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“A MOMENT PLEASE,” the President said. “The nation’s security must endure my tardiness.”

The senior Cabinet officers, formed of Mr. Calhoun, Mr. Crawford, and myself, competed for the straightest posture to fill the interlude. To this day, I wonder if we were cognizant of the practice.

The lesser officers—I mean secondary—abstained, for they knew their place. They were cautious men. Attorney General Wirt rarely spoke before knowing the President’s opinion and Mr. Crowninshield was a volume of doggerel in a bookcase bearing Homer and Shakespeare. The Secretary of the Navy, he looked to Calhoun for mentorship.

Calhoun sat straight as a spear and won the contest. I blamed my failure on distraction from my swelling eyes, an ailment that had worsened since my return from Europe. The truth was my defeat lay in the inferiority of my physical proportions. Atop Calhoun’s square face was dark hair both full and groomed. His only unattractive features were his lankiness and the seriousness that shone through his eyes, and though uninviting they mesmerized me.

The President was ready but first studied his Cabinet. A year since his election and we were finally together. He radiated pride. Satisfaction with his choices? Or a validation of his decades-long journey to hold the office? Likely both.

“I wish to continue framing our meetings with written questions,” he said. He raised a set of cards. “I’ve found it a constructive mechanism for guiding our discussions. But before I distribute these, let us welcome Mr. Calhoun to his first appearance as Secretary of War.”

We showed our approval by converting our table into a tambourine. It shook more violently than we anticipated, though we should have given its miniature size. Calhoun bowed his head but his attention remained fixated on the room’s details. I knew because he held the exact look I did two months prior. Neither of us anticipated its humble furnishing.

Allow me to relate our seating arrangement. The President was at the table’s head, his back to an empty fireplace whose shelf held two lit candles. I sat to his right while Calhoun and Crawford were on his left. Wirt and Crowninshield squeezed together at the other end.

I remind myself that this small jaundiced yellow room served as a mere surrogate for the President’s Office while the nation rebuilt the Executive Mansion following the late war. The December sun, situated in the west, provided poor illumination. Four more candles flickered, dispersed. They made visible a globe standing in the corner and a map of our Union hanging from an adjacent wall. By the door stood a coat rack holding our winter garments. It was a quaint room, stuffy, and insufficient for what was to be the world’s greatest nation. It lacked the quirks and wonders of Jefferson’s office a decade prior, with its inventions and books scattered about and birds flying overhead.

The President was taciturn until we fell silent. Then he placed the five cards at the table’s center and we all took one. “Both questions concern South America,” he said. I glanced at him before reading the card. His outfit was a conscious reminder of his service during the War for Independence. For example, he wore knee breeches instead of trousers. It was a generation out of style, though I ought not critique another’s fashion for I knew little of the topic as my wife was apt to remind me. The first question read:

Has the executive the power to acknowledge the independence of new states whose independence is not recognized by the parent country and between which parties war exists?

The throbbing in my eyes worsened. South America’s wars of independence against Spain were the Department of State’s business. The President ought to have consulted me before taking the question to the Cabinet. Perhaps Calhoun also deserved input. But why should Crawford, the Secretary of the Treasury, get an equal voice? Such consensus building was cowardly.

The Cabinet officers joined eyes. We turned to the President and signaled in the affirmative. A moment longer than necessary and he understood. He looked pleasantly surprised.

“The power exists,” he whispered. Then louder, “But is it prudent?”

Our eyes joined again, communicating positions through facial gestures. Crawford, that pig-looking man, settled his stare on me. He sought to lure me into his trap.

“We again agree on the wisdom of such an action.”

“Hardly,” I said.

“Do you mind clarifying your position, Mr. Adams?” the President asked me.

“Granting recognition to the South American republics gives us moral credibility but is a stupid decision.”

“Will it cause a Spanish declaration of war?”

“At a minimum. What prompted this discussion to change our policy?”

“The United Provinces of La Plata have sent an emissary and ask to be recognized.”

“I know, Mr. President. Mr. Clay invited them so he could attack the administration in Congress. The Speaker will do anything to stand centerstage and wreck you, sir. We don’t know if the United Provinces will survive—”

“On the contrary,” Crawford said, “they’ve built a stable government in Buenos Aires.” Calhoun’s left elbow touched the table, pushed to the side by Crawford’s mass. His tobacco-colored eyes studied us both. “General San Martín’s victories in Chile will remove remaining royal encampments in that region.”

“For now,” I said. “The Spanish will regain momentum since Prince Metternich has restored King Ferdinand on the throne in Madrid.”

“You’re making my point for me,” Crawford said. Did he care about the rebels or did he only exist to antagonize me? “We have no reason to fear a war with Spain. Her army is occupied in South America and Lord Nelson destroyed her navy at Trafalgar 12 years ago.” He said to the President, “Intervening for the rebels will lead to a hemisphere of republics. We should relish—”

“The rebels are hardly moral exemplars,” I said. “They’ve just as much blood to wring from their sleeves.”

