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On the nineteenth . . .

It was near . . .

Gently, Elisabeth cradled . . .

Many weeks were . . .

She dreamed about . . .

The first days . . .

It was several . . .

The child came . . .

The next time . . .

From the first . . .

The women stood . . .

That winter, when . . .

Elisabeth crouched before . . .

For Auguste Mobile . . .

Every month of . . .

It had been, . . .

Is not man . . .

When the commandant . . .

When it was . . .

No one thought . . .

In the event . . .

She could not . . .

The girl returned . . .

It was some . . .

1719: After

As was customary, . . .

On the bluff . . .

The room, pressed . . .

The child inched . . .

Auguste was late . . .

‘Mlle le Vannes, . . .

Seventeen days later . . .

It was late . . .

And how is . . .

It was not . . .

After the jesuit . . .

After a brief . . .

The port at . . .

They reached the . . .

A messenger had . . .

The savages came . . .

On the fifth . . .

He saw her . . .

The next day, . . .

The year drew . . .

From the plantation . . .

Elisabeth’s child was . . .

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Book

It is 1704 and, in the swamps of Louisiana, France is clinging on to its new colony with less than two hundred men. Into this hostile land comes Elisabeth Savaret, one of twenty-three women sent from Paris to marry men they have never met. With little expectation of happiness, Elisabeth is stunned to find herself falling passionately in love with her husband, infrantryman Jean-Claude Babelon.

But Babelon is a dangerous man to love. Witness to Elisabeth’s devotion is another of his acolytes, Auguste, a young boy despatched to act as a go-between with the ‘redskins’. When both Elisabeth and Auguste find their love challenged by Babelon’s duplicity, the consequences are devastating.
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Every man calls barbarous anything he is not accustomed to; it is indeed the case that we have no other criterion of truth or right-reason than the example and form of the opinions and customs of our own country.

Nothing fixes a thing so intensely in the memory as the wish to forget it.

– MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE


1704

Before


His majesty sends twenty girls to be married to the Canadians and to the other inhabitants of Fort Louis, in order to consolidate the colony. All these girls are industrious and have received a pious and virtuous education. Beneficial results to the colony are expected from their teaching their useful attainments to the Indian females. In order that none should be sent except those of known virtue and of unspotted reputation, His Majesty did entrust the bishop of Quebec with the mission of taking these girls from such establishments as, from their very nature and character, would put them at once above all suspicions of corruption. You will take care to settle them in life as well as may be in your power, and to marry them to such men as are capable of providing them with a commodious home.

– ANNOUNCEMENT TO THE CONGREGATION OF FORT LOUIS,
LOUISIANA, MARCH 1704


ON THE NINETEENTH day of April in the year of Our Lord 1704, the Pélican, a recently captured Dutch vessel of some six hundred tons, weighed anchor and headed for the open sea. Elisabeth stood on the main deck with several of the other girls, her hand raised to shade her eyes as the spires and towers of La Rochelle dwindled against the horizon. It was a fine day, unseasonably warm, the storms of the past weeks washed clean from the sky. Above her the men hauled on ropes or hung like spiders from the rigging, shouting to one another above the sharp slap and crack of the sails, but for once none of the girls spoke, though Marie-Françoise de Boisrenaud reached out and took the hand of little Renée Gilbert, who swayed a little, lettuce pale. Though exorbitantly overloaded, the heavy-hipped ship slid smoothly through the unruffled water, her company of twelve attending gunboats fanned out behind her, the creamy wake unfolding from her stern like a wedding veil.

It should have been over by now, her fate decided. With October barely a week old and a ship readied in Rochefort, the bishop had declared it probable that most of the girls would be settled by the new year. On the day that her godfather was to take her to Paris to meet the coach, she had stood in her attic bedroom, her hand on the iron latch of the window, gazing out through the rain-speckled glass at the crumpled clutter of roofs and chimneys heaped up against the smoke-grimed sky, and she had thought, When the leaves return I shall be married. Beyond the barricades of the weaving mills and the dyehouses, the bare trees ran through the sky like cracks in ice. The window frame was old and warped, the paint peeling in scabs. She ran her finger along the cold loop of the latch as the wind rattled the loose panes, and the draught made her shiver.

From the shop her aunt called her name, her voice wilting on the last syllable. Elisabeth turned away from the window, holding her arms tight across her chest for warmth, but she did not answer. It seemed to her that though she was not yet gone, the room had accustomed itself already to her absence. The bed in the corner of the room had been stripped of its sheets and rugs, its drapes knotted up so that the mattress might be aired. The door to the press hung open, its shelves and compartments empty but for a few yellowed sheets of the paper her aunt insisted upon to prevent the stained wood from spoiling the linens. The ewer and basin with their pattern of faded forget-me-nots had been rinsed and wrapped and put away in the kitchen, and there was no fire laid in the small grate. Even the old writing desk was bare, its curved legs buckling as though they might give way without the steadying disorder of books and pamphlets and catalogues and papers that habitually crowded its surface. Elisabeth stroked its scarred top, tracing the grain of the wood with her finger. Though elaborately carved at the feet, the desk was the work of an unskilled woodsmith, its table insufficiently deep for its breadth, its fragile legs ill-suited to so sturdy a piece. Beside them the squat legs of the ladder-backed kitchen chair straddled the floor with the stolidity of a taverner on market day.

Again Elisabeth heard her aunt calling for her and again she did not answer. Instead she pulled out the chair and sat down. The frayed rush seat had always been too high and it comforted her to feel the familiar press of the desk’s underside against her thighs. Sometimes, on those too few occasions when she contrived to sit here all day, she had undressed at night to find the shape of it printed in secret lines on her skin. The desk was shabby, ink-stained and scabbed with candle wax, its single splintery drawer split with age and clumsily nailed together, but she was filled with a sudden longing to take it. It was impossible, of course. Even if her aunt had agreed to such a notion, each of the twenty-three girls was permitted only a single trunk.

