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Prologue





  THE APRIL 22, 1793, proclamation notifying the world that the United States would remain neutral in the gathering storm between Great Britain and France was, at its core, a meaningless decree. President George Washington had to deliver it nonetheless. The government over which he presided had few systems in place and a laughable presence on the world stage. What is more, it had no credit abroad and scant enforcement capabilities. A small band of ill-trained, ill-equipped soldiers served, in effect, as a glorified police force, and a few lightly armed cutters of the U.S. Treasury did their best to guard the coast against smugglers, pirates, and other maritime miscreants. So puny was America’s military presence that Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton was prompted to comment in disgust: “A nation, despicable in its weakness, forfeits even the privilege of being neutral.”




  At sea, European maritime nations preyed on America’s carrying trade under the pretext of blocking shipments of wartime contraband to enemy ports. On land, the recalcitrant British retained possession of valuable fur trading posts in the Northwest that under the Treaty of Paris belonged to the United States. Along the western frontier, British and Spanish agents stirred up the Creeks and Cherokees to hinder inland migration from the seaboard states and to harass American shipping on the Mississippi. America was a country rich in resources with a promising future and a mercantile fleet to rival any in the Old World. But like a stricken beast bobbing on a perilous sea, its wounded corpus was beset time and again by the savage forays of human sharks feeding in a frenzy of ripe pickings.




  Internally, the situation was not much better. From its birth, the United States had been a divided nation. In the North, the Federalists held sway under the auspices of John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, and other proponents of commercial enterprise. Advocating a strong central government with the power to tax its citizens, they called for a standing army and, more important, a strong navy to convoy the lifeblood of the infant republic to Europe and the West Indies. Such commerce involved great risks and skyrocketing insurance rates, but it was also, potentially, the source of enormous profits because the belligerent powers desperately wanted to buy what America had to sell. Decidedly pro-British in their outlook and dress, the Federalists disdained their political opponents, who regarded powdered wigs, silk neck stocks, and other trappings of wealth as symbols of elitism, patronage, and decadence.




  The Republicans were concentrated in the South and were led by such heroes of the Revolution as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe. They trumpeted the frontier spirit on which their country was founded, advocating not the banks and bonds and privileges of the elite, but the principles of limited federal powers; the inherent rights of Man as espoused by Rousseau, Locke, and their own Bill of Rights; and, as economic policy, minimal levels of taxation and national debt. Most detestable to Federalists, the Republicans were decidedly pro-French in their outlook and dress. They continued to idolize the principles of the French Revolution long after King Louis XVI had lost his head to the guillotine and the Great Terror had dragged countless others to their death. Those aristocrats who managed to escape the bloody blade—including such ardent patriots as the marquis de Lafayette—did so by fleeing their homeland for a foreign sanctuary, there to fade into the mists of history.




  Such was the pro-French sentiment of the citizens of Charleston, South Carolina, that they allowed French privateers to use their seaport as a base from which to attack British shipping along the Atlantic sea-lanes. Even after a tax uprising in western Pennsylvania known as the Whiskey Rebellion had spread fears of a Jacobin nightmare appropriating the American dream, Virginians and Carolinians and Georgians continued to wear the tricolor cockade in their hats and to toast the success of Robespierre in Paris—though perhaps with less enthusiasm than in former days.




  President Washington was not a man easily intimidated. He stood firm when Citizen Edmund-Charles Genet, the French ambassador in Philadelphia, threatened to appeal directly to the American people to repeal the Neutrality Act if the U.S. government did not suspend its pro-British policies. In 1794 he sent Genet packing and commissioned Chief Justice John Jay as special envoy to the Court of Saint James to repair relations with the former Mother Country and to reopen vital trade routes between America and the British sugar islands of the West Indies—trade that had been crippled by an embargo imposed by Parliament several years earlier and vigorously enforced by the Royal Navy. Jay succeeded in his mission, to the satisfaction of the Federalists if not the Republicans, but the signing of the Treaty of London had immediate consequences. Once its pro-British terms were aired in Paris, the Committee of Public Safety, which now constituted the government of the Republic of France, abrogated the Treaty of 1778, expelled U.S. ambassador Charles T. Pinckney, and declared what amounted to a guerre de course—a worldwide commercial war—against its former ally. In the West Indies, French warships based in Guadeloupe and Saint-Domingue seized American vessels and impounded their cargoes of southern cotton and tobacco. Too often the Frenchmen slew the innocent crew and heaved their bodies overboard, thereby blurring the lines between privateers operating under official letters of marque and outright piracy. Throughout the South, toasts to revolutionary France became less frequent and less fervent in tone. And French privateers were no longer welcomed in Charleston.




  All was not doom and gloom, however. By September 1796 a few threads of encouragement had managed to weave their way into the complex fabric of international diplomacy. The Mediterranean Sea had by now become a relatively safe haven for American enterprise, with fewer American merchantmen falling into the dutches of Barbary corsairs. True, the Barbary States of Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli continued to hold American sailors in their dank prisons, as they had for more than a decade, but the seeds of American mediation in North Africa were finally beginning to bear fruit. Interrupted by the French Revolution and stalled by the untimely death of John Paul Jones, America’s chief envoy to the Barbary States, negotiations with the dey of Algiers were under way and fast approaching a satisfactory conclusion. For the price of one million U.S. dollars, an amount approximating 13 percent of the nation’s annual expenditures in 1795, plus the promise of a newly built warship in the future, Algiers and its Arab neighbors promised to release the hostage American seamen.




  In response to the rape of the nation’s carrying trade in the Mediterranean and Caribbean, and sick to death of America being the plaything of Europe, Congress in 1794 voted 50 to 39 to build six frigates under the auspices of a new cabinet-level Navy Department, itself a subset of the newly created War Department. President Washington chose the names of the warships while his successor, John Adams, a strong proponent and organizer of the Continental navy during the war with England, took a more active role, to the point of personally selecting certain of the ships’ commissioned officers.




  These six men-of-war bore little resemblance to the ships of the Continental navy, or to the warships of the European powers. Designed by Joshua Humphreys, a Quaker shipwright from Philadelphia, they were longer, heavier, and narrower than other men-of-war in their class—hybrids, really, between a traditional 36-gun frigate and a third rate of 74 guns, the standard line-of-battle ship deployed by the Royal Navy.