“How many thousands did Spain kill when reconquering Venezuela?” Crawford asked. “How many civilians?”

“General Bolivar’s Decree of War to the Death states the rebels will execute anyone of European descent unless they actively support him.”

“Who will remember it once he wins the war? Ferdinand’s return changes nothing because Spain is a dying empire.”

“Then why not allow such inevitability to come to us? Why wage an unnecessary war?”

“Because risking war—which isn’t guaranteed, considering Spain’s weakness—endears us to the rebels.” He said to the President, “It can forge lasting alliances.”

“You think I should lead the country into war less than a year after my inauguration?” the President asked. “The last war ended two years ago.”

“A war we won,” Crawford said. “I am not advocating for—”

“You believe recognizing the United Provinces, and the other rebels, leads to war with Spain. Or endangers it.”

Crawford’s head retracted to his shell. “I’m saying we shouldn’t fear—” His words petered away. He wasn’t a serious thinker or advisor. Calling him opportunistic was an understatement. Professional opportunists traded stories about him within their nests. “A potential war would be short and in our interest.”

“How?”

“The Florida Territory is ripe for picking. Spain can’t control it or Texas.”

The President turned to me. Lead the counterargument.

“Presidents Jefferson and Madison each attempted to wrestle Florida from Spain. Each failed and suffered the political consequences.”

“Madison secured a foothold in West Florida,” Crawford said. “Today’s situation is different than theirs. Spain has moved its Floridian troops to South America. That’s why so many slaves flee there and why the Seminoles can invade my native Georgia and scalp my neighbors.”

Calhoun’s eyes narrowed. The President noticed. “You’ve been quiet, Mr. Calhoun. Do you have something to add?”

The Secretary of War inhaled. His shoulders, scrawny as they were, expanded as he donned a stoic mask. “We must remember the Seminoles claim the land in Georgia and the Louisiana Territory that we bought from the Creeks following General Jackson’s wartime victory.” His posture relaxed.

An excellent point. Indian affairs were the Department of War’s prerogative and Calhoun did his research. A competent colleague, at last. He came from South Carolina, the most opinionated Southern state. I was surprised he could operate so methodically.

“It makes little difference,” Crawford said. His hand waved dismissively, causing a draft. “The Seminoles are attacking our citizens and they can do so only because Spain can’t govern the region.”

“I remind the Secretary of the Treasury that American military forces under General Gaines and the Northern Division are already conducting an operation to disrupt the Seminoles clustered near the Georgia-Florida border,” Calhoun said.

“This is irrelevant to the original question,” the President said.

“I have made an adequate argument for why we shouldn’t fear provoking war,” Crawford said. Adequate. Crawford aimed for mediocrity and failed to reach it. This defined his existence and was why I left our meetings with headaches. One could not help but escape his presence worse than before.

“You’re ignoring the most important factor,” I said. “Europe will not sit calmly as we destroy Spain’s empire. Particularly the Holy Alliance.”

“Can the Alliance cross the Atlantic?” Crawford asked.

I asked the President, “Are these the questions you wish to weigh, sir? Over recognizing a band of rebels?”

“Answer the question,” Crawford said. “The Holy Alliance is made up of Prussia, Austria, and Russia. Of those, only Russia is a naval power but they don’t even have a warm-water port to access the eastern Mediterranean.”

“And if Britain joins them?”

“Britain opposes the Alliance, which exists to promote absolute monarchy. Not even George III believes in that.”

“Must I give you a history lesson? Must the Secretary of State look upon the Secretary of the Treasury as his pupil?” I asked. Crawford chuckled. “Britain partnered with the states forming the Alliance to thwart Napoleon’s attempt to rule the world. It was at that time that Napoleon kidnapped Ferdinand from Madrid, triggering the uprisings across Mexico and South—”

“This is disgraceful,” Crawford said to the President.

“Mr. Crawford is correct, Mr. Adams,” the President said. “Speak with a tone becoming of a Cabinet officer.”

Still more pain within my eyes as my muscles contracted with anger. I reformulated my thoughts. Crawford wouldn’t let himself be persuaded. I spoke to the President and Calhoun and maybe the others.

“The United States of America exist between two extremes. We state that our citizens must surrender a portion of their sovereignty to a representative government that will act on their behalf. The Holy Alliance rejects this vision. They believe that God placed monarchs on Earth to rule the rest of us. They conflate us with French revolutionaries—” Turned to the President, who supported that revolution two decades prior “—and with Napoleon, who they hold responsible for plunging Europe into a war that lasted a generation. But the French Revolution is the other extreme. The people’s sovereignty could never be granted to institutions in even a limited—”

“This lecture is unnecessary, Mr. President,” Crawford said.

“It is necessary,” I said. “We must appreciate that the Alliance wants to keep the peace in Europe and prevent a duplication of the French Revolution and Napoleon. That they see the South American rebels and us as part of the same movement. A movement which we call freedom and they call anarchy.”