Elisabeth had packed the books herself, taking out some of the heavier linens her aunt had selected from the shop. She did not tell her aunt. Her aunt thought like most women and considered a tablecloth or a set of handkerchiefs of considerably greater value than the words of La Rochefoucauld or Racine. If it had not been for her godfather, she would never have managed to accumulate even her own modest library. A respected merchant, Plomier Deseluse was no bibliophile, considering books a pitiable proxy for the pleasures of company and of cards, but he was both prosperous and good-hearted. When Elisabeth’s uncle had died, he had settled upon her a small allowance from which she might purchase what he referred to as the necessary niceties. It would, he said, serve her until she was of an age to be wed.

‘Elisabeth!’

Elisabeth set her palms flat on the desk. There was an ink stain on the longest finger of her right hand, a pattern of freckles on the back of her left like the five on a die. Her hands at least she might take with her. She closed her eyes. Then she lowered her head and set her cheek upon the desk, inhaling its faint smells of old varnish and ink powder. The King would buy her books from henceforth. The arrangements had been brokered by the bishop, whose diocese of Quebec had recently been extended to contain the new settlement in Louisiana. In addition to her trousseau, each girl would receive a small stipend from His Majesty’s Ministry of the Marine to support her until she was married, for a period not to exceed one year. Deseluse considered the bargain to be more than reasonable. There were perhaps one hundred unmarried men in Louisiana, many in a position to support a wife. The girls would have their pick of them.

Downstairs a door slammed.

‘For the love of peace, Niece, must I shout myself hoarse?’

Without opening her eyes, Elisabeth raised her head a little. Her nose brushed the desk as, very lightly, she pressed her lips against its waxy surface. Then, unsettled by her own foolishness, she rose and walked quickly across the room. She did not turn round as she closed the door behind her and descended the stairs towards her aunt.

Deseluse had been late. As her aunt hastened to greet him, her hands smoothing invisible creases from her skirts, Elisabeth watched the dark shape of his carriage beyond the swirled glass of the windows, heard the impatient jangle and slap of a horse shifting in its traces, the raised voice of a man objecting angrily to the obstruction. The afternoon had darkened, though it was hardly three o’clock, and the lamps were already lit, bright as coins in their buttery brass sconces. In their glow the long polished counter gleamed like a thoroughbred. Elisabeth leaned against the brass measure that ran the length of the counter, feeling its sharp edge press against her belly.

She had loved this shop when first she had come to live here. Accustomed to the frugal plainness of her father’s home, she had thought herself awoken in a jewel box. She had gazed in wonder as her aunt took down the heavy bolts of silk and velvet and gossamer mousseline, billowing them out so that her customers might appreciate their fineness, the grace of their fall. Along one wall of the shop were tiny drawers containing buttons of every shape and hue, buttons of shell and bone and polished metal and every shade of coloured glass that flashed like firecrackers when you held them in the light. She had not known there were so many colours in the world. Sometimes, when she was supposed to be working on her sewing, she had crept into the shop and hidden beneath the counter, aching to dip her hands into the rattling drawers of buttons and throw them into the air, to pull great spools of colour from the reels of ribbons and trimmings and threads so that she might fill the air with their brilliant patterns. She had not thought then that it was possible to be oppressed by the ceaseless cram of colour and stuff, that sometimes, when the day was ended, she would desire only to slip into the lane behind the shop and tip her head back, restored to herself by the grimy grey pallor of approaching dusk.

‘Elisabeth, my dear.’

Plomier Deseluse stepped into the shop, shaking the wet from his shoulders like a dog. His wig, bulky and horned in the old-fashioned style, glinted with rain. Elisabeth bobbed a curtsy, inclining her head.

‘Sir.’

‘Come out from behind there and let me kiss you. It is not every day that I despatch a ward of mine to be married.’

Elisabeth’s smile stiffened as, obediently, she stepped out into the shop and allowed her godfather to embrace her. He smelled of claret and wet wool.

‘Officially I suppose you are now a ward of the King or some such, but we should not let such formalities prevent a fond farewell.’ He took a large handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose loudly into it. ‘This is your box?’ Leaning out into the damp lane, he gestured at the coachman to load the trunk onto the back of the carriage. When the door clicked shut behind him he shivered. ‘Wretched miserable weather.’

‘Please, come warm yourself by the fire,’ Elisabeth’s aunt said hastily. ‘May I bring you some tea? A little port wine?’

Deseluse shook his head.

‘We should leave directly.’ He nodded at Elisabeth. ‘You are ready?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then let us be off. The roads are hardly safe in darkness.’ He bowed to Elisabeth’s aunt. ‘Good day, Madame. My wife wished me to tell you that she shall call on you tomorrow. It seems a woman can never have enough dresses.’

Elisabeth’s aunt bared her teeth in a smile. Her teeth were yellow, a slightly darker shade than her complexion.

‘I hope, sir, that you too shall come back and see us, though Elisabeth is gone. We should be most obliged.’

‘Yes, yes, well, I am sure,’ Deseluse said and he gave his shoulders another brisk shake. ‘Now, Elisabeth, you are ready?’

Elisabeth looked at the smooth gleam of the counter, at the bolts of cloth stacked on their deep shelves, and she thought of the long afternoons when she had thought she might die of the dullness of it. On the wall her shears hung from their blue ribbon, their blades slightly parted. Her fingers twined together, the tips hard against the points of her knuckles.

‘Come along, now,’ urged her aunt.

Slowly Elisabeth turned. The door was open and outside the rain flurried in petulant squalls. Pulling up the hood of her cape, she touched her lips to her aunt’s yellow cheek.

‘Godspeed, Niece, and may God bless you.’

‘Farewell, Aunt.’

‘Write and tell us how you find things. Your cousins shall be curious. Louisiana. Imagine.’

‘Imagine,’ Elisabeth echoed, and she rolled up her mind like a length of ribbon so that she might not.

Of the twenty-three girls, seventeen would be travelling from Paris. Some of the girls had connections to the convents and missions of Paris; others, like Elisabeth, had been proposed to the bishop by patrons of his acquaintance. Twenty-three girls between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, girls of high moral character, not all of them well-born, but all raised in virtue and in piety, fine stock from which to breed a new France in the New World.

Twenty-three girls who might otherwise never be wed.

