis.”


An Irishman, Alexander thought before he fell back into a dreamless sleep.


A few days later, Alexander stared down at the road through the mourning veil donated by the probate judge. Dirt sifted into the creases between his toes as he walked behind the casket. The black netting cast spotty shadows that drifted like clouds over his bare feet. The hot road was blistering, but Mama needed him and the town committee had collected funds to purchase just one pair of shoes. Someone decided that only the oldest child needed to be shod. Alexander’s brother James, excused from the carpenter’s shop for the day, led the procession in his newly cobbled footwear.


The small group made its way down Company Street, turned the corner at the Guinea Trading house, and came uphill on King. Carriages on the way to market impeded their progress once or twice, but pedestrians gave the group a wide berth once they saw the black cloth and the parish clerk with his Bible. Merchants stilled their voices before shouting out their wares again after the group passed. “Rest in peace, love,” Alexander heard someone call from an open window, and he glanced sideways through the veil, touched that a respectable towns-woman remembered Mama kindly until he saw the painted, sad-faced whore wave her white handkerchief. He didn’t lift his eyes again.


Alexander’s left shoe had gone missing in the inventory made when he was still delirious and he couldn’t wear just one. The store and its goods, the slaves, the furniture, the crockery, Mama’s skirts and blouses, even the milk goat in the courtyard—all had been seized. Ajax was gone without a good-bye. The officers of the probate court pounced on Rachel Lavien’s goods as if her sons were thieves who might steal them, given a chance. James and Alexander Hamilton were spared their clothes, but the rest of their life had vanished as abruptly as if a hurricane swept their home out to sea.


Where would he get another pair? What kind of work could he get without shoes? How would he eat?


If Alexander had been wearing his old pair in bed or tucked one under each arm, they would not have been lost. It was a foolish thought—and the hand-me-downs hadn’t fit well—but he wished he had them now. Mama would never have sent him out barefoot in public, shamed in front of the town. Only a few days earlier, he’d planned to stuff cotton in the toes to make them fit more snugly, but kept forgetting.


The creases between his toes were deep brown now and his feet as grimy and ugly as those of any slave laboring in the nearby cane fields.


The tinkling of a cowbell broke Alexander’s reverie. The dirt road out of Christiansted angled upward as their procession reached the first cane field, and became grassier and softer. He realized that the ground under his feet had mercifully cooled. The stout parish clerk labored to catch his breath. The wagon with its heavy load groaned as their destination came in sight.


Alexander knew that his beautiful Mama lay in the coffin on the bed of the wagon much as he knew about zebras in Africa and rings around Saturn. It was information, yet unreal. But the overturned soil and gaping hole on the hillside overlooking the iridescent bay were very real. Every day after this, Rachel Lavien would lie under the mahogany tree in the family plot next to his uncle’s old house, out of view of the jail that once imprisoned her and the cemetery that now barred her.


He would never see her again—or Ajax. His childhood friend had been led away in chains. And where would he and James go? They were alone and penniless in a world that despised them.


Some people were born bastards, others slaves. That’s the way it was.


Alexander’s throat swelled. Mama was better than those who scorned her. She didn’t need their churchyard to be close to God. On the gentle hillside she would hear the boom of the surf on the island’s clean sand and no one could ever again insult her honor in ways that sent a dagger through his heart. He wanted to do more for her, but all he could do was follow her coffin.


Tears came at last and Alexander was glad for the veil that covered his face so no one could see.


He had failed her. If he had been a better son, they would have had more money and the doctor might have come sooner. Now poor Mama was gone. Who would love him again?




CHAPTER FOUR


November 1769


Christiansted


“Each player must accept the cards life deals him or her: but once they are in hand, he or she alone must decide how to play the cards in order to win the game.”


Voltaire, 1694–1778


ON A FALL MORNING, ALEXANDER FASTENED the last button on his frock coat and examined himself in the mirror. The old coat was rumpled but clean. He pulled down on the hem until it was straight and smooth. There. He would never be tall like Neddy, but he thought he looked presentable enough to make an impression on the niece of Master Kortright, expected any day from New York with her maiden aunt.


He set aside the volume on anatomy that Neddy had given him and quickly put the bed to rights in the room under the south gables. Alexander was determined that no one would ever think him a sponger. He kept the borrowed room scrupulously clean and tidy, grateful for the roof over his head.


He had also developed the habit of an early start to avoid seeing Neddy’s empty place at breakfast. Thomas Stevens had taken him in after Mama’s death a year ago, and the family’s oldest boy, who was now Alexander’s best friend, had recently left for New York to complete his studies.