“Britain is more liberal than the Alliance. She—”

“They joined together against Napoleon and they’ll do it again if they see us, a rising nation, waging a war of conquest against the Spanish Empire.” I said to the President, “Britain has the world’s most powerful navy. Your house is being built for a second time in 20 years because Britain burned it down. And France, where the Alliance reinstated the Bourbon monarchy—”

“You mean to scare us,” Crawford said. “Europe hasn’t recovered from Napoleon’s wars. Six million people died.”

“The Europeans’ taste for war mirrors our own people’s taste for whiskey. I was in St. Petersburg when Napoleon invaded Russia and I witnessed the barbarism that ensued. Europe’s peace does not protect us. They can concentrate their power against—”

“Britain sympathizes with the rebels. She won’t allow Metternich to invade this hemisphere.”

Bang!

The President struck the table. His jaws pushed against his cheeks as his slow mind processed our debate. He was not a bad looking man for his age but his head was too small for his stature.

“Mr. Adams,” he said, “how do you think Lord Castlereagh will react to the collapse of Spanish power in Florida?” He referred to Britain’s Foreign Secretary.

A liquid had built in my right eye for the past minutes. I dabbed it with a handkerchief.

“Castlereagh offered to broker negotiations between us and Spain last year, when I was minister to the Court of St. James. I declined. Britain wants Florida for herself and I suspect her hand in the Seminole raids.”

“So you do support our annexing Florida,” Crawford said.

“Of course,” I said. “But we must do it while avoiding war with Europe. We barely survived the last one.”

“We’re better prepared,” the President said. “My administration has set the Army at 20,000 men, larger than it was before the war under Jefferson or Madison.”

“Britain has 35,000 soldiers in Canada alone, sir. In Europe, fear and respect are the same. We must strengthen our manufacturers and our Navy—” Glanced at Crowninshield “—prove we can stand alone before they see us as an equal.”

The President shifted backward, hands clasped. He mulled over my point. It took him several moments to think through an issue and reach the same conclusion that I would have found in an instant.

“You alluded to my domestic policy.” His eyes aimed downward, his words meant for all. “The press called the present moment the Era of Good Feelings. But our Union almost broke during the war. New England’s open talk of secession was unacceptable.”

“I agree, sir.”

“Let me speak, Mr. Adams.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“That’s all right. The Federalist Party—which was nothing but an extension of Alexander Hamilton and his patrons—is dying. It is a mere New England regional party and I don’t expect it to survive another five to ten years. That gives us an opportunity unknown since early in President Washington’s tenure. I want America to be a republic free of partisanship. No divisions between North and South, between New England merchants and cotton plantation owners. This is one country. A country of free individuals. None of our citizens are oppressed or are deprived of the property they earn. Discord doesn’t belong in our system. My visit to New England this summer convinced them of my intent.” He shifted forward with his arms extended to balance his weight. His eyes focused on Wirt. “We must take the best ideas from all the Union’s corners. I changed my mind on the Bank of the United States to lead by example. A moderate government will attract the nation’s brightest minds and we can sort through their proposals. There will still be some extremists. The Mr. Randolphs of the world. But a new national consensus shall be our legacy. A happy, peaceful, and prosperous Union.”

Silence. No one wanted to challenge the President’s optimism. He did it himself. To Calhoun, “What do you advise regarding the United Provinces?”

Like the President, Calhoun collected his thoughts before speaking. I wondered what his eyes studied behind me and assumed it was the overlapping shades of gray on the coat rack.

“I agree with Mr. Adams,” he said. Wirt and Crowninshield sighed. I was not surprised they’d joined with Crawford. He likely promised them jobs in his administration should he win the 1820 election after destroying the President and me. Or, less cynically, they favored him as a fellow Southerner and could not think beyond regional prejudice. “But I don’t know if I predict a similar doomsday if we recognize the rebels.”

The President nodded. “We’ll defer recognition for now.” Calhoun and I glanced at each other. My first victory as Secretary of State. Validation rang through my bones. Had the President any intention of changing his policy or did he only wish to watch us debate? Either way, I won. “Let us turn to the second question.”

I paused and took a breath and lifted the card. It read:

What should be done about Amelia Island?

Wirt turned to the globe. I tsked with my tongue, a habit I developed as a rhetoric professor at Harvard. He turned back, his brow a misshapen ridge. If he did not enjoy my response he should not have earned it.

“Unprepared, aren’t we, Mr. Wirt?”

“I am merely reminding myself of the island’s—”

“It is near the Georgia-Florida border, right off the Atlantic coast.”

“Pirates have captured the island,” the President said. “It has become the center of their smuggling operation. Should we respond?”

“Is pirate the appropriate label?” Crawford asked.

“What would you call them?”

“Patriots or revolutionaries,” Crawford said. I scoffed. “I’m sincere. A rebel faction called The Supreme Council of the Floridas captured the island and are using it to harass Spanish shipping.”