She knew only that the men of Louisiana were mostly soldiers or civilian officials in the pay of the King. Some were Canadian, the rest French. One of these men would become her husband. She had signed a contract to make it so. For fifteen sols a day and a trunk of linen and lace, she had sold herself into exile, property of the King of France until, in a savage land on the other side of the world, a man she had never met might take her in marriage, a man of whom she knew nothing, not even his name.

If such a fate was preferable to the future that had beckoned her in Saint-Denis, married according to the arrangements of her aunt or confined to repeat forever the same dreary day behind the counter of the mercer’s shop, there was poor comfort in it. It was miserable to be a grown woman, more miserable still to be a grown woman with neither the funds nor the affections a grown woman must have at her disposal if she was to contrive her own future. As a child Elisabeth had liked to lie on her belly beneath the table in the kitchen, a book on the floor before her. It was warm in the kitchen and friendly. She had lain beneath the table and the words in the book and the hiss of the fire and the grunts and slaps above her as Madeleine kneaded the dough for bread had wrapped themselves around her like a blanket, muffling time. When it was dinner the old servant had been obliged to bend over, her breath coming in short puffs as she threatened to sweep Elisabeth from her hiding place with her sharp-bristled broom. Elisabeth had laughed then and tickled Madeleine behind her fat knees and thought how, when she was a woman, she would make her home under a table where the world was all stories and swollen ankles.

Then her father had died and Madeleine had gone and Elisabeth had been sent to live with her father’s sister in Saint-Denis. In her aunt’s house there were boys and wooden crates under the kitchen table where her aunt kept the china, wrapped carefully against breakage. Elisabeth was ten then and hardly a girl at all. Her aunt required her to work in the shop during the day, or to help with the house. Elisabeth read at night beneath a candle that guttered in the midnight draught from the window. Sometimes, when she lay down to sleep, the night sky had already begun to curl up at the edges, exposing the grey-pink linings of the day, and she could hear the heavy wheels of the vegetable wagons as they rumbled down the lane. Her aunt complained about the candles and rebuked Elisabeth for yawning in the shop, but the old woman was weary too and her heart was not in it.

A husband was another matter. When she was married, Elisabeth thought, even the nights would not be her own.

The box was large and flat, tied about with string. At his master’s instruction, the coachman set it on the table in the main parlour of the coaching inn. Though the taverner had informed them that several of the other girls were already arrived, the room was empty and ill-lit. The fire in the grate smoked and beneath the choke of it the inn smelled strongly of soup and spilled brandy.

‘Well, go on then,’ Deseluse said, his spirits somewhat restored by the arrival of a large glass of Madeira wine. ‘Open it.’

Elisabeth hesitated.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Proof if any was needed that no one ever learned wisdom from reading books,’ the merchant observed drily to the taverner, and he pressed a coin into the man’s palm. ‘Why don’t you open it, my dear, and see for yourself?’

Elisabeth did as she was told, lifting the lid from the wooden box. The silk inside was a milky green, the green of the tiny jade tiger that the bookseller kept on his desk in the shop behind the cathedral. The tiger had been brought from the Orient by the bookseller’s brother, against its will Elisabeth supposed, for its curiously human face was contorted into a furious scowl. She would never again enter that shop, she thought suddenly, never again hear the arthritic jangle of the bell over the door as it opened or breathe in the smell of dust and leather and patent medicines that caused her nose to wrinkle and her heart to lift, and she fumbled with the box, striking her wrist painfully against its sharp edge.

‘Take it out,’ her godfather urged, and he leaned into the box and scooped clouds of green into her arms. The quilt spilled from her embrace to sweep the floor, the cool silk heavy with feathers. The taverner whistled.

‘Goose,’ Deseluse said. ‘From the Périgord. The finest down in all of France.’

Elisabeth stroked the quilt and the heaviness of it was like the heaviness in her chest.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘A wedding present,’ he said. ‘With a good wife beside him and a good quilt on top of him, a man may sleep like a king.’

‘Better still the other way around,’ the taverner rejoined with a leer that, at the merchant’s frown, he quickly adjusted to deference. ‘May I fetch you another glass of that, sir?’

When the taverner was gone, Deseluse took the quilt from Elisabeth and laid it carefully across the back of a wooden settle.

‘There is something else in the box too. Something I was given that I thought might amuse you. Here, let me.’ He reached into the crate and drew out three heavy volumes bound in tooled leather. ‘Handsome bindings. Worth a few livres I shouldn’t wonder.’

Elisabeth’s hands reached out like a beggar’s.

‘For me?’

‘Well, they are not for that impudent taverner, that is certain!’ He turned the top volume on its side so that he could read the spine. ‘Essais Volume I by Michel de Montaigne. With two and three to follow, if you have appetite enough for them.’

Elisabeth gasped as, without ceremony, he hefted the three books into her arms. Montaigne’s Attempts. Her father had spoken to her of Montaigne, had called him one of the great sages of the modern world, and it had immediately intrigued her, that a man of eminence would label his life’s work so.

‘Attempts!’ Deseluse declared, shaking his head. ‘It would appear that Sieur de Montaigne had a thing or two to learn about salesmanship.’

But Elisabeth did not laugh.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered and her voice shook a little. ‘I – I don’t know what to say.’

‘Heavens, my dear, they are only books. Thank you will do very well.’

Much later, after supper when at last she was able to escape to her room, Elisabeth opened the first volume. The pages were uncut, the book folded in on itself like a secret. Elisabeth ran a finger over the inked lettering of the frontispiece and the urge to cut the pages was like a stitch in her side. But she did not. She thought of the other girls in the parlour and she twisted, constrained even in recollection by the sticky, stifling bounds of their obedient inconsequentiality, and she told herself – not yet.

All through the months of waiting in Rochefort, when the war with the English necessitated delay upon delay and she thought she might die of the other girls and their prattle, she had not succumbed. The volumes remained in her trunk uncut. Sometimes at night, for comfort, she took them onto her lap, stroking the leather bindings, running her finger over the fine gilded lettering. On the voyage, perhaps, if it was bad and she could not endure it, perhaps then she might permit herself the first chapters. A mouthful or two, just enough to sustain her.

She would keep the rest for Louisiana.

