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Chapter One — The River Bride
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New Orleans, 1838

The city breathed in a warm, damp rhythm that Eloïse Moreau felt all the way through her bones as she stepped off the gangplank and onto the boards of the wharf. Behind her, the Atlantic journey had left her hollow-eyed and sickly pale, and she clutched a small wooden cassette against her chest as though it might steady her. The air here was stifling, thick with the scent of salt and swamp and a sweetness she could not place at first — magnolia blossoms crushed under the boots of stevedores unloading cargo.

She lifted her eyes to the city beyond the levee: a jumble of wrought-iron balconies tangled in trumpet vines, crumbling brick walls stained by decades of river mud, shutters clapping in the humid breeze. Horse carts rattled past, their wheels throwing up clumps of straw and filth. Somewhere, a street preacher bellowed in French about salvation, while a man with a bright red waistcoat picked pockets from the steps of the St. Louis Cathedral.

Eloïse had been raised in a house of quiet, of painted porcelain and sun-warmed stone walls on her family’s modest Bordeaux estate. Her father, once a gentleman of land and lineage, had fallen from fortune in the endless grind of wars and bad harvests. They had sold off the tapestries, then the wine cellars, then even the parlor pianoforte, until the only dignity left was to place their daughter in the care of the Ursuline sisters.

There, within gray convent walls smelling of candle smoke and starch, Eloïse had learned to stitch linen as fine as a queen’s, to read novels forbidden to other girls, to keep her face composed behind a veil of obedience. But in quiet corners, she had dreamed of more — of carriages, of candlelight, of a husband who might love her gently.

When the sisters told her she had been chosen for a sponsored passage to Louisiana—respectable young women sent to make solid marriages in a growing American city—the old name clung to it, even now, a hundred years after the first filles à la cassette stepped onto the New Orleans levee. Eloïse accepted with both hope and a fear so deep it twisted her stomach.

The “Casket Girls” were legend by then: daughters once sent across the sea with a small trunk—a cassette—holding what little their families could spare for a dowry, promised to men hungry for wives and stability. The city had changed, the flag above it, too—but the promise remained the same: a chance to rise, to find security, perhaps even love.

The sisters warned them in cool, unflinching voices:

“Most of you will wed men roughened by work—traders, clerks, river hands—some older than your fathers. You must meet your duties with good hearts, and endure what you must.”

At night many girls wept, frightened of the unknown husbands who might claim them—men they could not picture except as hard-handed and practical. The stories that lingered from earlier passages—Eloïse shivered to remember—told of matches that failed, of girls returned bruised or broken, and of others simply gone, their names crossed out in a careful hand. Yet the ledgers also held quieter endings: wives who found their footing, homes that steadied, and lives that, somehow, opened like doors. 

But fate, or Providence, had spared her.

Henri Marchand had come to the Ursulines with a request: he wanted no line of desperate, weeping girls, no public mass wedding where the entire colony would gawk at them as if they were animals being sold. He wanted one. And he had seen a miniature portrait of Eloïse, her delicate profile captured in watercolor by a convent sister, and sent a letter of approval along with a donation so generous the Mother Superior had near wept with gratitude.

“You will have a private ceremony, child,” they had told her. “He is a man of means. Be grateful.”

So she had stepped into the cathedral with Henri by her side, her trembling hands folded around a borrowed prayer book. Candles blazed against the blue-painted vaults, and bells rang with a sweetness that nearly broke her heart. The priest’s voice was gentle, almost fatherly, as he bound her to Henri Marchand, a man of forty with kind gray eyes and a calm, measured smile.

He did not smell of sweat or rotgut whiskey like the others. He smelled of citrus cologne and river spice, a note of new leather. His touch was careful. When he took her hands, he bowed slightly, as though she were still the daughter of a baron rather than a girl bought for the price of a ship’s passage.

In the months that followed, Eloïse found herself surprised again and again by Henri’s quiet decency. He lived in a neat townhouse on Royal Street, the balconies draped with iron lace, overlooking a court where orange trees bloomed. The parlor was lined with books in French, and he urged her to read them. At night, he would trace the lines of her face with gentle fingers and tell her stories of the river — the great Mississippi that roared like a living thing, the barges stacked with corn and grain, the fortunes waiting to be made upriver among the new settlers.

“Whiskey,” he would say, eyes gleaming. “Whiskey is a river of gold, chérie. The land above St. Louis will make us kings.”

He taught her to read grain prices, to calculate weights, to balance shipping accounts. At first she blushed, insisting a wife had no business with such matters, but he only laughed and told her there was no other soul he trusted so much.