“They’re pirates,” I said. “They threaten our shipping too.” To the President, “Pirates are pirates, sir. They cannot be tolerated off our flank.”

“What do you recommend we do about them, Mr. Adams?” the President asked.

“We must seize Amelia Island.” Crawford shook his head and I raised my voice. “We must deny the pirates its use.”

“You’re a monarchist, like your father,” Crawford said. My left hand squeezed my right under the table. “Why else would you support Spain over the rebels?”

“You’re mischaracterizing my views.”

“It’s the only logical conclusion from what you’ve said today.”

“Maybe if you could grasp—”

“I am not interested in your continued bickering, gentlemen,” the President said. He retrieved a handkerchief and dabbed his forehead. To Crawford, “I consider those occupying the island to be pirates. Is there a reason I shouldn’t remove them?”

“Yes. They’re allied with the rebels. Removing them will be seen as entering the war on Spain’s behalf and siding with monarchy against the new republics in Venezuela, Columbia, and elsewhere. We would betray our values and poison our relationships with those countries.”

Wirt and Crowninshield nodded. The President returned to his contemplative expression.

“I disagree with Mr. Crawford,” Calhoun said. Words I hoped to hear hundreds of times. “Sympathizing with the rebels does not mean we must tolerate criminals.”

“And if it damages our relationships with the republics?” Crawford asked.

“This is a small incident, sir. It will not cause much confusion about where our heart lies.”

The President’s eyes shifted between Crawford and Calhoun. They landed on Crawford. Have you another point? No? They returned to Calhoun. “What would be the fastest unit to deploy?”

“General Graves and the Northern Division,” Calhoun said. “Graves is engaged near the Georgia-Florida border. We could disengage the division and redirect them—”

“That would leave Georgia vulnerable to a Seminole offensive,” Crawford said.

“Allow me to speak.” Calhoun turned to the President.

“Please continue.”

“The Southern Division is stationed in Tennessee. It could take Graves’ place.”

“Is such a reorganization necessary?” Crawford asked.

“I want to capture Amelia Island as soon as possible,” the President said.

“Isn’t the Southern Division commanded by General Jackson?” Wirt asked.

“Yes.”

“I know his victory at New Orleans made him a hero, but he’s undisciplined. Can we trust him?”

“The Attorney General is right,” Crowninshield said. “Jackson imposed martial law on New Orleans for months after the victory and imprisoned a judge who ruled against him.”

“I don’t see how we can avoid utilizing him if we wish to capture Amelia Island and repel the Seminoles simultaneously,” Calhoun said.

“I agree,” the President said. He asked Wirt, “Does an offensive against the pirates require congressional approval?”

“They menace our shipping. We can say the operation is defensive in nature.”

“As I thought.” To Crowninshield: “Do you have any concerns about establishing naval superiority around the island?”

“No, sir. I don’t expect meaningful resistance.”

“I concur,” Calhoun said. “Casualties will be negligible. Fort San Carlos will be ours by New Years Day 1818.”

“Excellent,” the President said. Crawford frowned, meaning events had taken a proper course. “I’ve one more point to discuss. It regards your department, Mr. Calhoun.”

“Sir?”

“Before you assumed your post, General Graves informed me that the Northern Division was short an engineer and that this might affect the Seminoles operation. I transferred one from the Southern Division to his command. I thought it routine but General Jackson protested that I’d sent the order directly instead of to him. He’s declared that he won’t allow the transfer to proceed without his permission and has instructed his officers not to obey me without his blessing. I reminded him that I am the Commander in Chief and he has to accept my decisions. He disagrees. I fear he will not cooperate with this operation until the situation is resolved. What do you advise?”

All eyes were on Calhoun. The President was testing him. His place in our hierarchy depended on the answer he crafted on the spot. He had it in seconds.

“What if the Department of War enacted a new policy whereby division commanders are sent instructions for them to convey to their subordinates? The Department can hold in reserve the option to send orders directly in case of public emergency.” One of the best minds I had the pleasure to witness. I had to make him my partner. He continued, “This compromise will convince General Jackson that he won his dispute with you while the presidency and the Department of War maintain their dominance over the military.”

The President smiled. I led the Cabinet in battering the table again, closing the meeting.
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I EXITED THE Executive Mansion and heard hammer strike metal and concrete. A cacophony of sound from a city in repair. I inhaled until my lungs strained and my heartbeat slowed. A cold breeze carried away my agitation. I felt like myself again. Afternoon marched toward evening and I wanted to visit the Department of State before the day’s end.

A swishing caught my attention. I saw a young Negro at one of the Mansion’s columns applying white paint over the scorch marks left by British torches in 1814. I judged him to be in his late 20s or early 30s. He wore a green shirt under a yellow vest and a wide straw hat sat by his feet. An expression of content, if not joy. Perhaps mundane.

I approached, holding files behind my back. “Greetings, young man.”

He paused and lowered his brush. “Yessir?”

“What is your name?”

“Peter. What’s yours?”