Now, the wind-fattened sails bulged contentedly as the ship traced a wide arc away from land. The dark stain of the sea widened and spread. Far off on the horizon, the port stretched narrow, no more than a ravelled thread hemming the sky before it pulled tight. Then it was gone.

The girls shifted, murmuring among themselves. Pulling herself up on to the rail, Elisabeth leaned out, stretching her neck into the wind. Beyond the prow the sea spilled over the lip of the horizon, tipping them towards their future. Elisabeth wrapped her arms around the rail, tasting salt and the nostrum sting of tar, and thought of St Augustine, who believed that the earth was as flat as a stove lid and that it floated on water like a slice of orange. Astronomers had proved one thousand times over that the world was a globe, but still she found herself thinking of the place where the oceans ceased, the sigh of the ship as it was borne over the fall into the abyss.

Slowly, in a shuffling line, as though shackled together, the girls trailed back towards their quarters. Elisabeth did not follow them. In the distance a dark smear above the indigo line of the sea looked like land. She knew it was not land. Ahead of them stretched the Atlantic sea, one thousand inscrutable leagues of water and wind and English warships. Beyond that, if they should survive it, lay the islands of the New World.

Elisabeth stared out to sea for a long time. In Rochefort the townsfolk had called Louisiana ‘the drowned lands’. They muttered of a barren swamp inhabited only by boy soldiers and wild Canadian hunters, a pestilent wilderness stalked by wild animals and wilder men. Above her, on the orlop deck, animals rattled and stamped in their cramped pens. The hold was too crowded to accommodate them, packed tight with muskets and gunpowder, barrels of flour and wine and bacon, bolts of cloth and miles of rope and twenty-three trunks crammed to bursting with the newly acquired necessities of a stranger’s bride. When at last she turned away, squeezing her eyes shut, the brightness of the sun repeated itself on her darkness in patterns of red.

Behind the narrow ladder that led to the foredeck, she drew the book from her pocket. The wood smelled of salt and warm varnish. Elisabeth drew her knees up to her chest, making a kind of lectern of them, and fingered the fraying ribbon that marked her place. Homer’s Odyssey, translated into French. A cheap cloth-bound copy, printed on cheap paper.

‘An epic journey,’ the bookseller had said when she paid for it.

‘Except that Odysseus comes home,’ she had replied, and she had hurried out of the shop before he could answer.
   

IT WAS NEAR the end of September and still the heat was insufferable. They lay beneath a palmetto shade, but even out of the direct strike of the sun the air was viscous, too thick to breathe. The boy squirmed on the pile of reeds that served as a bench and scratched fiercely at the insect bites on his chest. His eyes ached in the bleached-white afternoon. The screech and hum of the dark forest pressed itself into the cracks between the beating of gourds and shrieking of flutes and the caterwauling that passed for singing. There was not the slightest stirring of a breeze. Inside his too-tight boots, his feet were swollen and raw with heat and blisters. He had grown a full inch in the months since leaving La Rochelle and the sleeves of his shirt barely covered his wrists. The Louisiana sun had burned the backs of his hands red.

In his home town of La Rochelle, down by the wharves where the curses of the sailors spiralled in the sea-salty breezes like stalks of straw, they had called the savages peaux rouges, redskins. Kicking at coils of rope as he loitered, the boy had imagined a race of scarlet men, bright and smooth as cherries. But in this, as in so many other things, he had been disappointed. The savages were not red. They were brown. Some had a coppery hue, but most were just brown. Their skin was drawn all over with tattoos, as though they attached their limbs to their bodies with yards of black twine. Even their faces bore patterns, some so frantic that it was difficult to distinguish the ordinary features of eyes and mouth. Their hair fell in heavy braided tails down their backs, adorned with bouquets of feathers. They made no attempt to cover themselves. Their nakedness did not shame them. When they danced and stamped and sang, disporting themselves with their gourds and their drums, their cocks slapped the scrawl of their thighs and the chords in their necks strained against the webbing of their inked skin.

Their women were barely more modest. They covered themselves only with a strap upon which was placed a one-foot-wide sash of fur or bristles, painted red, yellow and white. Their breasts swung and shifted as they walked, the older women’s slack and empty, the nipples large as a palm, the younger ones round and high, bouncing a little so that it seemed to the boy that they winked at him. He stared at them, ashamed and angry at the agitation they aroused in him.

Like their menfolk, the female savages were snarled with tattoos. Many had stripes of black the full length of their noses and down their chins, dividing their faces in two like trees marked for felling. Their scribbled-on skin was greased with bear oil, their black hair too. When one of them bent before him to offer him a slab of the rough yellow cake that passed among their kind for bread, the sharp musky reek of her caused him to flush and he was stricken by the sudden and powerful urge to strike her, the blood itching in his clenched fists. It was well known that the savages were as carelessly carnal as animals.

He sank his hands into a platter of pumpkin as she stood and moved noiselessly away. Her bare toes were ringed with circles of dark dots. He thought of the time in La Rochelle when he and his cousin Jean had hidden behind his uncle’s house and watched as his uncle raised his new aunt’s skirts and pressed her against the wall, his stubby fingers scooping her breasts from her stays. Jean had nudged him so hard then that he had fallen noisily against the wall and his uncle had heard them and come after them with a rod. He could not remember the beating but he remembered his aunt’s blue-white breasts and her thick white thighs, the skin puckering as she tightened them around his uncle’s waist.

Heaping food onto his plate, the boy ate swiftly, urgently, in the savage manner, without a spoon. The juice from the pumpkin was sweet and thick as syrup. He lifted his plate and drank it, then wiped up the last sticky smears with a wad of cornbread. Only when the meal was over and the savage women were gathering up the empty baskets and clay dishes did he raise his eyes and stare again at the sway of their breasts, the hitch of their polished buttocks as they walked. The carpenter, watching him, whistled and several of the men laughed. The boy shrugged and his neck reddened as he spat his contempt into a curved palm.