When Alexander stepped into the lane moments later, the trade wind nearly snatched his hat, but he clasped it firmly and proceeded toward the offices of Kortright & Cruger down King Street. He’d promised to look for the company’s vessel every morning, though, so he walked right past the lead-paned windows of the counting house when he reached the corner.


Alexander carried a cargo list and a blank ledger sheet folded into fourths. His first task—after securing Miss Kortright and her aunt a respectable carriage—was to inspect the shipment before dock thieves could pilfer it. Fortunately, the anticipated vessel would not be carrying slaves, who depressed Alexander. The preceding week, he and another clerk worked until dusk pricing more than three hundred of the wretches, whose nakedness and bruises they’d had to ignore. When he saw a tall boy with a ring around the neck, nausea seized him—and he nearly ran from the auction house.


Did Ajax wear a yoke now? The image burned like salt in a fresh cut.


Sunshine glittered on Gallows Bay, where the Royal Navy hanged buccaneers. Alexander spied the white sails of two ships clearing the coral reefs. One appeared to be the Sally Lucia.


He turned his mind to the encounter ahead and mentally rehearsed clever expressions as the vessels tacked into the small harbor, pushed by the sprightly breeze. Miss Kortright might be hideous, but he wanted to be prepared in case she wasn’t.


He’d recently overheard a planter’s son ask a young lady, “Is that the moon in my eyes, or does Artemis grace our presence?” The courtly phrase sounded ridiculous to Alexander, but the pretty girl gave the man a saucy smile and inquired if he might be Adonis. When she tossed a glance over her shoulder, the rosewater silk at her waist twisted in a way that made Alexander want to feel its slippery folds. He decided then that he best pay closer attention to the art of wooing.


The bark-rigged Sally Lucia, its sails reefed, glided slowly into the company dock. A man in the crosstrees took in the last bit of canvas while a boy edged out on the cathead. Someone threw a thick line onto the dock. Within moments, the ship was fast and a gangplank thrown down.


Alexander spied gray-bearded Captain Codwise on the fo’c’sle. “Permission to board, sir?” he called. The captain beckoned and Alexander walked straight up the weaving, bobbing plank, pleased by how sure-footed he’d become since his apprenticeship to the firm.


“Good morning, Captain Codwise.”


“Same to you, Master Hamilton. Sorry to report, but the fair damsels are not aboard. I got this just before sailing.” He withdrew a battered envelope from his faded coat. “Mayhap the old lady changed her mind about hurricane season. Not that I minded.”


Alexander took the letter addressed to Master Kortright. He tried not to show his disappointment. “The fairer sex doesn’t make for a fairer voyage, I’ve heard.”


“Bad luck. I like ’em better on land.”


“You must enjoy Christiansted.”


An amused expression lit the captain’s weather-beaten face. “Yes. ’Tis famous for the dusky ladies. Though I don’t let the men entertain themselves long. Whoring is their downfall and I can’t afford to lose a minute.”


“I mustn’t either, if I’m to satisfy my master. May I go below, Captain, to check our shipment? I suppose it’s at the top?”


“More bad news. I had to shift my ballast. A storm hit as we approached the Virgins. The cargo’s all ahooey.”


“Stormy virgins sound like trouble indeed,” Alexander said with a smile, though the delay would cost him his afternoon. He needed to dun shopkeepers who owed the firm money.


“Speaking of trouble,” the captain said. He lowered his voice and nodded in the direction of a departing passenger just stepping off the gangplank. “Picked him up in the Carolinas.” Codwise coughed into his fist, glanced furtively at Alexander, and then looked away. “His name is Lavien. Peter Lavien.”


Alexander watched the man disappear into the crowd. The half-brother he had never seen. Come to collect.


“I’d best inspect the cargo,” Alexander said, and made his way below.


The cargo deck was dark after the brilliant sunshine, though the hatches admitted enough light to reveal oaken barrels wedged wall to wall. The bilge water smelled of dead fish and spoiled salt pork. The atmosphere was stifling—like his life. Alexander knew he should call for assistance with the cargo but couldn’t face anyone, so he slipped behind a closely packed row and leaned against the clammy bulwark.


