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Paris, 1720. The Hospice of La Salpêtrière is overrun with 'difficult' women.


Halfway around the world, on the American frontier, French settlers are in want of wives. At the asylum, a list is drawn up: eighty-eight women of childbearing age to be shipped to New Orleans. Among them are Charlotte, Geneviève and Pétronille - a sharp-tongued orphan, an accused abortionist and a rumoured madwoman.


They make the voyage over the ocean, knowing nothing of the harsh and extraordinary lives that await them, or how they will come to love and betray each other time and again in this wild and beautiful land.


Bold, thrilling and startling intimate, PELICAN GIRLS is a powerful vision of female friendship, identity and desire, and the choices women make in their unshakeable will to survive.
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Julia Malye is the author of three novels published in France; she works as a creative writing instructor at Sciences Po Paris and as a translator for Les Belles Lettres publishing house. In 2015, she moved to the United States to study the craft of fiction and graduated from Oregon State University's MFA program in 2017. Since 2015, she's taught writing to hundreds of students, both in the United States at Oregon State University, and in France at La Sorbonne Nouvelle, and Sciences Po Paris. Pelican Girls is her English-language debut, which she wrote concurrently in both French and English, and is being translated in twenty-five languages.









Praise for Pelican Girls


‘Stunning, moving and remarkable, Pelican Girls is more than a novel, it’s an act of advocacy for human rights and for historical acknowledgement. Julia Malye has found a rich and compelling voice’


Nguyen Phan Que Mai


‘A marvellous achievement, an immersive and moving novel, as beautifully written as it is impeccably researched’


Jess Walter


‘A feat of sublime imagination, every page a wonder . . . unforgettably rich and sensual’


Elizabeth McKenzie


’Richly imagined . . . A vivid portrait of displacement and resilience’


Anna North


‘Moving in every way: a celebration of complicity and love among women . . . makes you feel that you are reading one of those literary classics that make you believe in contemporary fiction again’


Pilar Quintana


‘Haunting, heartbreaking . . . a look into the lives of women who’ve had everything taken from them, but still manage to go on’


Virginia Reeves


‘A tale of female friendship unlike any I’ve come across before . . . as incredible a feat of research as it is a daring work of fiction’


Elle’s Best (and Most Anticipated) Fiction Books of 2024
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In 1720, a ship called La Baleine left the French Atlantic coast, carrying women of childbearing age, raised or jailed at the Parisian hospital La Salpêtrière. Ready to sacrifice anything to avoid further social persecution, these women traveled to La Louisiane at a moment when female settlers were desperately needed in “the Mississippi,” as this land was then also known by the French. They reached the colony in 1721. Inspired by their story, this novel is a tribute to all these courageous women who, for too long, have remained in the shadows of American and French history.









PART I


At first they are blinded. It’s the New Biloxi sun, uncommonly bright for a January afternoon. Then the women’s eyes clear, and the white beach and its motionless crowd appear, tanned and emaciated men standing on tiptoe. In the canoes, the girls hold on to one another. The soles of their shoes have grown so thin that they can feel the rough wood under their feet. When the sailors stop rowing, a few yards from the shore, some women attempt to stand in the wobbling pirogues. The humid air sticks in their throats like wet bread.


For the first time in three months, they can finally see the sand that the water hid from them while they crossed the Atlantic, the bottom of the sea finally showing itself earlier this morning as they disembarked from La Baleine and crossed Ship Island’s beach—the contorted driftwood abandoned along the waterline, the rats crawling in the dunes and sneaking between the girls’ ankles before scampering off again. Some thought that the journey was over, that La Louisiane was nothing more than this tiny island. No one bothered explaining to them that the boats can’t drop anchor in New Biloxi, that its water is too shallow. Since they left Paris, the women haven’t been told much.


Now they lean over the gunwale, peering into the sea. Rocks, shells, fish: bright and fast, shiny in the corner of your eye. When one of the girls screams, the others, startled, look around and shift in their seats. There is a splash, and the girl tries to reach for the canoe that just capsized. But a nun is already grabbing her by her arm, and two oarsmen right the pirogue, and her serge dress spreads under the surface like black ink, and she tries to stand and seems about to cry but knows that none of the others can help anyway.