“My name is John Quincy Adams. I am the Secretary of State.” No reaction. “Do you know what that means?” He didn’t. “Have you heard of the Department of State?” No. “The Department of State manages United States foreign policy and diplomacy. I direct the Department and advise the President on those subjects.” He nodded, trying to understand. “Are you a painter?”

He looked at the brush. “Sometimesss.”

“How would you describe yourself?”

A moment passed. “Master Monroe is my owner,” he said. My nose wrinkled, slipping through my constraints. “He took me and six more from Highland to repair this buildin’.”

“Do you know what this building is?”

“Of cours’, sir. Master Monroe lives here. He’s the President.”

I nodded. “And where do you live?”

“Here.” He pointed at the Mansion. “The other Negroes and I live in the bottom of the buildin’.”

“In the basement?”

“Yessir.”

I gestured to the column. “You’re doing well. Very professional work.”

“Thank you. Sir.”

“Where did you learn?”

“Master Monroe had another Negro teach me. So I could work at Highland.”

“I see. Do you feel—your master—treats you well?”

“Well enouff’.”

“Are you satisfied? With your life?”

Light dissolved from his eyes. His defenses fell. “I guess.” A pause. “Others got it worse.”

“Others of Master Monroe’s Negroes?” A moment and then he nodded. I decided against prying further. “Thank you for the conversation and for your service to our country,” I said.

“Yessir. You too.”

I left the Executive Mansion and turned back to see Peter once more. Anger rose in my heart at seeing a slave toil at the foremost republic’s most important building. Slavery was among man’s greatest evils and incompatible with America’s promise of liberty. I’d never questioned this and I wasn’t alone. The prior generation’s giants, including Father and—regardless of what he did in his private life—General Washington, understood the contradiction and hated it but accepted the compromise as necessary to maintain the Union under a republican government. They predicted slavery would disintegrate in the following decades. Yet 30 years passed since the Constitution’s drafting and slavery flourished. I had no reason to doubt their genius. To the contrary, my peers and I feared that living in their shadow doomed us to mediocrity. So I held my breath for slavery’s end and the Union fulfilling the creed Jefferson wrote over two score years ago.

My office stood at the intersection of 17th and G Street, a short walk from the Executive Mansion. Washington City’s winter was worse than when I’d served as senator a decade ago. A volcano erupted in the East Indies in April 1815. Ten thousand died and temperatures dropped in the Northern Hemisphere. I was in London but heard of snow in New England that summer. The poor farmers and their disrupted harvests. The climate only partially recovered and so I donned my winter gear from my time as minister in St. Petersburg. This drew mockery from Washington’s citizens. Mrs. Adams found their response mortifying but I thought it endearing.

Pennsylvania Avenue was Washington’s most important street, if any of the unfinished roads deserved the name streets. Having served in St. Petersburg, London, Berlin, Amsterdam, and Paris—during the 100 Days—Washington hardly appeared a city, let alone a capital, with its wide distances between buildings. I was still adjusting after a decade in Europe, which was both more developed and wicked.

The war proved that Washington was too close to the water to defend. British flames found the public buildings with little toil. Many feared traitors had helped. The city was amidst reconstruction and slaves did most of the work. Once the architects’ plan was realized our population of 10,000 would surpass a million and until then I and others navigated these bird bones. Its best feature was the lush scenery past the city boundary, reminiscent of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. This was surely the unanimous opinion of our visitors during those years.

Crack!

I’d stepped on a bottle and leapt to avoid glass piercing my boot. I growled at the brown spikes rising from the snow. Whiskey. One report told me most Americans annually drank over seven gallons each. Western farmers were more than happy to fulfill this growing appetite. It was cheaper than water. I was not one to abstain from a drink but moderation was vital to a productive life. Woe to those who rise early in the morning to run after their drinks, who stay up late at night till they are inflamed with wine. They have harps and lyres at their banquets, tambourines and flutes and wine, but they have no regard for the deeds of the Lord, no respect for the work of his hands. Isaiah 5:11.

I continued and saw a candle already lit to illuminate the road. Strange, as the sun hadn’t retired. It was likely a drunkard on duty. I retrieved a cigar from my pocket and lit it with the fire. Ah, warmth. Cigars brought me daily happiness. A stress relief.

I approached my office and saw a strange figure through the snow. She held a Bible in her right hand and extended a pamphlet with her left. I wasn’t interested.

“Sir?”

“Why are you in the cold?” I asked.

“Are you drunk?”

“No—what?”

“Are you—”

“Do you need shelter, ma’am?”

“No.”

“How is your home? Does your husband abuse you?”

“I am quite well. Would you care to discuss temperance?”

“No, thank you.”

“How about slavery?”

“No, ma’am. I must visit my office before dark.”

“I understand.” Her posture sank. “Care for a pamphlet?”

I sighed. “Would it offend you if I decline?”

“Maybe.”

“I already have too many papers waiting in my office.”

A pause. “May I ask what you do?”