He would never wipe away the image of Johann Lavien shouting his base accusations in front of the probate judge while Alexander and his brother James awaited the court’s ruling. It was the last time the two brothers sat side by side after Alexander had gone to live with the Stevenses, and James took a cot with the carpenter’s family. The brothers had always squabbled over small things—they were as unalike as water and stone—but they avoided one another altogether now. For reasons Alexander didn’t understand, Mama’s death had pushed them further apart. Perhaps they reminded one another of their mutual shame. Separately they could pretend they were something else. Strange to think, it was Ajax whom Alexander yearned to see, though he would never have admitted it. James worked in the carpenter’s shed at the far edge of town. Ajax was gone forever.


Johann Lavien had traveled from the other side of the island for the hearing that morning. His mother’s ex-husband was not as Alexander pictured. Although he knew the Danish fortune hunter was considerably older than Mama, his stringy gray locks and stooped back were a shock. Lavien’s gnarled hands, which clasped the young heiress with passion before he spent all her money, were as curled as dried leaves. His hoarse voice betrayed a long association with tobacco or drink or both.


Yet it was not a weak voice. Despite the judge’s hints that he would rule in Lavien’s favor, the man bellowed like a bull until it seemed every ear in Christiansted must hear his vulgar allegations through the open windows.


“Born in whoredom they were. Says so right here.” Lavien waved the divorce decree from a decade earlier. “The bitch slept with any man who’d have her.”


“Mr. Lavien. The terms of the divorce are not under consideration. Please restrain yourself.”


“She wasn’t supposed to remarry. Her whoresons aren’t entitled to a damn thing. It says so.”


“I know what the documents say, Mr. Lavien.” Disapproval crept into the judge’s voice. “I’m compelled, despite your comportment, to agree with the plea.”


“I know my rights!”


Lavien’s attorney tugged at his client’s elbow.


“Your rights are not at issue,” the judge said, “but the rights of the deceased’s three children—the son born in wedlock to you and Mrs. Lavien, and the obscene children born after the divorce. The Hamilton boys . . . Lavien boys.”


James Jr. hung his head but Alexander looked straight at the judge, refusing to blink. He needed to understand why the court wanted to destroy their lives and how the judge could face the actual obscene children before him.


But the bewigged magistrate seemed little concerned with the orphans in his courtroom. He banged his gavel. “By the decrees of the King of Denmark, I hereby award the estate of Rachel Faucette Lavien to Peter Lavien, the natural born and only legitimate child of the deceased.”


Thomas Stevens placed a hand on their shoulders. “Your poor mother. It’s not right.”


Alexander didn’t know what Mr. Stevens meant, but felt too disgraced to ask. What wasn’t right? Had Mama been falsely accused? Or was it simply not fair that, due to her sins, James and he had been robbed of any patrimony? And what was justice anyway? Their father was born fourth in a world that gave everything to the first son.


Even Thomas Stevens’s pity felt unendurable, and for a moment Alexander longed to shake off his benefactor’s hand, though he didn’t. More than once Alexander had caught neighbors’ salacious smirks, as if Stevens’s generosity to the young orphan was repayment for some special favor pretty Rachel once bestowed. At that moment in the courtroom, the whole world seemed rotten and squalid to Alexander.


And now, from the decks of the Sally Lucia, Peter Lavien had arrived to collect his blood money. The half-brother whom fortune had favored would enjoy every penny Mama had left. Cousin Peter Lytton had bought Rachel’s books at the probate auction last summer—the works of Plutarch and Pope that she loved—and gave them to Alexander before he himself died a month later. The shillings from that purchase would go to Peter Lavien, as would money from the sale of Ajax.


Would the younger Lavien even search for his half brothers—Rachel’s whoresons? Should Alexander seek him out?


Never. Peter Lavien would have to come to him. If the man didn’t, he wasn’t a real brother.


Alexander pressed his palms hard against his eyes. He wished he could blot out the past. From the ship’s captain down to the town crier, everyone would always know his sordid story: every respectable merchant, every pretty girl, every town drunk. He was irrevocably tainted.


“Master Hamilton? What ho? Are ye down there now?” Footsteps on the ship’s ladder accompanied the high voice of a crewmember.


Alexander took a deep breath and stepped into the light. “Yes, I am,” he said with all the dignity he could muster.


It was the lad Alexander had noticed on the cathead when the ship docked. A rash of pimples on his lean face suggested he was around Alexander’s age, twelve or thirteen. The boy was barefoot. A piece of coarse hemp served as drawstring for his dirty, collarless blouse.
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“This complicated couple who did so much for young America spring
to life in this entertaining, well-told tale.”
—COKIE ROBERTS, author of Ladies of Liberty