Later, when the fire of the sun had burned itself out and night drifted against the split-log palisades that encircled the settlement, the savages danced again. They made a ring of twenty or thirty and, to the sound of a whistle and a drum made from an earthen pot and a strip of deerskin, they danced into a line and then back into a ring. The boy thought of the sailors in La Rochelle, the vigorous jigs scraped out on the fiddle, the gold in their ears and in their teeth. The night was illuminated by torches of bound cane twice the height of the tallest man and as wide around. The savages’ faces shone in the orange glow. Shadows jumped against the palisades and the dark mound of the temple where they kept the bones of their ancestors all piled up like an unlit fire. The drums beat louder, rattling like sticks between the boy’s ribs. In the huts of the warriors hung the shrivelled scalps of their enemies. The skin was yellow, the hair as brittle as dried seaweed.

When finally the dance was finished, the men were taken to their sleeping quarters, an upended beaker of dried mud with a roof of palmetto leaves. At the entrance to the cabin a young savage woman waited, her hands clasped together. She wore a mantle loosely around her shoulders and, beneath its hem, a small child clung to her leg, its cheek against her thigh. Speaking a few words in her own tongue, she gestured at the group of men, asking them with her hands if they had all that they required. The ferret-faced carpenter from Nantes made a show of shaking his head vigorously, thrusting the finger of one hand through the circle made by his forefinger and thumb on the other. The men laughed and groaned, slapping him on the shoulder as they pushed him ahead of them into the cabin. Inside bearskins had been laid by way of cots upon the packed earth floor.

At the threshold, drawn by some impulse he could not explain, the boy turned towards the savage girl, one hand fluttering out from his side. The girl hesitated, her eyes dark and shuttered, and the shells in her ears gleamed. The boy parted his lips as though to speak but he said nothing. He let his gaze drop. Slowly the girl bent down and lifted the child onto her hip, her heavy black plait falling over one shoulder. The infant twined its arms around her neck, its legs around her waist, pressing its face against her cheek. The girl raised her head once more towards the boy, like a deer scenting the air. Then, drawing the child closer, she walked away into the darkness.

The men were restive that night. It was widely known that the chief of the savages had offered to the commandant as many women as there were men in the party and that the commandant had refused him, setting his pale arm against the chief’s dark one and gesturing with his hands to indicate that the flesh of one should not touch the other. From the pallet next to his, the carpenter leaned over and jabbed the boy in the ribs. His finger was sharp as an awl.

‘’Course, it’s worst for you, ain’t it?’ he jeered. ‘For a man of your appetites and experience, the lack of it must be torture!’

The men laughed as the boy cursed and hunched himself into a ball.

‘I think the infant is crying,’ one of the others taunted.

‘Fetch a woman to suckle him,’ said another.

‘Fetch one for each of us!’ protested a third.

Amid the laughter the blacksmith they called Le Grand noisily passed wind. The men laughed harder. The one with the scar beneath his eye, whose work the boy did not know, slid a flask of eau-de-vie from his pocket and passed it around. When it reached the boy, he snatched it up and drank with a practised toss of his wrist, steadying himself against the burn in his breastbone. The carpenter began a lurid tale of a pair of doeskin breeches and two red-haired seamstresses from the Vendée. As the flask emptied, the men’s tales grew wilder, the coarse words thickening the darkness like flour. From his place at the centre of the circle, the boy listened and his scalp prickled with scorn and longing.

Later, as the men mumbled and snored and a mosquito sang its high-pitched whine like a secret in his ear, the boy lay awake, his hands still and his throat dry, waiting for the headache that threatened at the base of his skull. He was accustomed to sleeplessness. In La Rochelle, in the screened-off bedchamber the boy had shared with his five brothers and sisters, he had leaned out of the narrow window when the others were asleep and watched the shift and jostle of the masts in the harbour as they scraped the star-barnacled sky.

Now he lay upon his back, staring up into the night, and the tears seeped from him like sweat. On the ship there had been other boys like him, four of them in all. Together they had learned how to mend rope and wash decks, to scale the rigging in all conditions, to read a compass and to endure without a sound the regular beatings of the boatswain. At night they had boasted in whispers about the adventures they meant to have in the New World. They worked to gain their passage, nothing more. Not one of them meant to stay a sailor.

The first to fail had been the band’s self-appointed leader, a gap-toothed whelp with a pirate’s swagger and hair the colour of apricot preserves, who had reminded Auguste powerfully of his cousin Jean. The boy had grown feverish shortly after the ship had set sail from Havana, where she had stopped to take on supplies; even as he succumbed to delirium, the other two had begun to complain of chills and pains in the back and joints.

By the time the passengers disembarked at Massacre Island, all three of the other boys, and several of the ship’s crew, were dead.

They stayed in the village for three days, during which the savages sang and danced three times a day. Though the afternoons brought violent thunderstorms, the heat did not break. But the commandant showed no sign of haste. He was a slight man with a fair complexion, almost undersized, but though he was hardly twenty years of age there was an authority to him that was not easily disregarded.

While it was his older brother and founder of the colony who was acknowledged as the finer soldier, it was widely agreed that in matters of politics and diplomacy it was the commandant who held the advantage. The heat and caprice of the wild lands did not diminish him, nor did the strange ways of the savages discompose him. His father had departed Dieppe for New France as a young man, and all twelve of his sons had been familiar from birth with the singular language of the Huron savages who were the Canadian settlers’ closest allies. The southern tongues were not like Huron, but the commandant’s mouth had adjusted itself quickly to their strange shapes. Whether dealing with man or savage he bore himself always with a quiet assurance, as though nothing could occur that he had not already anticipated.

He made no objection to the savages’ rituals. On his chest he bore a tattoo in their fashion, a twisted mass of vipers with forked tongues, inked by a Pascagoula during preparations for war. Though he hated tobacco, he always smoked the pipe of peace they called calumet, drawing several long puffs in the manner of the chief. It was an outlandish-looking thing, the calumet, a hollow length of cane decorated all over with feathers so that it resembled several fancy ladies’ fans tied together.

When the commandant permitted the savages to smear white dirt in circles upon his face, the boy was ready to snigger, had his hand cupped in readiness, but, when he sought about him for an accomplice, the men’s faces were blank. Le Grand was the only one to catch his eye, his face creased with a warning frown. Awkwardly the boy looked away, his cupped hand thrust stiffly into the sheath of his armpit.