  The officers who commanded the U.S. Navy’s new frigates would soon discover that they possessed a secret weapon that had nothing to do with ordnance. It was, rather, the wood used for key pieces of the ship’s frame. Called Quercus virens by botanists, this wood came from a live oak with olive-green leaves that grew along a narrow swath of the Coastal Plain extending from Virginia to Georgia and across northern Florida. It could be found only in the American South, and its texture was far stronger than New Hampshire white oak, stronger even than English oak, which for centuries had been the mainstay of British hegemony at sea. Enemy shot directed at the hull of one of these newly built frigates bounced off as though it had struck not wood but iron.











  One




  Mary Beth, off Matanzas, Cuba 
June 1797




  THE MASTER of the schooner Mary Beth, out of New York, was suspicious the instant he noticed the full press of sail sweeping toward him from the north coast of Cuba. That the two-masted brig was flying Spanish colors mattered not at all. Cuba was Spain’s principal colony in the West Indies, and the only beef Spain had with the United States these days involved shipping rights on the Mississippi River. Nonetheless, Tobias Taylor knew that for the past year Spain had again been an ally of France, the residue of what two decades earlier had been a powerful military alliance between the two Bourbon kings. And France, he also knew, was no longer a friend of the United States. That brig, Taylor was convinced, was flying the red and gold of Spain as a ruse de guerre.




  The likelihood of encountering such a vessel was why he had shaped a course to Jamaica around the western tip of Cuba. Pirates and privateers were known to prowl the Windward Passage, a fifty-mile stretch of water separating the eastern shore of Cuba from the western shore of Saint-Domingue. These cutthroats and marauders operated with the tacit approval—if not the outright support—of the colonial governor of the French West Indies. And the colonial governor of the French West Indies took his orders from the National Directory in Paris.




  The brig was closing too quickly for Taylor to consider flight. Besides, where in these waters would he go? He glanced up at the ensign fluttering abaft the schooner’s mainmast. She was flying the Stars and Stripes, and why not? She could hardly be mistaken for anything other than an American merchantman. The unique design of a Baltimore-built schooner was familiar to anyone engaged in international commerce.




  Taylor scoured the horizons with a long glass, hoping against hope to find a Royal Navy vessel out on patrol from the British base at Fort Montego. But the sea was empty save for the brig, now closing fast and less than two miles away.




  “Mr. Pate!” he shouted to his mate. “Heave to and run out the guns!”




  Billy Pate hesitated before giving the order. Mary Beth was a merchant vessel, and like many American merchant vessels she was armed: three guns on her starboard side, another three to larboard. But these were 3-pounders, popguns compared with the long 9s the brig likely carried, six per side. Fighting off a small pirate barque was one thing; challenging what amounted to a brig of war was another. Not only was Mary Beth seriously outclassed in weight of broadside, but her crew of fourteen, master and mate included, would be no match for the much larger crew on the brig should they grapple and board the schooner.




  “Mr. Pate!” Taylor cried again, his voice laced with frustration and anger. The redoubtable privateer captain he had been during the war with England would not permit him to give up the ship without a fight. “Obey my order, damn your eyes!”




  Reluctantly, Pate complied. With her sails set to counteract each other, Mary Beth drifted to a standstill as her crew, freed from their sailing duties, loaded and ran out her guns. Presenting her puny broadside to the oncoming brig, she bobbed up and down on the dazzling blue sea like a tiny cork of defiance.




  The brig’s captain dispensed with the formality of demanding surrender. Veering off the wind, he brought his larboard guns to bear and opened fire in rapid sequence. Mary Beth answered, the high-pitched bark of her guns drowned out by the ominous roar of her tormentor’s. Iron balls and grapeshot shrieked into the schooner, smashing through bulwarks, chewing up rigging, butchering anyone caught in their path. A sailor stationed by the foremast was struck full in the chest by a round shot. In a fraction of a second his tanned and sinewy torso was pulverized into splinters of bone and flecks of gore.




  “Sweet Jesus, Captain!” Pate implored as the brig swept on by, wore ship, then made ready her starboard guns to deliver another glimpse of hell. “We must strike!”




  Realizing the hopelessness of further resistance, Taylor nodded his agreement. He ordered the American ensign hauled down and watched helplessly as the brig backed her topsail and maneuvered into position alongside his schooner. Bare-chested sailors heaved over ropes, the iron claws at their ends banging onto the schooner’s deck. The claws gripped the bulwarks and the two vessels were pulled close together. As the brig’s captain stepped on board Mary Beth, Taylor prayed silently that these pirates would somehow be different from others of his experience.




  His prayer went unanswered. Furious at being shot at by these upstart Americans, the pirate captain ordered Taylor sent below under guard. Taylor sat in the dank hold, his back against the hull, teeth clenched and eyes closed, but unable to escape the horror of the screams erupting from up on the weather deck. The screams were followed by the sound of bodies splashing into the sea just a few feet away from where he was sitting, to be followed by more screams and then horrible gurgles as the waiting sharks circled in and struck, drawn by their keen sense of smell to waters made bloody, Taylor suffered no doubts, by jugular veins slashed open with a knife.




  When all was quiet and Taylor had fought back the urge to shriek like a madman at the inhumanity of it all, he began to contemplate his own fate. He was to learn that fate some time later when he was seized by guards and strong-armed topside. At the larboard entry port he was dispatched below into a boat in which four pigtailed sailors sat waiting with oars raised before a heavily armed coxswain at the tiller. Once Taylor was secure on the after thwart, his hands were tied loosely behind him.




  As he was rowed ashore to what appeared to be a small, deserted island, he tried to determine, based on approximate time elapsed and probable speed, where he was. His best guess was somewhere within one of the southern archipelagos of the Bahamas—the Exumas, perhaps. Wherever he was, he could bet it was far removed from the Old Bahama Channel and other well-traversed sea-lanes.




  When the bow of the boat hissed onto the sand, he was summarily dumped overboard. He splashed onto the wet sand and shallow water, then battled himself to his knees and upright to face his captors, to stare them in the eye.




  “Au revoir, Capitaine,” the coxswain sneered. “Appréciez votre séjour sur cette belle île.” That remark set the four oarsmen to laughing. The American captain was very unlikely indeed to enjoy his sojourn. Before shoving off, the coxswain gently lobbed a dirty canvas bag up onto dry sand.