So the women do the only thing they can, take one another’s hands—and jump.
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PARIS
MARCH 1720


Marguerite


Marguerite has to make a list. She folds the general attorney’s letter, tries to find the right position to lay her bad leg—with the rain of the past few days, pain has swollen from her toes to her thigh, budding all the way up to her fingers. It’s the evening hour when the women have been sent to bed, when the sisters have stopped bringing in their daily supply charts, when the artisans have closed their shops. Even the female prisoners locked in the loges aux folles have fallen quiet. Marguerite takes her headdress off. She shouldn’t be in her office after sunset. By now she should be sitting in her garden, under the blossoming mimosa, with its thick bouquets that remind her of gentlemen’s wigs. There, surrounded by daisies and asphodels, even after all these years, she can forget what La Salpêtrière really smells like.


She opens a thin folder. Her hands have become clumsy, shake unexpectedly, and last year’s list almost escapes under the desk. She catches it before it reaches her lap. For the past fifteen months, she has been choosing women who would be sent off to the Mississippi. Her first list pleased the general attorney; now Monsieur Joly de Fleury writes that the governor of La Louisiane in person has requested more girls. Marguerite brings a candle closer to the paper. For this new list, she isn’t sure where to start.


The selection process used to be different. Transferring female prisoners to the colony was her idea: not so long ago, she was free to pick whomever she saw fit. There wasn’t enough room anymore at La Salpêtrière, not enough dormitories for those who really needed a shelter. Beds were taken by creatures who would never change. It had been a matter of figuring out whom she’d rather get rid of first—poisoners, knife wielders, rebels, or witches. Out of the two hundred and nine girls she selected last year, she has a particularly distinct memory of the conspiracy theorist, the one who had spent her time at the women’s prison yelling sinister words at the king. Marceline Janson. Off she goes.


But this year, no one from La Grande Force can be shipped away. M. Joly de Fleury insisted: Governor Bienville does not want any more prisoners. Instead, around ninety fertile, soft-spoken, capable girls. Which means repentant women from La Salpêtrière’s Maison de Correction or girls from its orphanage, La Maison Saint-Louis. She immediately pictures twelve-year-old Charlotte Couturière, the red-haired orphan with the beautiful voice, traveling to unknown, barbarous La Louisiane, a land that inspires more fear than wonder in Marguerite. No, not Charlotte. She’d keep the child safe at La Salpêtrière; in a few years, she could become a sœur officière here. Marguerite tells herself that she needs stronger women for the Mississippi.


She stirs her feather in the ink. The conspiracy theorist had a sister, much younger, not yet rotten. Marguerite tries to remember the sibling’s first name. Antoinette? No, it begins with “E,” perhaps. She thinks of her own sister, of the way people always struggled to understand how the strict Superioress of La Salpêtrière and the elegant Marchioness d’Argenson, wife of a retired chief of police and mother of the current one, had grown up in the same house. Under Passagers de La Baleine, she writes: 1) Étiennette (ou Antoinette ?) Janson—entre 15 et 17 ans.


Only eighty-nine to go. Marguerite leans back in her chair, and the pain bubbles all the way up from her feet to her neck. In the pot, the ink remembers the circles her feather drew.


“Madame?”


On the other side of the door, the woman repeats the word plaintively, interrogation the only tone her voice knows. Mademoiselle Bailly is aware she shouldn’t be disturbing her after compline, the last prayer of the evening.


“Qu’y a-t-il—what is it?”


The wooden door creaks as her new assistant steps in. Mlle Bailly’s movements mirror the way she thinks—gracelessly, meticulously, without taking any risks.


“What is it?”


“The supervisor of the loges aux folles reported new cases of rat bites.”


“Tell me some real news, Mlle Bailly.” Marguerite hates the fear she reads in her assistant’s eyes. She wishes she’d just solve this rat problem on her own.


“It’s the demented woman,” Mlle Bailly finally admits. “Émilie Le Néant. Yet another one of her tantrums.”


Marguerite brings her bad leg closer to her body. “Can’t the guards do anything? What about the sister in charge?”


“They tried. She won’t stop.”


Of course she won’t. A month ago, Marguerite ordered that the girl be kept away from any sacraments. A lost case who would blaspheme at the view of any books, convinced that they were Bibles.


“The other women are starting to become agitated.”


Marguerite presses her hands on the desk to stand up. They can’t manage without her. Lately the thought comes back more and more often, and she always feels a hint of pride, of relief. Then exhaustion and fear kick in. She shakes her head when Mlle Bailly takes a step toward her.