On the third day a savage offered his back to the commandant, who, to the boy’s astonishment, bowed his head and climbed upon the red man’s shoulders. Another savage held his feet, and in this manner they progressed to a stake sunk in the centre of their village, while the other savages made noisy music with drums and calabashes filled with pebbles. When they reached the stake, the commandant was set down upon a deerskin, his back towards the chief. The chief placed his hands upon the commandant’s shoulders and rocked him as though he were a fractious infant that would not sleep. Each warrior of the tribe then approached the stake and struck it hard with a wooden club that the men called a casse-tête, calling out in their own tongue.

At last they were finished. The boy rubbed his eyes with his fists and tried not to yawn. It was so very hot. His eyes stung and his head felt dull, heavy and swollen. He had a sudden memory of his mother on a hot day, snoring on a stool outside their house, her head tipped backwards, a dish of thick green beans set between her thighs. Stealing up on her, Jean had placed one of the bean pods in her open mouth and run away. They had watched from behind the tavern wall as she spluttered and woke, spitting the bean from her mouth and upsetting the dish in her lap. He remembered still how foolish she had looked, scrabbling in the dust for the beans, and the anger that had scoured the base of his throat. He had ducked behind the wall so that she would not see him, but Jean had stood there with his hands upon his hips, openly laughing at her. His mother had said nothing. She had not struck him nor had she informed Jean’s father of his son’s offence. The people of La Rochelle had considered his mother a weak and silly woman.

The boy set his chin on his knees, staring at the ground. A little way off a black insect about the length of his finger rested in the dust. With its long folded legs, the insect resembled in shape the grasshoppers he had caught in France, though it was much larger. The boy wriggled forward on his bottom, trying to get a closer look. The creature’s head was long with wide-set eyes and a pronounced jaw like the head of a horse. The boy wondered if it stung, then if it was injured. It seemed so still. On its back four small wings gleamed vivid purple. The insect twitched, shivering on its grass-stem legs. The boy flinched. Then it was gone.

Squatted in a half-circle on their haunches, the savages watched in silence as the commandant had two of his men unload the presents they had brought and set them out upon the skins. The boy watched too. The presents were for the most part commonplace items: knives, axes, small mirrors, copper rings, combs, kettles, glass beads, even hats and stockings. The stockings were red.

Without rising from their haunches, the savages shuffled closer to the array of gifts, reaching out to touch with one finger the teeth of a tortoiseshell comb, the silvered handle of a mirror. The commandant placed a string of beads in the chief’s lap. The chief held it up to the sky, blinking as the glass flashed darts of green light. The boy thought of his sister, then. There was a dress that she had had once that she had always said would look fine with a string of green beads. He could not remember the dress or whether it too had been green.

Marguerite had been the kindest of his sisters. She would be married by now and living with the butcher on the rue d’Armagnac. Only the baby Jeanne would be left at home. The boy thought of his mother, nudging the cradle with one foot as she bent over her darning. She had cried sometimes from the bruises, the tears little shards of ice in the rough wool. He blinked, shaking his head clear as the chief laid down the green necklace and stood to inspect the remainder of the presents. Several of them he picked up and examined more closely. The largest kettle had a dent in its belly.

One of the savages, bolder than the rest, suddenly took up a hat and placed it upon his head. Then he stood. Apart from the hat he was quite naked, his coppery skin glossy and almost hairless. The commandant nodded gravely and clapped his hands and, when
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I first came across the story of the first French settlers in America when researching my previous novel, The Nature of Monsters, which is set in London in the same period. In 1720, London’s nascent stock market had crashed when the South Sea Bubble had spectacularly burst. Paris’s own stock market had collapsed just six months earlier in similar circumstances, driven by the spectacular rise and then fall in the value of shares in their great trading company, the Mississippi Company. Living at a time when shares were soaring in value, while house prices spiralled ever upward and governments claimed that such growth was indefinitely sustainable, my curiosity was piqued by the hubris of Europe’s first – but hardly last – speculators.

More captivating still were the tales of the women who became known as the ‘casket girls’, young girls of marriageable age who were sent from France to Louisiana as wives for the colonists. Paid a stipend for a year or until they were married, whichever was the shorter, these girls embarked upon a perilous voyage of several months, sold as brides for men they had never met in a country of which they knew nothing. Already the seeds of Elisabeth’s character were starting to take hold.

By 1703, when the Pélican set sail from La Rochelle, Louisiana had been in French hands for only two decades. The French had established New France in the north in 1608, but it was not until 1678 that a Frenchman, Cavalier de La Salle, was charged by Louis XIV with the exploration of the areas south and west of the Great Lakes, making him commander of any forts he might construct there. The following year La Salle began the descent of the Illinois River, eventually reaching the mouth of the Mississippi. There, in April 1682, he erected a cross and claimed the territory as a French colony, naming it Louisiane in honour of the King.

However, when La Salle attempted to return to the Mississippi two years later, the mist was thick and he failed to locate it. Though he built a fort at Biloxi Bay, his men were mutinous and murdered him in 1686. It was to be another twelve years before Pierre d’lberville, a Canadian from the Lemoyne family of Normandy, sought permission from Louis XIV to occupy Louisiana. With his brother, Bienville, he left France in the autumn of 1698, at the head of a fleet of five ships, determined to establish an outpost to secure the French claim to the Mississippi River. Besides officers and soldiers, Iberville brought four families of colonists to settle the land.

Iberville constructed his fort at Mobile Bay, where the island that he named Massacre Island offered protection and adequate harbour, and moved there most of the garrison previously posted at Biloxi. When he returned to France, he left his brother, Bienville, in charge as the fort’s commandant. By 1704 the town consisted of eighty wooden cabins roofed with palmetto, with a population, including soldiers, of fewer than two hundred souls.

From the outset, the colony struggled. Louisiana was a territory many times larger than France, stretching from the mouth of the Mississippi for three thousand miles north, taking in the present-day states of Louisiana, Mississippi, Arkansas, Missouri, Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin and Minnesota, as well as parts of Canada. This vast land mass was uncultivated, largely unexplored and inhabited only by tribes of Native Americans. No one knew what treasures it contained, most of France had no notion of where the colony even was, but rumours described it as a kind of paradise, rich with gold and silver and awash with precious stones.