  Taylor’s gaze never left the boat as he slowly twisted his hands free of their binding. Only after the boat had been hauled on board the brig and the brig was making sail in company with Mary Beth did he turn to look about him. What he saw was not encouraging. The island was indeed small, a mere speck of land surrounded by a vast expanse of glittering blue sea. At first blush it appeared bereft of anything to sustain life.




  He picked up the canvas bag and pulled apart the opening. Inside he found a half bottle of dark rum wrapped in rags. A further search revealed a small pistol, together with powder and ball to fire one shot.











  Two




  Boston, Massachusetts 
September 1797




  YOUNG WILL CUTLER saw them first: two glints of white on the distant horizon beyond Outer Brewster Island, the massive outcropping of bedrock at the entrance to Boston Harbor. He turned the lens of his long glass to bring the glints into sharper focus. She was a double-topsail schooner—that much he could determine from the two massive fore-and-aft sails now beginning to take shape beneath the furled topsails—but he could not yet see her hull despite his elevation on the roof of his family’s counting house on Long Wharf. He could see that her course was north-north-westerly and that she was making for the Graves, as though intending to bypass Boston. But the sailor in Will knew that counted for naught. Although the fifteen-knot southwesterly breeze hit squarely abaft her beam, the schooner had taken in her topsails, which she would not have done had she intended to carry on to some farther destination. Boston was her destination. Will was convinced of that. Once she sailed past the Graves up toward Nahant, she would swing her bow through the wind on a new course that would take her southward between Deer Island and Long Island Head.




  As the schooner rose higher on the horizon, Will waited in agonizing suspense. He had a strong hunch, but it was only a hunch. He would not know for certain until he saw her hull, more specifically the color of her hull. When the mainsail took full form just above her deck, he held his breath and stood on tiptoes, as though those extra few inches might make all the difference. Almost there . . . almost there . . . yes! A brilliant flash of yellow reflected the sun, and Will whooped for joy. He knew of only one yellow-hulled, double-topsail schooner sailing in these waters, and that beautiful and graceful vessel sailed in the employ of his family.




  “Jamie!” he shouted down to his younger brother lolling about on the wharf below, inspecting the merchant vessels nested tight against each other, their yards a-cockbill to avoid entanglement. The boy glanced up. “Get Father! I see her! She’s coming!”




  Jamie Cutler looked up, shading his eyes. “You see her, Will? Are you sure?”




  “Of course I’m sure, you twit. Now hurry! Father’s at McMurray’s, with Mr. Hunt.”




  “I know that!” Jamie took off at a full sprint. At the age of thirteen he was, like his brother, a fine physical specimen, consistently finishing first or second in footraces against his classmates at Derby Academy in Hingham. Within minutes he was across from Faneuil Hall and inside McMurray’s, an establishment renowned for the quantity and quality of its shepherd’s pie. He found his father in the dimly lit oaken room sitting by a window and having dinner with George Hunt, the diminutive, soft-spoken, and yet highly competent administrator of Cutler & Sons.




  “Father!” Jamie cried out, bursting into their conversation. Patrons chatting at nearby tables stopped in mid-sentence to take note of the excited lad dressed in ordinary brown trousers and open-necked white shirt. “It’s Falcon, Father! Will’s seen her. She’s coming! She’s almost here, Father!”




  A blond-haired man in his mid-thirties placed a large hand on Jamie’s shoulder, the sky blue of his eyes boring into the rich hazel of his son’s. They were expecting Falcon. All of Boston, all of New England, all of America was expecting Falcon. Her imminent arrival was the reason he had allowed his sons to abandon school and sail with him to Boston from Hingham every day this week, and would continue to do so until the day Falcon arrived. But could today really be that day? She was a fast ship. No one understood Falcon’s sailing qualities better than Richard Cutler. But could Agreen truly have sailed from Algiers to Boston in just five weeks?




  Answers to those questions were obvious in the eager expression on Jamie’s face and the way he kept shifting his weight from one foot to the other, edging toward the door. Richard stood up. “Will you settle this, Mr. Hunt?” he asked, meaning the bill.




  “That will not be necessary, Mr. Cutler,” a voice cut in. “Today your meal is on the house.” In a loud voice of authority the headwaiter proclaimed to the tavern at large, “On this glorious day, all food and drink are on the house, compliments of Mr. Charles Wheeler, proprietor of McMurray’s Tavern!”




  That announcement was met with a round of applause reinforced by whistling and shouting and stamping of feet. Some patrons bolted for the door.




  “You go on, Mr. Cutler,” George Hunt said amid the din. “I’ll be right along. At my age I’m not as fleet of foot as you and your son.” He smiled warmly at Jamie.




  Richard bowed in appreciation to both Hunt and the waiter and followed his son out the door. The dazzling hues of early autumn struck his eyes, and a refreshing breeze ruffled his hair. Bells began to toll, first from one church, then from another, then from another and another and another until it seemed to those gathering on and near Long Wharf that the joyous peals must go far beyond the confines of Boston and Cambridge, all the way to the western frontiers of the young republic.




  A large crowd was gathering on the waterfront. Wives, parents, siblings, and sweethearts had waited ten years for this day, and they would not be denied. When word had arrived almost a year ago that a treaty had been signed in Algiers, hope soared that every American sailor held captive in Barbary would soon be home. As always, however, the devil was in the details. Another ten months would pass before the disorganized U.S. government could raise the agreed-upon ransom and hammer out those details to the satisfaction of the Arab rulers of North Africa and the advisers and magistrates and self-seeking connivers lurking in their courts. It was not until early June, three months after the Treaty of Tripoli had been ratified by Congress and signed by President Adams, that American vessels were allowed safe passage along the Barbary Coast. Even then, bureaucratic inexperience and ineptitude caused one delay after another, adding to the national sense of anger and despair.




  Finally, in mid-July, a special communiqué was relayed to the European ministers and American negotiators in North Africa. After holding Americans captive for more than a decade and forcing them to labor on barely sustainable rations, the dey of Algiers, along with the bey of Tunis and the bashaw of Tripoli, grandly announced that on August 10, 1797, all prisoners held in the Barbary States would be released. On August 7 Agreen Crabtree, the most trusted ship’s master in the Cutler merchant fleet, set sail on board Falcon to Algiers from Gibraltar, where he had been biding his time for three weeks in the cordial company of Richard’s brother-in-law, Jeremy Hardcastle, a senior post captain attached to the Royal Navy’s Mediterranean Squadron.