“Does it matter?”

“I’d like to know.”

“I’m the Secretary of State.”

Her posture restored itself. “Mr. Adams.” I bowed. Snow hit my neck, which might feel nice if I weren’t already chilled. “Your father is a great man.” I chuckled. She attempted repair. “You might be too one day.” A pause. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“That’s all right.”

“May I ask your opinion on slavery?”

“Must you?”

“You might stand for President one day.”

I hesitated. “Slavery is ancient and simple. Freedom is modern and complex. I’ve no doubt which will survive.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Adams. It’s an honor to speak with you.”

“Likewise, ma’am. Don’t stand out here too long. Find warmth.”

I entered the department building. It housed all federal agencies until the individual complexes were replaced. A boring design, its classical roof and tan brick resembled a school, which it was, given the torrent of information that washed over all of those within its halls. I climbed the wooden stairs to the second floor where the Department of State had five rooms. The spectacled woman who owned a fruit cart by the Department of War’s entrance stared at me. Her face was a cracked timepiece judging me for arriving late to class. I examined her with repressed disgust and yearned for my department to be solitary again.

Our main room was empty aside from Mr. Brent, my right hand who was three years my junior, and a youngster I didn’t recognize. Half a dozen desks sitting in two rows of three controlled the space’s center while file cabinets literally and metaphorically blocked the sun along the rim. Any open space on those pasty walls wielded maps of every continent.

“Where are our clerks?” I asked. “Slade, King, and Ironside. Where are they?” I referred to the men who directed the Bureau of Archives and Laws, the Department library, and the dispersing agent of pardons and passports.

“We received—” Brent paused. His face projected thoughtfulness while disguising cunning. “I sent them out on individual assignments. I didn’t expect you to stop by today. Slade is mailing instructions to our ministers. Ironside’s at the patent office and King’s at the Capitol.”

“All right,” I muttered. I moved toward my private office by the opposite wall and paused. It was ridiculous that each minister required two sets of instructions, one for procedures and one with assignments. I gestured to the youngster. “Who’s this?”

The youngster turned to Brent. Brent said, “This is Matthew Maury. I’ve hired him as a translator.”

“Don’t we already have a Maury?”

“His father is the consul in Liverpool.”

“I see.” I nodded at Maury. “A pleasure.”

“Likewise, sir.”

Brent said, “We received—”

“The clerks ought not leave the office until we’ve restored the Department from its wartime disruption,” I said.

“We have.”

“Your standards are lower than mine, Daniel.” I faced my office but turned back to him. “We need everyone working here. Congress drops more and more chores on us, as though no other federal organ exists. We need to think about the 1820 census. Index the federal and state laws. And so on.” I finally entered my office, leaving the door open if they wished to follow.

My office was bare. I didn’t bother decorating since it was temporary. A bookcase, a file cabinet, and maps of North America and the world on the wall opposite my desk, which sat under the sole window. Lord Castlereagh and other European ministers would weep, not laugh, if they saw it. But a renovation was coming and the plans I formed there would allow my successors’ importance to dwarf theirs a thousandfold.

The daily stack of three dozen newspapers was on my desk. Every day I read them and cut out important articles for my files. The National Intelligencer sat on top. The administration’s mouthpiece. I saw the main story was that New York’s government passed legislation to build a canal in Lake Erie.

“Any developments in the Cabinet?” Brent asked. He stood in the room near the door while Maury occupied its frame.

“Oh, yes,” I said. “It was the most productive yet. The President recommitted to not recognizing the United Provinces.” Maury appeared as though struck in his chest. “Yes?”

He hesitated. Then, “Shouldn’t we recognize them, sir? They carry on our revolution.”

“It’s not that simple. Such an action risks war with Europe.”

“Oh.”

I said to Brent, “The President also decided to capture Amelia Island.”

“Excellent,” Brent said. “What do you think of Mr. Calhoun?”

“I detect great potential in him. He’s clearly ambitious.”

“Could he join our side?”

I smiled. “Perhaps.” I sat behind my desk, lifted the Intelligencer, and read about the canal. It would revolutionize New York State. Governor Clinton pursued it because President Madison had vetoed a large internal improvements bill the day before leaving office in March. Madison claimed the Constitution did not grant the federal government such authority. I didn’t take such a narrow view of government power and agreed with Clinton that internal improvements were critical for our growth.

The Intelligencer contained an interesting wrinkle. Martin Van Buren, Clinton’s foremost opponent in the New York senate, fought the bill by claiming the canal’s construction would raise taxes. Once Clinton acquired the votes for its passage Van Buren switched sides and voted for it. The article called him the Little Magician.

I snickered. A public life must be anchored by virtue. Otherwise it was a wicked grasp for power. Denial was a virtue. Pleasure was a vice. Characters like Van Buren were why most Americans were cynical about politics.

I turned the page. An article about Washington’s reconstruction. One sentence about the new public buildings stood out: a beacon to remind us how much may be lost by false security, or by want of union and energy of action.