But the area chosen by Iberville for settlement was poor, the soil too sandy for the successful raising of crops. The wheat that the Frenchmen had brought from France came up well, but the damp climate rotted the ears before they could come to maturity. There were fertile lands farther inland but no one dared risk his life there alone. Besides, the French had not come to Louisiana with the intention of tilling the soil. The first settlers were not farmers nor hardy pioneers of the English type, but city dwellers, mostly poor and unskilled, who had crossed the ocean with dreams of instant riches, of fabulous mines and tame buffaloes. They had no intention of scraping a living from the land. Instead they dragged out an idle existence around the forts of Mobile, and to a lesser extent, Biloxi.

Everyone, including the officers and soldiers, traded with the Indians and the Canadians who came down from New France. They raised a few cattle, pigs and chickens; in summer they hunted and fished. Otherwise they waited for the ships from France to bring them what they needed. But the mother country was distracted by war in Europe and her resources were more urgently required elsewhere. To find serviceable ships and supplies to send to Louisiana was an almost insuperable problem, to the extent that Louis XIV seriously considered abandoning the colony. To those who were there, it must have felt as though he had already done so. In winter when food was scarce, they threw themselves on the mercy of the Native Americans. One Frenchman, Picard, was said to have taught the women of the Colapissas to dance the quadrille in exchange for a dish of sagamity.

It was with great excitement, then, that the colonists greeted the arrival in 1704 of two ships from France, the Loire and, some months later, the Pélican. The ships brought supplies, soldiers and, of course, twenty-two girls who would, Iberville hoped, give solace to the dissatisfied men and form the basis for an eventually populous colony. He had originally asked Pontchartrain, then Minister of the Marine, for one hundred girls, but a lack of funds, not to mention the difficulty of convincing ‘young and well-bred’ girls of the advantages of life in Louisiana, made a less ambitious number more feasible. Certainly the demand for wives far outstripped supply. All but one of the girls aboard the Pélican were married within a month.

The Pelican’s passenger roll still exists today, and many of the names upon it appear in this novel. Elisabeth Savaret is herself the amalgam of two real-life passengers, Elisabeth Deshays and Gabrielle Savaret, though the situation of her marriage to Jean-Claude Babelon is entirely imagined. We have little information about the details of these women’s lives, for the women of Louisiana kept no journals of this time and any letters they may have written are few and far between. Their lives are mapped only by the stark records of marriages, baptisms and deaths contained in the Mobile parish register.

These show how commonly infants did not survive beyond babyhood, which prompted some to claim that the Louisiana climate made women sterile. The records also show that it was common for colonial men and women to marry three or four times, and that it was not unusual for a widow to remain unmarried for only weeks before finding a new husband, though, as in France at this time, a wife was always referred to by her maiden name. Interestingly, under Louisiana law, established in 1712 in line with the law of Paris, a wife enjoyed a number of economic protections; even in a first marriage, a husband did not acquire full rights to his wife’s property, while, in any subsequent union, he enjoyed no marital power over her assets at all. In the novel Elisabeth’s slave therefore continued to belong exclusively to her even after her marriage to Fuerst; Vincente’s estates too remained entirely hers. This continued to be the case until the Spanish took control of the colony in the 1760s.

The lack of women caused significant headaches for both Bienville and the colony’s priests. Not only did many Canadians live openly with women of friendly nations, they also raided villages indiscriminately in pursuit of slave concubines. Traders exploited this by establishing a black-market trade in sauvagesses, seized in the interior and sold to garrison members as slaves. Children of mixed white and Native American blood, known as mestifs, are not uncommon in the records of baptism (Pierre Charly, the merchant, whose mixed-race child is discussed by the wives in the novel, was a real person), while interracial marriages, though not sanctioned by the Church, are also in evidence, referred to as marriages naturel. While mutually agreeable partnerships were made, there were also incidents of rape and other brutal treatments, especially by the Canadian coureurs-de-bois. It seems reasonable, therefore, to assume that the situation faced by Elisabeth Savaret, in which her husband took their slave as his lover, was not unknown.

Elisabeth Savaret is not the only character in the book based loosely on a real-life character. In March 1703, after Bienville had assembled the chiefs of the Choctaw and the Chickasaw nations in Mobile to promote a tripartite alliance, the Chickasaw took a French boy, Saint-Michel, back with them to their village. The boy was charged with learning the Chickasaw language so that he might serve as interpreter to those French and Canadians who passed through, and with keeping a close eye on the Chickasaw, whose friendship with the French was far from certain. Saint-Michel was one of four boys distributed in this way around the most important nations in Louisiana and likely, at fourteen, the oldest. By the time he went to live among the Chickasaw, he had already been in Louisiana some time and had learned the Ouma language.

Two years later, Saint-Michel found himself at the centre of a major diplomatic incident. In 1705 the French learned that the English had persuaded a number of Chickasaw warriors to seize several Choctaw families who were visiting Chickasaw villages, thereby stirring up old enmities and causing a split in the carefully constructed alliances of the French. When the Chickasaw chiefs discovered this complicity, they went to the French and explained the situation, blaming the Choctaw raid on a few renegade warriors. The Choctaw were furious. They declared the Chickasaw perfidious and claimed that they had betrayed their French friends by burning Saint-Michel at the stake.

The Chickasaw chiefs flatly denied this rumour. The Choctaw therefore proposed a test: several Chickasaw runners would be sent to bring the boy back to the Choctaw village as proof that he was alive and well. The Chickasaw chiefs, meantime, would be held in the Choctaw village as hostages. The Chickasaw agreed to these terms. What they did not know was that the Choctaw had sent their own runners in pursuit of the Chickasaw, to murder them before they could reach their own village. When the Chickasaw runners did not return, the Choctaw slaughtered their Chickasaw hostages, and thus extracted their revenge for the Chickasaw attack. It was of course a trick – young Saint-Michel returned to Mobile unharmed in the winter of that year.