  RICHARD AND JAMIE wove their way along Long Wharf through the throngs of citizens straining to reach the spot where dockhands were clearing a space for the schooner to tie up. Some in the crowd recognized the elder Cutler and made room for him and his son to pass through. More than one reached out to touch him in gratitude, for the men returning home on board this particular schooner were in the employ of Cutler & Sons. Muslim pirates had seized the company’s brig Eagle in the Mediterranean in August 1787. Since then, Cutler & Sons had done what it could to secure the release of its sailors, sending Richard Cutler and Agreen Crabtree to Algiers with $60,000 in ransom money raised from family members on both sides of the Atlantic. Although that ransom attempt had failed to achieve its primary purpose, the imprisoned Americans at least knew that their country had not forgotten them and that their employer had not forgotten their families. Speaking on behalf of the Cutler family, Richard had promised Eagle’s crew prior to leaving Algiers that Cutler & Sons would look after their families for as long as necessary. Although the cash squeeze on the shipping company had been extreme at the time, the Cutler family had kept its promise.




  Will Cutler dipped and bobbed his way over to his father and brother when he saw them wending their way to the Long Wharf counting house. “See, Jamie, I told you!” he crowed.




  “Mr. Cutler! Mr. Cutler, sir!”




  Richard turned to see a small-boned, thirty-ish woman in a faded blue cotton dress and plain white mobcap coming toward him. Her face was familiar, but her name escaped him. “I’m Jane Reed,” she said, sensing his uncertainty when she was close to him, “wife to Jim Reed.”




  “Yes, of course, Jane. I’m sorry. It’s been a few years, and in all this confusion . . . “




  “Mr. Cutler,” she interrupted him, “I’ve something to say to you.” Taking a deep breath and fighting back tears, she leaned in so that he could hear her amid the clanging of bells and the bustle at dockside. “Thank you,” she said, her voice breaking. “Thank you and your dear family for all you have done for me and my Jim. You, sir, are a saint.” She swiped away tears and then reached up to kiss him on the cheek.




  Richard had to fight the lump in his throat to reply. “I’m hardly that, Jane. It’s God’s blessing that Eagle’s crew has come home to us today.”




  “His, yes,” she agreed, “and yours, Mr. Cutler.” She touched his arm before moving off into a crowd that was growing ever more jubilant as Falcon, lying a short way off the quay with her bowsprit facing toward the east whence she had come, made ready to be warped in. Sailors at her bow and stern heaved coiled ropes to dockers stationed fore and aft on the merchant vessels bracketing the space cleared for Falcon along the half-mile stretch of Boston’s longest commercial wharf. The dockers caught the ropes and, aided by deckhands, ran the bitter ends through hawser holes and onto cylindrical capstans bolted amidships on each of the two vessels. Once the end of each rope was secured to a capstan and a signal given, men stationed in a circle around the giant winches pushed hard on the metal bars at the top, taking in first the slack of rope and then the full weight of the schooner herself, coaxing her slowly inward toward the wharf.




  Members of the schooner’s crew working in the rigging had by now assumed distinct form, as had the passengers lining her larboard railing. The former hostages stood listening to the bells and watching the goings-on ashore as if in a trance, as though unable to accept the blessed gift of homecoming after enduring so much for so long in a wretched Arab prison. Many let tears stream unabashedly down their cheeks.




  As dockers cranked Falcon in the last few feet, the crowd stepped back in deference to the Cutler brothers—Richard on the dock and Caleb, his younger brother, standing amidships near Falcon’s entry port. The two brothers locked eyes as onlookers cheered, waved their hats in the air, and beckoned joyously to loved ones now just a few feet away and drawing closer. As Falcon bumped against the massive stone-and-wood structure, Caleb formed a fist with his right hand and brought it over his heart, in the same gesture of the Roman general Fabius Maximus with which he had said good-bye to Richard in the dey’s prison those many years ago. Richard returned the gesture and then allowed his gaze to wander over the cluster of men around Caleb, who were becoming more animated as they recognized family and friends on the dock. He looked aft to the helm, to the tall, muscular, tawny-haired ship’s master standing by the tiller. When their eyes met, Agreen Crabtree snapped a salute, a gesture familiar from their days as midshipmen in the Continental warship Ranger and then as acting lieutenants in Bonhomme Richard, both ships under the command of John Paul Jones.




  Dockers on board the merchantmen eased the strain on the giant winches as sailors on the schooner cast mooring lines to dockers on the quay, who secured them to bollards with a series of clove hitches. Falcon was home.




  The larboard entry port opened and a gangway was pushed down to the dock. First off, by protocol, was James Dickerson, Eagle’s master. During his mission to North Africa in 1787, Richard had met with Dickerson and Caleb in a prison chamber and had learned from his brother just how crucial Captain Dickerson’s role had been in keeping his men alive and safe while catering to the whims of his captors. So impressed was the dey of Algiers with Dickerson that he had allowed extra provisions and medical attention to be brought into the prison when Dickerson requested them. Most noteworthy, not a single member of Eagle’s crew had been sold into the flesh markets of Tunis and Tripoli, a fate suffered by the one hundred other American prisoners in Barbary and countless others enslaved while sailing under a flag of Christendom.




  Dickerson’s reply to Richard Cutler’s emotional expression of gratitude as he met him by the gangway was the same this day as it had been back then. “My duty, Mr. Cutler,” he said. He grasped Richard’s hand in both of his and bowed before taking his leave. As he made his way through the throng, citizens of Boston clapped him on the back, albeit gently, for all could see that he was raw-boned and weary.




  Then Caleb limped down the gangway and a great cheer went up as the two brothers embraced, the grip of one hard upon that of the other.




  “You look well,” Richard managed after he had eased his grip sufficiently to give his brother a quick once-over. He could feel Caleb’s ribs through his shirt and jacket. “Far better than I expected.”




  Caleb was equally beset by emotions. “You sent enough food to feed an army,” he said. “And Agreen brought fresh provisions from Gibraltar. My shipmates and I had naught to do on the entire voyage home but eat and sleep.”




  “Well, Edna’s in charge of you now,” Richard grinned, referring to the tried-and-true Cutler housekeeper of many years. “So you’d best get used to that lifestyle. Here, let’s move back a ways, shall we, and let others through.” With Will and Jamie in tow, they edged against the flow of a closely packed crowd surging forward to greet those disembarking one by one from Falcon. Conditions were less frenetic at the entrance of Cutler & Sons.