Exactly. It was peculiar that Americans declared victory in the late war when the Union almost perished. Our capital fell to ash and Jackson’s triumph at New Orleans didn’t change that.

Brent hovered over me. “Yes?” I asked.

“We received a communication from Mr. Gallatin.” He referred to our minister in France. “King Louis rejects our restitution claims for the six million dollars their navy stole from our vessels during Napoleon’s reign.”

“On what grounds?”

“He claims the monarchy isn’t responsible or liable since the theft occurred under a different regime.”

I snorted. “Mr. Gallatin desires an argument?”

“He does.”

“Tell him to look in Mare Liberum. It—” Turned to Maury. “Write to Mr. Gallatin. Instruct him to look in Mare Liberum. It’s Hugo Grotius’ book about the freedom of the seas. A book of law. He’ll find the answer there.” Maury raced for a pencil and paper. I said to Brent, “A new government doesn’t erase a state’s debt. It can’t. Otherwise every country would borrow money and artificially reestablish its government to avoid repayment.”

“You know it doesn’t matter what we say to Louis. He won’t listen.”

“I know. It doesn’t mean I won’t torture him over it,” I said. Brent chuckled. “Have you read the Intelligencer yet?”

“No.”

“It has an article on our false belief of security. It’s right. But we have an opportunity to ensure that no foreign empire can ever threaten us again.”

Maury returned as my sentence ended. “How’s that, sir?”

“Our population has doubled since ratifying the Constitution and will do so again in the coming generation. That means greater wealth and power. We need geographic security to fulfill our potential.”

“How?”

Brent smiled. “The first of many lectures.” To me: “Enjoy him while he’s ripe.”

“We take advantage of the Spanish Empire’s collapse. Their decline mirrors our rise. Once we have Amelia Island we’ll use it to open negotiations for purchasing the Florida Territory. We’ll also improve our relationship with Britain.”

“I thought you didn’t trust her,” Brent said.

“I don’t. But we can’t resist her and the Holy Alliance simultaneously. Her navy rules the waves so she controls our access to markets abroad. With Napoleon vanquished, she can dedicate her full attention to squashing us.” My cigar was now a stub and I fiddled with it. “No one in Europe blesses our growth. We’ll do it anyway, but it’s impossible without pacifying London.”

I retrieved a knife from a desk drawer and cut out the Intelligencer article. I handed it to Brent. “Archive this for me.” Brent left to do so. Maury followed.

The United States were to dominate North America, meaning Europe’s presence in this hemisphere had to be eradicated. North America was to be one nation, speaking one language and professing one political system. That we would absorb Texas and eventually Canada was as much a law of nature as that the Mississippi should flow to the sea.

Internal improvements would strengthen our economy and trade would bind the world together. Perhaps the New Englander in me necessitated that thought. Free trade and a single, global system of measurement would foster world peace.

A great vision. It was achievable with the right decisions. I had to win over the President. Crawford and Clay would undermine me for their own gain. Calhoun was the key. We’d woo the President together and the three of us would produce victories that earned the public’s support. Then Congress would support us or suffer electoral defeat.

That was my goal as Secretary of State. If I succeeded, the people would see my wisdom and allow me to continue my work as President.








  
  
  III

  
  




MY EYES, STILL irritated, were now heavy as I arrived home and I prayed Mrs. Adams had had one of her good days. We’d rented a house at C and 4 ½ Street. A modest home but our family fit well enough. The neighborhood was uninspired, even by Washington standards, the indiscernible buildings standing in file rows like minutemen awaiting approaching redcoats. Its worst feature was a jail-turned-slave pen a mere block away.

I entered the home and saw that the dining room fireplace embers were abating. George, my eldest, slept nearby. John and Charles, my younger sons, attended Boston Public Latin School and lived with the Welshes, our friends. Two chambers—the dining room and kitchen—were at the front while a cluster of minute bedrooms inhabited the rear. The dining room had a table with six chairs, a cluttered bookcase, and portraits of Cicero and George and Martha Washington.

I approached my son and saw a French study book opened so I couldn’t read the title and painted metal toy soldiers organized for battle. I kneeled and shook his shoulder until his eyes opened.

“Were you studying or playing?”

He groaned. “I was studying and took a break.”

“You don’t have time for games if you’re to enter Harvard as a sophomore.”

“I know, Father,” he said meekly.

“I will make our name proud,” I said in French. In English: “Translate for me.” He failed, barely trying, and I paced about. “Don’t you want to make something of yourself? To get somewhere—anywhere—in the world? To earn my admiration rather than be a burden?” He wept. I stood over him so my words carried greater force. “Control yourself. Be distinguishable from the placenta once attached to you.”

He begged between gasps: “Stop, Father.”

I froze, stressed from my day. I chose to be kinder. “What battle were you reenacting?”

A moment. “General Washington’s victory at Saratoga.”

“Washington wasn’t at Saratoga. It was Gates. You can’t even waste time properly.”