“Let’s hurry, then,” Marguerite says.


They can’t hurry. Marguerite does her best to cross the Cour Lassay as fast as she can, but they have to stop when they reach the Saint-Louis Church. By now night has fallen, hugging shadows around the guards on duty and a few workers hurrying off to their homes. Marguerite leans against the wall, waiting for the pain to cool down.


“Shall we?”


They cut through the Old Women Building to the Cour Sainte-Claire, where cobblestones catch her walking stick. On their right, only one window is lit in the Workshop for Young Women. La Salpêtrière, her city, stretches on forever tonight. As they walk on to Rue des Gardes, noises pierce through the silence: cries from the dormitories, grunts from the pig pit, insults from the Archers’ Building. La Grande Force towers on their left. There is something vicious, foul, about this neighborhood that always gets to Marguerite. If she had overseen the construction of La Salpêtrière, she would have built the women’s prison at the far end of the town, where the Kitchens and the Cour des Chèvres currently are. She’d rather have goats at the heart of her hospital than the deranged.


“Superioress,” Mlle Elautin calls.


The guards’ voices lower as the sister in chief of La Grande Force holds the jail door open. A candle throws a lunar light on her cheeks, but her black bonnet disappears into the dark. The cavy smell of the humid corridor, fresh and nauseating, slides down Marguerite’s throat.


“I told Mlle Bailly that it wouldn’t be necessary to bother you,” the sister in chief says. “It seems like Mlle Bailly isn’t yet used to the noises here.”


“It doesn’t matter now,” Marguerite says, and her assistant looks at her like a dog who has just been petted. Upstairs, someone calls for more wine, for Pierre or Jean, then simply for help. “Tell me what happened.”


“One of the other prisoners calmed her down,” she says.


“Someone entered Le Néant’s cell?” Mlle Bailly asks.


Marguerite gives her assistant an annoyed look.


“Of course not. Then you’d have a good reason to call on to our Superioress,” the sister in chief says.


“Who calmed her down?” Marguerite asks.


“A woman called Geneviève Menu.”


Marguerite is usually good at forgetting about her sister. But Lucie was the one who had this Geneviève Menu arrested and sent to La Grande Force two months ago, warning Marguerite about her former washerwoman’s viciousness—Lucie, who never missed an opportunity to remind Marguerite of her ties to powerful men. Before Lucie’s son followed his father’s path and became the new chief of police, during Lieutenant General de Machault’s brief tenure, Marguerite had found it easy to deport women of her own choosing; now the head of the authorities bears once again her sister’s last name. That Lucie should come to her mind even once a day is usually enough to irritate her—her walking stick almost hits Mlle Elautin’s dress when she raises it toward the prison, La Grande Force.


“Allons, show us the way.”


As they cross narrow yards, outdoor cells that shrink the sky, Marguerite tries to remember more about Geneviève Menu. Her mind could hold hundreds of names and faces when she started her service here. She still sees Charlotte Couturière’s baby eyes, wandering from her to the supervisor of the orphanage, that January night of 1709. But somehow Marguerite simply cannot recall the circumstances of Menu’s recent incarceration. They never met, that much she knows. Now all Marguerite can remember is feeling frustrated with her sister, that Lucie should once again dare tell her what to do with her residents. The sister in chief’s keys land in her palm, as cold and black as fresh mussels.


“Le Néant is in solitary confinement, all the way in the back.” Mlle Elautin hands the candle to Marguerite and a guard helps her pull the door open.


She presses her hand against her nose. It’s the week of the month when the dormitories smell like metal and moist skin. Every winter, the drain that runs on the east side of La Salpêtrière flooded when the waters of the nearby Seine raced too fast and too thick; it left the jail soaking in the kind of odor that feels as solid as dried mud or bird droppings—something penetrating that Marguerite knows will stain her dress, sneak under her bonnet. In the dark, she can hear movement inside the cells, masses moving in the straw, a low sob, but none of the screaming that she expected. She stops at the end of the corridor.