  “A swift passage, eh, Caleb?” Richard asked to make conversation. He could not take his eyes off the brother he had been forced to abandon.




  “Fair winds all the way. Agreen told us he had never seen the like on an Atlantic crossing.”




  “I imagine any wind would have seemed fair to you on this voyage.”




  “There is that,” Caleb confessed.




  Richard motioned to his sons. “Will, Jamie, you remember your uncle, don’t you?”




  “I remember him,” Will chimed in. “But Jamie doesn’t. He was just a baby when you sailed for Algiers, Uncle Caleb.”




  “I do so remember him!” Jamie’s defiant look swung from his brother to his uncle. “And I was not a baby. I was three years old,” he said, as though therein lay the proof of the pudding.




  “Well, we have a lot of catching up to do in any case,” Caleb said. “Captain Crabtree tells me your father is planning a short cruise just for us four so that we can get to know one other again. Are you willing?”




  Both boys nodded eagerly.




  “Good. It’s a pity Diana won’t be joining us.”




  Will shrugged. “She wouldn’t want to come. She’s too little, and besides, she’d rather go riding with mother every day.”




  “Well, if your sister looks anything like I remember your mother, she must be one lovely young lady.”




  Will shrugged again. “She looks fine, I guess.”




  As former hostages mingled happily with family and friends, Boston Harbor came alive with small craft commissioned by the Cutler family to transport them to their homes on the South Shore. The Cutlers had their own coastal packet awaiting them at the far end of the wharf, but they would not depart Hingham until Richard had personally welcomed home every member of Eagle’s crew. That took some doing, because each crewman had much to say to him. Last up was Addison Percy, a Harvard-educated physician from Cohasset who had served as ship’s surgeon on Falcon’s cruise to Algiers and home.




  “Truth be told, Mr. Cutler,” he reported, “I am pleased with what I’ve seen. I had expected much worse.” Not a seasoned sailor, he was having trouble finding his balance ashore after weeks on a rolling deck. “Several cases require further scrutiny, and I am concerned about Captain Dickerson. But no lives appear to be in danger. I am finishing up a report that I will give to you and your father tomorrow morning, if that is convenient for you.”




  “It is, Doctor. Shall we say ten o’clock?”




  Agreen Crabtree remained on board while George Hunt paid off Falcon’s crew. Only when he was certain that everything above and belowdecks was stowed in Bristol fashion did he excuse the last of the crew and step ashore to join the Cutlers.




  “Welcome home, Agee,” Richard said. He offered his hand to Agreen’s tough, leathery grip. “Thank you for bringing the men home safely.”




  “That’s what you pay me for,” Agreen said dismissively. Feeling awkward in the face of the powerful emotions of the day, he made a funny face at the two boys that made them giggle. “How long you reckon they’ll keep up these bells? Damn, they’re beautiful. It means a lot t’ the men. Many of ’em broke down like babies as we came in.”




  A brief silence ensued, as if to honor that simple observation. Then Richard motioned up the quay. “Shall we? Anne and Lavinia are waiting for you at home, Caleb. Frederick and Stephen will join us as soon as we send word to them. Two weeks from now we have a grand reception planned for you and your shipmates. In the meantime, we’ll take that cruise I promised you, and you can eat and sleep to your heart’s content.” His gaze swung over to Agreen. “Speaking of things beautiful, Agee, your wife has some news for you.”




  “Is she all right?” Agreen demanded, his tone turning instantly serious.




  “She’s fine, just fine. Katherine’s with her every day, and Dr. Prescott looks in on her regularly. The baby’s kicking up a fuss, is what I meant.”




  “God be praised,” Agreen muttered reverently. He set off with the others toward the single-masted packet bobbing at her mooring at the far end of the wharf.




  ONCE Falcon had made her sweep through the wind toward Boston Harbor and her identity was confirmed, a swift vessel had set sail for Hingham to alert the village and the Cutler family. Such a courtesy, it turned out, was hardly necessary. Bells chiming in unison from North Church and South Church and every church in between were picked up and echoed by churches in Dorchester and Milton and Weymouth. Their joyful peals were clearly audible on board the Cutler packet as she skimmed across the sheltered waters of Hingham Bay. By the time the packet had nosed her way through the flotilla of small craft swarming around her and had Otis Hill in sight, the bells of First Parish Church, Second Parish Church, and the Old Meetinghouse were in full swing.




  Richard knew that Katherine would not be on the wharf to greet them. By prearrangement, she was waiting up on Otis Hill in the company of Elizabeth Cutler Crabtree, Richard’s first cousin and Katherine’s closest friend since their childhood in England. Up there, removed from the high-spirited crowd jostling and jockeying below on Broad Cove Lane and in the broad stretch of land adjacent to the Hingham docks, they were out of harm’s way. Lizzy was seven months pregnant, and if safely delivered, this baby would be her first. At age thirty-six, she was almost a year younger than Katherine, who nine years ago had borne her third child. In consideration of Lizzy’s age, the Cutler family doctor had warned her not to do anything that might physically upset her—or worse, upend her. Given the miscarriage she had suffered two years earlier, Dr. Prescott had reminded her, it was a miracle that she had conceived at all.




  Thomas Cutler was on the quay, however. He stood as far out on the main wharf as he could get, at the location where the incoming packet was to be moored. The patriarch of the Cutler family in America, he had sailed with his bride to Boston a half-century earlier, seeking new opportunities in the new land. His older brother, William, had remained behind in England to manage the British end of their shipping business, which had grown sufficiently over the years to embrace the high risks and high rewards of West Indian sugar and rum production.




  As he stood on the Hingham quay and watched the packet’s bow inch in toward dockside, it was all he could do to keep his emotions in check. Before the packet was secured to the dock, Caleb swung a leg over her side and jumped down onto the wharf, dropping to a knee from the pain in his left leg. His father gently drew him up and embraced him as those standing nearby looked on in respectful silence.




  “How I wish your mother were here today to see this,” Thomas said, choking on the words. Elizabeth Cutler had succumbed two years earlier to the crippling effects of ill health suffered over many years. Caleb had read about his mother’s death in a letter his father had sent him through the British consul in Algiers. “Her last wish was to see you safely home.”




  “She knows, Father,” Caleb said, his own voice unsteady. “I’m sure she knows I’m home with you today.”