He hugged his legs.

“Work for another hour before retiring for the day. Read scripture before bed. It’s medicine for the soul. We are all, son, unwilling to confess our own faults, even to ourselves. Our consciences either disguise them under false and delusive colors or seek out excuses and apologies to reconcile them to our minds.”

He nodded and I entered the kitchen. A claustrophobic space made worse by protruding counters, stuffed shelves, and a round three-legged table at one end. A pot of stew waited for me. I was too drowsy for hunger.

Ellen and Antoine released their grip on one another. Ellen was our cook and Antoine was a young Belgian man I’d hired as my servant. They were the best-looking pair in the family, though that said little.

“I take it Mary’s asleep?” I asked, referring to my wife’s nine-year-old niece living with us.

“Yes, Mr. Adams,” Ellen said.

“And Lucy?” My wife’s servant.

Ellen hesitated. “She’s in bed.”

“Did Mrs. Adams yell at her again?” More hesitation. “Be honest.”

“Yes, Mr. Adams. Mrs. Adams had another episode.” My head drooped. “She fainted and we put her in your bedroom. She might be awake now.”

I lacked room to express my frustration and so squeezed my fists. “I needed her to have a good day.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

I turned to leave and paused. “You may restore your embrace.”

Our bedroom was pitch black. Curtains resembling a sorcerer’s cape altered it into a lightless mausoleum. Misaligned portraits of our sons and a pamphlet about repairing buggy wheels cluttered a night table while the closet door remained ajar from when I left that morning. Mrs. Adams opened her eyes. Paradise Lost, her favorite book, sat beside her face. Her hair grayer and her body plumper than when we wed. Self-induced stress was a greater culprit than age.

“You fainted?” I asked. She nodded. “Do you need laudanum?”

“No,” she whispered.

“Do you know the source?”

Louder now: “I again instructed Lucy—”

“Do you want her to quit?”

A sigh. “I don’t care.”

“What do you care about?”

“You know the answer. I can’t stop thinking about Baby Louisa.”

My spine used to stiffen at such remarks. No longer. “It was five years ago.”

“As if that matters.” Her posture rose. “She—she was everything. And you, in your heartlessness, you don’t even—”

“Of course I do. I loved our daughter more than anything. But we cannot live within mourning. We still have children to attend to. Lives which must go on. We cannot afford, nor should we want, to be consumed by a single tragedy. We must accept it as a dark chapter and—”

“Do not lecture me. You haven’t the right.”

“A right derived from what?”

“Look at how you treat those dearest to me. Like Baby Louisa. Like Father.”

I shook my head. “Your father was in the wrong. He brought it upon himself.”

“You merely had to pay off—”

“I was not about to allow his creditors to blackmail me, Louisa. To blackmail our family.”

Screaming now. “Instead you allowed for his humiliation. He had to flee London for America, a country whose revolution he supported—”

Joined her screaming. “Do you know the insult to my virtue—”

She scoffed. “Your virtue?”

“Yes, my virtue. It’s my most valuable possession. My life’s foundation. As if I had the money to pay off his creditors when I’m supporting our family on a government salary.”

“He died a broken man. A man who’d been—”

“He lied to us, Louisa. To you.”

A lower octave. “He was the only one who cared. Who ever cared.”

“People care for you.”

“Who?”

“Me.”

“Really?”

“Of course. And our family.”

“They don’t respect me.”

“That doesn’t mean they don’t care.”

“It’s a prerequisite.” She turned to the curtain. “I ask so little from life and I get even less.”

“Self-indulgence is pathetic.”

“I just want a happy family. That’s all.”

“Life isn’t meant to be happy.”

“Yes it is. At least, that’s what I believe.”

“A foolish belief. Everyone feels stress but adults put it aside and keep going.”

A pause. “I should join our daughter beyond the grave.”

“Or don’t listen to me. Whichever’s better.”

I undressed in the mirror and became blue. My handsome days were behind me. Balder and rounder. I mentioned my eye troubles and will inform you of my hands later. I wished to hide from the world and never appear in public again. No one should have to see this.

Some quiet minutes. Then, “Let’s leave for Braintree the day after tomorrow.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Getting away from the city will clear your head. We’ll spend time with my family instead of the vultures circling Washington.”

“Can you afford to leave?”

“No, but your health is more important. I’ll return before the upcoming congressional session.”

“You’re underestimating the time required to visit New England during winter.”

“Not if we travel by steamship. I’ll tell Brent tomorrow that he must run the Department for a few days. He’ll understand.”

“Daniel is a considerate man.” A pause. “Can we visit John and Charles?”

“You can. I won’t have time.”

“They need their father.”

“They’ll have to do without. For now.”








I hope you liked this preview of The Middle Generation. If you want to continue the story, please buy a copy of the complete novel in your preferred format at www.mbzucker.com, Amazon, or other online book retailers.




If you enjoy the novel, please leave a review and check out Zucker’s other historical fiction novels.
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