In those moments, Eloïse felt safe. Henri had given her fine clothes, lessons in English, a maid to dress her hair. But more than all that, he had given her respect, and in time, affection that felt like the beginning of love.

As seasons passed, Henri began to plan. There were rumors from traders along the levee that the distilleries in Peoria were growing hungry for grain, that the town was building new storehouses and mash houses by the month. Land was cheap, river traffic constant, and the taste for whiskey endless among the rough frontier men and the new immigrants. Henri wanted in.

They would travel there, he decided, as soon as the spring floods cleared. He would meet with a German distiller who had arrived in Peoria from Cincinnati, and perhaps buy into a new partnership.

“We will build a name for ourselves, Éloïse,” he whispered one night, lying with his head on her lap as she smoothed the graying hair back from his brow. “One day, your children will be river royalty.”

Though fear flickered in her heart, Éloïse nodded. What could be worse than returning to France in disgrace? And Henri was strong, clever — she trusted his vision.

On the morning of their departure, she stood on the levee with the scent of boiled coffee and fried beignets lingering in the air, watching the steamboat churn black water into a spattering foam. Her traveling gown was a soft blue merino, carefully mended, with a matching bonnet lined in satin ribbon. At her waist, she pinned a locket with a miniature of her parents, a talisman against the unknown.

She looked back only once, at the lacy balconies and cypress-shadowed streets of New Orleans, remembering the candlelit wedding, the safe evenings in Henri’s arms. Then she turned to face the river, where fortune — and perhaps ruin — waited to test her.

They boarded together, Henri pressing a soft kiss to her cheek, and the deck beneath her shoes shifted and trembled as the engines roared to life. The great paddlewheel spun, water exploding into a white rooster-tail, and the steamboat began to pull away from the wharf.

Above them, a shrill whistle screamed, and seagulls scattered into the gray sky.

Éloïse felt her heart surge with a mingling of terror and hope so intense it nearly made her dizzy. In that moment, she could see their whole future drawn before her like the river itself — shining, winding, dangerous, unstoppable.

She would never know if that was a blessing or a curse.
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Chapter Two — The Golden Road
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Spring, 1843

The steamboat Belle Royale churned upriver, her twin smokestacks coughing thick clouds of coal smoke into the humid sky. Beneath Éloïse’s feet, the deck vibrated with a steady, throbbing rhythm that made her stomach twist with unease. She had tried to sleep on the thin ticking mattress in their private cabin, but the constant tremor of the engines rattled her bones and left her thoughts in a state of restless worry.

By day, she watched the world change beyond the railings. Gone were the graceful iron balconies of New Orleans, replaced by endless stretches of green, broken only by stands of cypress draped in gray Spanish moss. The air smelled of river mud, sharp and tangy, mingled with the smoky sweetness of wood fires from hidden cabins along the banks.

On deck, traders paced with bulging purses, card sharks dealt crooked games to careless deckhands, and a preacher with a ragged black Bible railed against the evils of liquor. Pigs squealed in slatted pens, headed for Saint Louis. Barrels of molasses, flour, and whiskey were stacked high, lashed tight with hemp ropes that creaked with every turn of the paddlewheel.

Éloïse kept to the upper promenade deck, where the air was fresher and the view grander. Each day she would slip from their cramped cabin, her blue gown carefully brushed and her bonnet tied with neat bows, to stand at the rail and watch the river. Sometimes she saw other steamboats churning past in the opposite direction, loaded with cotton bales and sour-faced families fleeing debts farther north.

Henri would join her in the afternoons, a glass of brandy in his hand, pointing out towns and landings as they passed.

“There,” he would say, gesturing with that confident sweep of his hand. “See that bend in the river? Beyond it, in a year, there will be a grain elevator taller than a church. The frontier is growing, chérie, hungrier every month. And whiskey will feed them.”

Éloïse would nod, though a chill sometimes crept up her spine when he spoke. There was a light in Henri’s eyes — the gleam of a gambler, not merely a trader — and though he loved her gently, there was no mistaking that he would risk everything to win his river kingdom.

In quiet moments, Éloïse would open her cassette trunk, checking and rechecking the small comforts she had carried from France: a lace collar, a prayer book with her mother’s name scrawled in the front, a tiny silver brooch in the shape of a lily. They felt foolishly fragile here, in a world of steam engines and rough-shouted orders.

One evening, a storm blew down from the north, hard and sudden. Thunder cracked across the river like a musket shot, and the sky split open, emptying black sheets of rain over the Belle Royale. Crewmen scrambled to lash down cargo, and Éloïse nearly lost her footing as the boat lurched violently. Henri grabbed her arm and steadied her, pulling her against his chest as the wind howled through the open promenade.