  Richard and Agreen remained on the packet until father and son had turned to walk down the quay together. Then they jumped off, followed by Will and Jamie.




  “I’ll get Katherine, Father,” Richard called out when they were on dry land. He squeezed Caleb’s arm in passing and smiled at Anne and Lavinia, his sisters, who had rushed to dockside with the first peal of church bells. Lavinia, the youngest Cutler sibling at age thirty, wept openly as she took Caleb in her arms.




  “Stay here with your uncle,” Richard shouted to his sons. It was difficult to make himself heard over the chime of bells in the distance and the excited jabber of people close by.




  On their way up Otis Hill, Richard had to hoof it to keep pace with Agreen. Katherine and Lizzy had spotted them and were waving. Standing beside her mother was Diana Cutler, a lass who had inherited so many of her mother’s physical attributes that even at the tender age of nine she was showing all the signs of someday becoming a very comely woman. Behind them, puffing contentedly on a long-stemmed white clay pipe, stood Benjamin Lincoln, the owner of the blue-shuttered gray clapboard house where the women were waiting. As General Washington’s second in command at Yorktown and the senior officer who had accepted Lord Cornwallis’ sword of surrender, Lincoln was Bingham’s most distinguished war hero.




  When the men reached the crest of the hill, Katherine stepped close to her husband. “How is Caleb?” she asked anxiously. “And the rest of the crew?”




  “Better than we expected,” Richard assured her. “You’ll be amazed at how well Caleb looks.”




  Diana tugged on her mother’s sleeve. “Can we go down to the docks, Mommy? Can we, please?” She looked beseechingly up at her father, her white cotton dress billowing in the soft autumn breeze. “Oh please can we?”




  Richard smiled at his wife. Diana Cutler was clearly Katherine’s daughter, and not just in physical appearance. Like her mother—like most attractive females of his acquaintance—Diana had seemed to grasp from an early age just how beguiling and irresistible the feminine mystique can be. He stooped down and placed his right hand on the side of her face, pushing back the silky chestnut curls tumbling down across her shoulders.




  “So you’re anxious to meet your Uncle Caleb, are you, Poppet?”




  She nodded.




  “Well, I have it on good authority that he’s just as anxious to meet you.” He stood up. “Your mother will take you to the docks. I’ll be along after a word with the general.” He brushed his lips against Katherine’s cheek in a token show of affection, their custom when in public or in the company of their children.




  “Come, Diana,” Katherine said, taking her daughter’s hand. With a farewell wave to Lizzy and Agreen they set off down Broad Cove Lane. Richard turned in the opposite direction, walking toward the older man who was striking flint on steel to relight his pipe.




  “You’re right,” Agreen exulted as Richard passed by. He had his hand on Lizzy’s stomach. “It is kickin’ up a fuss.”




  “Takes after its father,” Richard replied with a grin. “You’re in for it now, Liz. I tried to warn you. But you wouldn’t listen. Now you’re going to have two fusspots living with you.”




  Lizzy returned his smile, the glow of pending motherhood lighting her gentle features, but said only, “We’ll see you at your father’s.”




  A few yards farther on, before the porch of the two-story house with a white widow’s walk on the tiled roof, stood a man dressed as casually as Richard in homespun white trousers and a loose-fitting blue cotton shirt tied with strings at the chest and neck. Except that the general’s ensemble required a good deal more fabric in the fitting, the inevitable consequence of advancing age and a wife with a deserved reputation for lavish entertainment.




  “A glorious day, eh, Richard?” he beamed. He pointed his pipe toward the bay and the flotilla of small craft tacking this way and that. Beyond, in the far distance, they could discern the beacon pole perched atop Boston’s highest hill. “Now there’s a sight to warm the heart of an old soldier.” ·




  “I suspect it is, General,” Richard said. “When I told Caleb what you have in store for him and his shipmates, he was deeply moved. I want you to know that. All of Hingham is indebted to you.”




  Lincoln waved that away. “Nonsense, my boy. I am honored to do what I can and happy to offer my farm for the occasion.” He sucked in a mouthful of smoke and blew it out contemplatively. “It’s going to be quite the event. Most of Hingham will be there,” he said, adding, with a flash of mischief, “and perhaps others from farther away. Perhaps even as far away as Belknap Street in Boston.” He paused, waiting for Richard to rise to the bait. When he didn’t, Lincoln looked up at the sky, the farmer in him weighing the odds of continuing fair weather during the fickle early weeks of autumn. “Let’s hope this weather holds and we’re able to stockpile enough food and spirits to keep everybody happy. The date is set for two weeks from today, but I suggest we move it up a few days now that we have our lads safely home. We still must allow time to send word to everyone and allow them to make arrangements, of course.”




  “Whatever you say, General. Just please let us help wherever we can.”




  “It’s always a pleasure to call on the Cutler family. Especially your beautiful women.”




  With that, Lincoln’s jocular tone turned more serious. “Have you responded to the president? He’s home, you know, and has sent word that he and Mrs. Adams are planning to attend our celebration. In his letter, he asked me to press you about your proposed commission on board . . . Constellation, isn’t it?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “She’s the one being fitted out in Baltimore.”




  “Yes, sir. At Fell’s Point.”




  “Well, the shipwrights of Baltimore are famous for building quality schooners. Let’s see how they do with a Navy frigate.” Lincoln shook his head. “I must say, I was surprised and not a little disappointed that you were not awarded a commission in Constitution.” Lincoln said this as though it had been a foregone conclusion that Richard Cutler would be selected from among a sea of worthy officer candidates to serve in the ship of his choice in the new U.S. Navy. “Though I do understand the logic of having officers from different parts of the country serving on board each ship. And I understand that Constellation is now off her cradle and at dockside.”




  “That’s my understanding as well, sir.”




  “And? How have you left things with Mr. Adams?”




  “By now he should have my response. I wrote to thank him for his patronage and to say that I would be honored to meet with Captain Truxtun.”




  “Excellent. Well done, my boy. When do you think this meeting with Truxtun will take place?”




  “I don’t know, sir. That depends on Captain Truxtun.”




  “Yes, of course, of course. Everything in its own good time. I should tell you that sources of mine who are acquainted with Thomas Truxtun assure me that he is an excellent sea officer. You may be aware that he was impressed into the Royal Navy before the war and was offered a midshipman’s warrant—which he declined. During the war he earned quite the reputation as a privateer captain.” He slowly exhaled a lingering wisp of tobacco smoke. “Is Katherine accepting of all this?”