At first she doesn’t notice anything amiss. The light of her candle crosses the first cell and ripples against the bars of the door’s threshold. Then it hits: a knocking, repetitive and restless, insistent. It is a sound Marguerite knows—more than once in La Crèche, she has seen babies banging their heads against their baskets, rocking themselves to sleep with little blows that should have been mothers’ strokes. Le Néant too lies motionless, asleep. Her ankles seem thinner where the chains hold them; her naked body is covered with goose bumps and shreds of a worn-out blanket. The noise continues.


When Marguerite raises the candle to the next cell, she finds a kneeling shape, knuckles red as they pound on the wall. The prisoner doesn’t stop, not when the light falls at her feet, not even when she turns her head toward the door and lets her washed-out eyes rest on Marguerite, who stares back just long enough to notice the blood vessels that draw an intricate web around the woman’s blue irises, to feel the pain reawaken in her own leg. When she walks back to the sister in chief, she can’t be sure who turned away first—she or the woman who used to work for her sister.


“Do what’s necessary to have the poor creature dressed,” Marguerite says when she reaches the door. “And please transfer Menu to La Maison de Correction dormitories.”


Mlle Elautin seems about to speak but doesn’t. Mlle Bailly timidly offers an arm that Marguerite holds on to all the way up to her quarters. Back at her desk, she adds a second name to La Baleine’s passenger list.


The first time Marguerite stepped into La Salpêtrière, the General Hospital was thirteen years old. She was eighteen. For the last time in her life, she wore a cyan dress, with embroidered silver threads that circled her wrists like handcuffs. Her hair was still the color of a cut-open apple left to breathe on a kitchen table. Marguerite hadn’t chosen to become a sœur officière, but she was determined not to go home, not to follow her sister into marriage.


The year was 1669. Molière’s Le Tartuffe was finally allowed to be played. On a warm April afternoon, in front of a mute crowd, Louis XIV kissed the feet of twelve poor people. The day before Marguerite left the capital for La Salpêtrière, Lucie wouldn’t stop talking about Paris. She was busy applying a mixture of egg white and white lead on her face, hiding the pox scars that had ravaged her baby skin. She had painted blue veins on her bosoms so that they’d look fairer.


Before their father had decided that she would serve the cause of the young hospital, Marguerite probably wouldn’t have paid much attention to any of this. But now that she was La Salpêtrière–bound, she listened with interest to every single story related to the poor. Soon she’d be living among them. She watched Lucie place a patch of dark taffeta on her left cheek and listened as she rambled about the feet kissing. Marguerite pictured black toes and broken nails, the king’s fleshy lips. Then Lucie turned to face her. “You shouldn’t worry,” she said. “Where you are heading, you won’t have to kiss anyone. And I doubt there will be that much touching either.”


It turned out Lucie was right about the kissing. She was wrong about the rest. Over her fifty-one years at La Salpêtrière, Marguerite has had to hold and pull many scrawny, nailless hands into hers.


She grew up hearing about poor people in Paris. After the La Fronde war, her father would tell her about dispossessed farmers fleeing the countryside, shutting themselves away in faubourgs so narrow that air and sun wouldn’t make it farther than the chimneys of their run-down houses. He talked about the Chasse-Midi neighborhood, where people would sneak in slaughterhouses to steal animals’ remains. In 1642 more than three hundred men were murdered in the streets of Paris; he would repeat the numbers, marveling at them as if counting golden coins. Even after the Cour des Miracles was cleaned out, he’d go on and on about a fake soldier he had heard of, a man who’d unwrap the bandages from his perfectly fine leg after a day spent begging passersby for help. Her father talked about him as if they had met. Then he’d stand up from his love seat and look at the Bièvre, carrying bones and weeping willow leaves to the Seine. It took Marguerite years to understand that her father didn’t know a thing about the poor. That they had been nothing more than a topic of discussion with the royal administrators, and ghosts outside his carriage on the way home from Versailles.


Marguerite wasn’t his first choice to work at La Salpêtrière. Several years after the king founded the hospital, their father decided to send Lucie. It made sense at the time, even to Marguerite. Lucie was alert and bright; she had a stubbornness that people mistook for patience or determination. She was the kind of person whose oddities were excused in her own name. When she slammed her apartment door in a count’s face, there was someone to say, “Oh, this is such a Lucie thing to do.” Their father was convinced that, with her ideas and boldness, she’d turn the hospital into a modern institution.


He changed his mind when the future chief of police asked for Lucie’s hand. It was a warm winter morning, with an orange sky that melted the snow. He turned to Marguerite, told her once again about the man pretending to be an injured soldier of the Cour des Miracles, said people like him could use the help of a girl like her.