This quicksand of duplicity and shifting alliances that underpinned what passed for diplomacy in Louisiana is central to the novel. History has been generous to the French colonists, suggesting that in their dealings with the Native Americans they were more enlightened than their English or Spanish counterparts. There is no evidence of this. It was rather a matter of pragmatism. With woefully insignificant military muscle (in 1713 there were a mere sixty-seven soldiers in the Mobile garrison, ten of whom were too old or infirm to serve), the French had to exploit the military strength of the largest nations or see the hinterland between the Appalachians and the Mississippi fall to the English, who, richer and much more numerous, exerted relentless pressure from their colonies along the Eastern seaboard. Indeed, Bienville was quick to set the tribes against each other if it served French interest, and boasted of one conflict that ‘it has not cost one drop of French blood, through the care I took of opposing those barbarians to one another’. Given the paucity of French supplies with which to purchase friendship and the better quality and prices of English goods, his adroitness in managing these alliances to French advantage was nothing short of remarkable.

Relations between the French and a number of their Native American neighbours eventually grew so warm that some nations, including the Houma, relocated to the coast to facilitate trade, and Bienville’s envoys travelled regularly up the Mobile and Mississippi rivers, as Babelon did, to purchase maize from the nations there. It was not long before Bienville was accused of profiteering from the sale of native food and, in 1708, a commissary was sent by Louis XIV from France to investigate the claims against him. The inquiry, though rigorous, failed to elicit sufficient hard evidence and the matter was quietly shelved. These days historians tend to agree that the accusations against Bienville were not entirely unjustified. The illegal trading in the novel is an invention, then, but one that might bear more than a passing resemblance to the truth.

Certainly the scandal that accompanied the trial in France not only discredited Bienville’s family but also the colony in general, and went some way to explain why the Crown was content to sell the claim upon it to a wealthy private financier, Crozat, in 1712. Crozat ploughed more than 1.5 million livres into Louisiana, and specifically into the search for mines. But in 1717, faced with a massive tax bill and in the absence of a single significant mineral find, he was obliged to relinquish his concession and the colony returned to the Crown.

Meanwhile Louis XIV had died in 1715, leaving his country more than two billion livres in debt. In desperation, the Duc d’Orléans, who was to act as regent until the five-year-old Louis XV might come of age, turned to a Scotsman, John Law, to reverse the country’s fortunes. Law proposed the creation of the first national bank in France, financed by shareholders and underpinned by the most powerful conglomerate the world had ever seen, the Mississippi Company, with exclusive rights to all commercial interests in Louisiana. To ensure the success of his venture, Law granted large concessions of land to influential noblemen and pledged to supply to the colony seven thousand new French settlers and three thousand African slaves.

Law’s Louisiana propaganda machine was immense. France’s official newspaper, the Nouveau Mercure, wrote rapturously of a latter-day Eden, cooing over its temperate climate, its fertile soil, its rich seams of gold and silver. In 1719 the newspaper described New Orleans as a prosperous town of ‘nearly 800 very comfortable and well-appointed houses, each one of which has attached 120 acres of land for the upkeep of the families’, while the quantity and purity of the mineral finds exceeded that of ‘the richest mines of Potosi’. ‘Nothing almost is wanting,’ one journalist declared, ‘but industrious people and numbers of hands to work.’ Investors stampeded Paris. In a matter of months, the share price rose from 150 livres to more than 10,000.

Meanwhile the colony was struggling to stay afloat. By the end of 1717, only five hundred prospective colonists had set sail for America. At least one nobleman, like Vincente’s dead husband-to-be, wrote imperiously to the Ministry of the Marine to send him a wife, but enthusiasm for such emigration was already on the wane. Though Bienville banned colonists from returning to France without his express permission, rumours of the miseries in America inevitably found their way back to the motherland.

As the stream of voluntary colonists dried to a trickle, Law was obliged to fulfil his obligations to the colony through force. Prisons were emptied; gangs of bandoliers scoured the country for beggars and vagabonds, receiving a bounty from the Company for each one arrested. Louisiana became a dumping ground for undesirables, smugglers, criminals and prostitutes. When the Mississippi Company finally crashed in 1719, Louisiana had become in the French imagination a kind of hell on earth, a vast pestilential swamp where the midday sun struck men dead, the natives were all cannibals, and the frogs were so big they ate children whole.

In 1720 the Banque Royale folded, and Law fled France. In a bid to straighten out its affairs and to appease its impoverished shareholders, the Mississippi Company implemented drastic cuts. The remaining settlers of Louisiana suffered dreadfully. Law’s paper money had penetrated the colony, and when his bank collapsed, it lost 80 per cent of its value. Supplies were in pitifully short supply. A pair of stockings in poor repair, for example, which in France would have cost six sols, in Louisiana cost six livres – one hundred times as much.

Famine and fever continued to devastate the colony. Then, in 1723, a terrible hurricane devastated the new capital of New Orleans. Crops were ravaged, farms blown away and three ships in port completely wrecked. For a period of months there were two deaths a day in the settlement. As the colonists sought to drown their sorrows, drunkenness and gambling became so excessive that Bienville was obliged to outlaw gaming altogether.

But the colonists rallied. By the end of 1724, they had rebuilt the town, this time partly in brick. Though Law’s legacy was hardly the one he had hoped for, his Mississippi Company had transformed Louisiana. Between 1717 and 1720, of the thousands that undertook the perilous voyage to Louisiana, more than half died en route and hundreds more on arrival from disease or starvation, but the population had grown from four hundred to nearly five thousand. Slaves had been introduced by the hundred and the establishment of sizeable plantations had begun the vital process towards self-sufficiency.

The French Crown was to cling on to her American colony, through war with the Natchez and other Native American nations, until 1763, when the Treaty of Paris ceded the territories to the east of the Mississippi to England, those on the western side to Spain. France would not regain control of the colony until 1800, and her triumph was brief. In 1803 Napoleon sold Louisiana to President Jefferson for $15 million, or four cents an acre, doubling at a stroke the size of the United States. Upon completion of the agreement, Napoleon declared that ‘this accession of territory affirms forever the power of the United States, and I have given England a maritime rival who sooner or later will humble her pride’. Though divorced from their newly acquired compatriots by their religion, customs, law, governance and language, the descendants of those first French colonists, by now known familiarly as Creoles, would surely have derived some comfort from that.
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