  “I believe she is, General,” Richard replied, although his tone suggested that he was not entirely convinced. “She is the daughter of a Royal Navy captain, you know, so she’s used to this sort of thing. And Lord knows she has uncanny instincts. I’d wager that she has been expecting this to happen for some time.”




  Lincoln smiled. “Knowing your wife as I do, Richard, I won’t take that wager. What about the rest of your family?”




  “The same. I haven’t told Caleb yet.”




  Lincoln clapped a hand on Richard’s shoulder and looked him square in the eye. “I’m proud of you, my boy. We all are. No man has a greater calling than to serve his country in her time of need. And despite what many of our countrymen seem unable or unwilling to accept, this is a time of need. America can make peace only if she is prepared to make war. And I fear it’s going to take a war to convince the world that the United States is willing to stand up for its principles. If we’re not willing to stand up, if we don’t put an end to these despicable attacks on our merchant fleet, then Mr. Hamilton is right. We are a bankrupt nation, morally and financially. We will have fought the Revolution for nothing. We’d have been better off remaining a British colony.”




  “I agree, General,” Richard said, leaving aside for the moment the grim reality that for the Cutler family, this affair was an intensely personal one. Cutler vessels bound to and from the West Indies were among those being targeted by French pirates and privateers.




  Richard bowed to Lincoln and took his leave, anxious to join his family at the docks, a reunion that on this splendid day included his brother Caleb.











  Three




  Hingham, Massachusetts 
October 1797




  THE PEALING of church bells diminished gradually as the afternoon wore on, and then ceased altogether as lamplighters armed with flasks of spermaceti oil went about their business on the village streets. Inside the home of Thomas Cutler, a short way up from the village proper on Main Street near the Old Meetinghouse, the glow of celebration continued well into the night, until Jamie and Diana fell asleep on a sofa in the parlor and Caleb, drugged with fatigue and wine and no longer able to resist the allure of goose-down bedding, shuffled upstairs to his room on the second floor.




  At 10:40 the next morning he appeared in the kitchen down the back stairway, unshaven and unkempt. He noted the time with astonishment and slid onto a chair at the long kitchen table just as Edna Stowe, the Cutler family’s housekeeper since 1783, plopped down a plate of six fried eggs, rashers of bacon, and a healthy wedge of cheese; a basket of freshly baked biscuits; tins of strawberry jam and freshly made butter; and a mug of steaming coffee.




  Caleb’s jaw went slack. “Sweet Jesus in heaven, Edna!” he exclaimed as he gazed down at the bounty. “Is this all for me? It’s a week’s ration in Algiers, and this is real food.”




  “Good morning to you, too,” Edna replied in a mock scolding voice. “And I’ll hear no more blasphemy from you, young man, thank you very much. I put the eggs on when I heard you rumbling about upstairs. Now sit there and eat. More eggs and bacon are on the way. I aim to put some meat on those pathetic-looking bones of yours, whether you like it or not. You heard me! Eat!”




  “Yes, ma’am.” Caleb picked up a fork, smiling at the thought of Edna’s reaction had she witnessed his skeletal frame at its worst. Smiling, too, because he was home in his kitchen in Hingham, with Edna fussing over him the way she used to do, as though he had never left. Ten years suddenly seemed not such a vast span of time.




  “Where is everybody?” he asked after he had made short shrift of the first helping of eggs and bacon and was happily into the second.




  “Anne and Lavinia are with Katherine,” Edna answered as she refilled his cup from a fresh pot of coffee. “They’re going riding with Diana. Your father and Richard are with Dr. Percy down at Barker Yard,” she added, referring to the area of Hingham Harbor where the Cutler family maintained a modest office, as much for nostalgic as for business reasons. It was where Cutler & Sons had first taken root in colonial America.




  “I should be with them,” Caleb said, pushing away his coffee.




  “No, you should not. You were exactly where you should have been: upstairs asleep. And now you’re doing exactly what you should be doing: eating in my kitchen like a horse. Besides, they said they wouldn’t be gone long. I expect them home at any moment.”




  True to her prediction, a few minutes later they heard the front door open and footsteps approach through the parlor.




  “Up at last, I see,” Richard teased Caleb as he and the elder Cutler entered the kitchen. He doffed his jacket, hooked it on a peg on the wall, and walked over to the table. “Hungry, are we?” He nodded at Caleb’s plate smeared with egg yolk and freckled with breadcrumbs and bits of bacon.




  “Famished. What’s for dinner?”




  “Sheep stomach and fish guts cooked in olive oil, parsley, and sesame and served over rice,” Richard responded grandly. “Edna’s been preparing for your homecoming, and she’s become quite the Arabian cook in the process. Isn’t that so, Edna?” Richard grinned at her scowl. “By the way, Father and I just met with Dr. Percy. You’ll be glad to hear that your shipmates are coming along smartly, even Captain Dickerson. They’ll need time to fully recover, but recover they will.” He went over to the open hearth and dropped a fresh birch log on the low-burning fire. Dry white bark flamed up, crackling and popping agreeably. “You slept well?”




  “Like old times.”




  “Good for you, son.” Thomas Cutler sat down next to Caleb as Richard took a seat across from him. Edna served a mug of coffee to each.




  Richard scooped a spoonful of sugar into his mug and stirred it in.




  Caleb, watching him, asked, “Is that our sugar?”




  His father answered. “Direct from Barbados. Richard was there recently to visit with Robin and John,” referring to Caleb’s first cousins, the two sons of William Cutler in England and brothers of Elizabeth Cutler Crabtree. “You have some catching up to do, but here’s the gist. Two years ago, John and Cynthia and their young son Joseph returned to the Indies from England to help Robin and Julia manage the family business there, particularly on the sales end. John, it seems, has a natural talent for sales, and we sorely need that talent in these difficult times. I tried to keep you informed in the letters I wrote, but I don’t know how many of them got through.




  “I don’t know, for example, if you are aware of how serious the threat is these days to our carrying trade. French pirates and privateers are attacking our merchantmen—in the Indies and even off our coast. They seize our vessels, do what they will to our crews, and sell off our cargoes on Guadeloupe, Saint-Domingue, or some other French island. These attacks have forced insurance rates to unheard-of levels. Some shipping families have had to suspend business because they can’t afford to pay them. The Swifts and the Guilds are two examples.