“You are safe with me,” he told her, lips brushing her hair. “The river bows to no man, but I know how to ride its moods.”

She tried to believe him. But even in his warm embrace, Éloïse felt the boat strain against the current, felt the trembling of the paddlewheel as it fought the swollen water, and wondered if any man truly commanded this river.

The next morning dawned bright and deceptively calm. Mist curled above the muddy water, ghostlike in the early sun, and a fresh breeze swept away the stink of coal smoke for a blessed hour. Éloïse stepped outside with a new resolve, determined not to show fear.

Down on the lower deck, deckhands scrubbed soot from the whitewashed railings while children darted between barrels, laughing. A red-faced cook bellowed for more firewood to keep the boilers burning. Henri leaned over the rail, studying a battered map of Illinois, while beside him, a thin man in a canvas coat waited patiently.

The stranger caught Éloïse’s attention at once. He had a look of hard-earned cunning, the kind of look a thief might carry, but he doffed his hat politely as she approached.

“Madame Marchand,” he said, the French phrasing awkward on his tongue. “An honor. I am Mr. Samuel Hardin, grain broker. Your husband and I have business.”

Henri beamed, oblivious to her suspicion.

“Éloïse, Monsieur Hardin has contacts in Peoria. He may help us secure a bonded warehouse — storage for the whiskey barrels once the grain comes in.”

Éloïse smiled politely, though something about the man set her teeth on edge. His eyes were too quick, scanning her, then flicking back to Henri with a calculating glimmer.

“Peoria is changing fast,” Hardin continued. “Land is cheap, the river trade wide open. But you must move quickly, Monsieur. There are other buyers. And not all of them play fair.”

Éloïse felt a chill. There was something behind those words, a warning or a threat, she could not tell.

After Hardin left, Henri wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her back toward their cabin.

“Do not fret,” he soothed. “These river men love to talk in riddles. All bluster. We will be fine.”

But Éloïse could not dismiss the sour taste left in her mouth. The journey, she realized, was more dangerous than she had ever dreamed.

That night, she could not sleep. Henri lay beside her, breathing evenly, but the creaking timbers and rhythmic hiss of steam seemed to crawl beneath her skin. In her mind’s eye, she saw Hardin’s too-bright eyes, heard the whistle of the wind through the ropes, and imagined what might happen if they failed.

In the dark, she reached for the tiny silver brooch in her trunk, closing her fingers around its cool metal petals. Her mother’s voice seemed to echo through the years, telling her to be strong, to remember who she was.

“You are Moreau,” she whispered to herself, “and no river will swallow you.”

Days passed in a blur of riverbank towns, muddy landings, and quick stops to load cargo. Each place was a study in contrasts: tin-roofed taverns and ramshackle boarding houses squatted beside grand brick courthouses and fine new banks. Along the docks, farmers haggled over prices while card sharks fleeced them clean.

Sometimes Éloïse caught a glimpse of other women — Irish wives, mostly, in threadbare shawls, herding children and clutching battered baskets. Their eyes were sunken with fatigue, their hands raw and cracked from work. She felt a rush of pity, mixed with a cold dread. Had the convent been right? Would this be her fate if Henri fell or abandoned her?

On the sixth day, Henri called her to the side of the deck where a man in a flat-crowned hat waited. He was broad-shouldered, with thick hands that looked as if they had been stained by grain dust since birth.

“Madame Marchand, I am Johannes Müller,” he introduced himself in careful English. “My father was a cooper in Frankfurt. Now I build barrels on Water Street in Peoria.”

Henri beamed again, pleased.

“Müller here will build the barrels for our whiskey trade, Éloïse. Good wood, tight bands. A fair man.”

She offered Müller a warm smile, grateful for once to meet someone who did not radiate hidden danger.

“Welcome to the river,” Müller said with a small bow. “You will find Peoria rough, Madame, but there is good opportunity there.”

Her heart fluttered with cautious hope. If Müller was honest, perhaps this venture could truly blossom.

That evening, as the sun burned low and the water turned molten gold beneath them, Henri took her hand and led her along the deck. A fiddler played near the stern rail, and a few couples danced on the boards, their boots scuffing in time to the lilting, homesick tune.

“Dance with me,” Henri murmured, and she let him pull her close.

They moved together, her cheek against the rough wool of his coat, the river breeze tangling her hair. Somewhere beneath the music, she could hear the deep thrum of the paddlewheel, the river’s endless breath carrying them toward a future she could only barely imagine.
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