  “We’re more fortunate than most other shipping families. Hugh Hardcastle—you remember him, Katherine’s brother—remains on station with the Windward Squadron in Bridgetown. Whenever possible, he arranges for a British warship to escort our vessels through the danger zones to open water. And you may recall that Julia is a daughter of a Mount Gay rum family. That connection helps as well. Understand: there’s a reason for such cooperation from the British. Their colonies in the Indies rely heavily on our trade, so it’s in their interest to protect that trade. But with trouble brewing in Europe, and with so many ships being recalled to Spithead, the Royal Navy is limited in its abilities. What ships they still have on station in the Caribbean can’t be everywhere at once. So the attacks continue.”




  Caleb nodded. “I read about all that in the letters that did get through,” he said. “But we’re responding to the threat, aren’t we? Hasn’t Congress approved a new navy? That’s what Agee told us on the cruise home.”




  Thomas Cutler deferred to Richard.




  “It’s true, in part,” Richard said. “Three years ago, Congress authorized the construction of six frigates. But the Republicans in the southern states managed to add a provision to the bill stipulating that since the purpose of these new frigates was to protect American commerce in the Mediterranean, construction on three of the frigates must cease if the United States should sign a peace treaty with the Barbary States. Which of course is what we did. What these Republicans don’t understand is that the Barbary States are by no means the only threat to our carrying trade. Today they’re not much of a threat at all. France is the threat, and France is not acting alone. Pirates in every sea are capitalizing on our inability to fight back. It galls me no end, I can tell you. Mr. Jefferson told me, face to face in the consulate in Paris back in ’89, that he strongly supported the construction of a navy. But apparently he has had a change of heart. President Adams is pushing Congress hard to approve all six frigates and to approve the construction and acquisition of additional warships. Please God he succeeds. We’ll need every ship we can lay our hands on if we’re to challenge the French navy.”




  “The French navy? I didn’t think the French had a navy anymore.”




  “They do, though certainly it’s not what it used to be. Nearly all its commissioned officers were aristocrats, and most of them were carted off to the guillotine or murdered by mutinous crews. Former merchant captains command most French naval vessels today, and few of them have experience in battle. British intelligence reports a handful of French frigates in the Indies, though the main fleets remain bottled up in Toulon and Brest. French privateers and pirates do most of their country’s dirty work in the Indies.”




  “I don’t understand, Richard.” Caleb shook his head in confusion. “Why are the French so bent on war with us? Don’t they have enough troubles in Europe dealing with the British? And anyway, don’t we have a treaty with France?”




  “That treaty has gone by the boards. France claims that we violated it, first, by our proclamation of neutrality and, second, by signing the Treaty of London, the one Mr. Jay negotiated with the British. So the French declared the Treaty of Alliance null and void at the same time they declared a guerre de course against us. That declaration gives them the right to seize and search any American vessel bound for a British port. Or so they claim in theory. In practice, they claim it gives them the right to seize any American vessel bound for any port.”




  “Don’t they have cause? I mean, France is at war with England, right? So if the Royal Navy is openly protecting American merchant vessels . . .”




  Richard shrugged. “That depends on your perspective. We are English by descent and we have family in England with whom we are in business. When it comes to war, naturally we favor England over France. But when it comes to commerce, we don’t play favorites. We support free trade—with every country. We’ll treat with the French or the British. Or with the Dutch or the Russians or the Malays. But it’s not the Dutch or the Russians or the Malays who last year seized more than three hundred of our merchantmen. It was French cutthroats perpetrating the worst kinds of atrocities. You want an example? Here’s one. A few months ago a schooner out of New York bound for Jamaica was attacked somewhere off the north coast of Cuba. She was armed and her captain may have put up a fight. If so, he was likely outgunned and forced to strike his colors. No one knows what happened next. No one on board the schooner lived to tell about it. A few corpses washed up on the shore, or what was left after the sharks finished with them. Pickering, our secretary of state, protested to the Spanish ambassador. But what was Spain, a puppet of France, going to do? The answer is they did nothing beyond confirming that a schooner had been sighted sailing westward off Havana shortly before she disappeared.




  “I agree with Father that the British can only do so much. It’s up to us, not the British, to protect our merchantmen and answer these atrocities. And the only answer the French seem to understand these days is one delivered by powder and shot.” He uttered those last three words with bitter precision.




  “President Adams sent a peace delegation to Paris in July,” Thomas Cutler said in a calmer voice. “John Marshall, the leader of the delegation, is an honorable man. So is his colleague Charles Pinckney of South Carolina. The third delegate, Elbridge Gerry, is a Massachusetts man from Marblehead. While I commend the president for this initiative and his choice of envoys, I seriously question their chances for success. The French don’t want peace. They want funds to finance their war in Europe, and privateering is a lucrative source for those funds. They won’t give it up easily.”




  Caleb took a moment to absorb that. Then a notion struck him. “What’s your role in all this, Richard?” he asked. “It certainly sounds as though you have one.”




  Richard nodded. “I have been approached, Caleb.”




  “By whom?”




  “By our president,” his father answered for him. “Mr. Adams has commended Richard to Thomas Truxtun, captain of Constellation. Richard’s name was also put forth by our dear friend Alexander Hamilton.”




  Caleb’s eyes never left Richard’s. “When do you report to Captain Truxtun?”




  “Fairly soon, I suspect.”




  “The decision is final, then?”




  “No naval officer’s commission is final until it is proposed by a ship’s captain and approved by the Senate.”




  “But if offered, you will accept it?”




  “I will, barring the unforeseen.”




  “How do I enlist?”




  Richard’s eyebrows shot up. “Enlist? Jesus Christ, Caleb, you just got home.”




  Caleb shook his head. “That doesn’t matter, Richard. I sat in an Arab prison for ten years, and I have no intention of sitting any longer. I want my life back. I want to get back to sea, and I want to serve my country. I can do both in the Navy.”




  Richard met his brother’s hard stare until their father intervened.




  “That is very noble of you, Caleb, given the hell you’ve had to endure these past ten years. You make me proud. But the fact is, I can’t afford to have both you and Richard taking leave of Cutler & Sons. Agreen is likely to be called up, and if he is . . .” Thomas held up his hands. “I need you here with me. I need you to help manage the family business.”
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