Marguerite isn’t sure what kind of girl she is. What she knows is that, at sixty-nine, she is still trying to prove that she’s been the obvious first choice all along.


Marguerite waits for the sœurs officières in the dining hall. They’ll arrive soon, and they’ll be excited to hear about their new mission—the heads of La Maison de Correction and La Maison Saint-Louis will help her with the list. A simple source of inspiration, as Marguerite has been telling herself all morning. She leans close to the window, scans the Cour Saint-Louis for the women’s black-and-white uniform, but dinnertime is close and it is impossible to spot anyone in the buzzing crowd. She knows with her eyes closed what lies beyond the Mazarin Building and Saint-Léon Workshop: Saint-Louis Church, followed by a maze of courtyards, tens of dormitories and workshops, more streets that lead to the Kitchens, the Linen Building, and the Infirmary, all of which come to an end at the largest garden of the hospital, Le Marais. And now, right at her feet, subordinated sisters, maids, carters, archers, priests: all packed together between the market booths, by the Porte des Champs, as if La Salpêtrière, her town, were suddenly no bigger than its first yard.


“Madame.”


The door bangs shut; the supervisor of La Maison de Correction rises from her bow and takes a seat at the table. Mlle Suivit’s cheeks are always flushed—Marguerite can never tell if it’s from the cold, the heat, or some mysterious emotion that passes behind her slim eyes.


“I meant to ask about the new transfer. Geneviève Menu. I simply doubt women of her kind are capable of repentance.”


Marguerite takes another sip of wine. A few years ago, no one would have questioned her judgment. She’d move prisoners from one dormitory to the next as she fancied. “Are you implying that she doesn’t have her place in your maison?”


“I’m afraid I’m not the only one to think so,” Mlle Suivit says. “I still think Menu should remain in solitary.”


“Then you’ll be happy to know that she might not stay in your maison for long.”


The supervisor frowns; Marguerite immediately realizes her mistake. She’s always tried to keep as much from her staff as she can. When navigating in the dark, they assume that she has reasons of her own for the decisions she makes. There is a knock at the door, then three whispering sœurs officières appear, followed by a maid and the smell of flank steak; wine pitchers leave wet, broken circles on the wood. Outside, the church rings for sext, the midday prayer. When Marguerite glances at the supervisor, the woman is staring at her as if she were an eyeless doll, one she used to be fond of.


Back in her quarters, Marguerite isn’t surprised to find a letter from Lucie on her desk. She doesn’t open the envelope right away. Instead, she goes through the file shelf, muttering the alphabet as she always does when she looks for any letter after D. The document she pulls is white, unlike the papers below, which have turned the brownish color of eggshells. Here is the age of the convict at the time of her arrest (twenty-two), her parents’ names (Jacques Menu and Anne Foret), the date of her incarceration (January 12, 1720), the person who requested the lettre de cachet (Lucie de Voyer de Paulmy, Marchioness d’Argenson). And, at the bottom of the page, written so small that Marguerite has to lean next to the fireplace to see: abortionist.


Unpleasant, even if she has had to deal with more than one child killer through her career. She knows she should call in the sister in chief of La Grande Force, ask her to bring Menu back to her cell and let her play all the nighttime melodies she wants to Le Néant. Instead, Marguerite finds herself reaching for her sister’s letter. She knows what she’ll find there. Lucie always made things sound worse than they were. At twelve, she’d call a sour milk pitcher an attempt against her good health. At seventy-one, she’d call a flirtatious maid a murderer.


In her note, Lucie says worse things than that. She wants Menu returned to solitary right away. The paragraphs are dense, full of the usual rhetorical questions and exclamatory claims. Marguerite lingers on the last one—“Pity these children whose mothers are taught the art of barbarous murders!” But Marguerite doesn’t feel pity. She feels anger and disappointment, the former toward Lucie for always interfering, the latter toward Geneviève, whose deeds make her so difficult to forgive. She sees the prisoner crouching in her cell, her unwavering blue eyes below the light of the lantern. Outside, wet steps shuffle in the Sisters’ Garden. A boy yells that there’s Lent fruit for sale.


She won’t change her mind. She moves Menu’s file from the archives of La Grande Force to the pile reserved for La Maison de Correction. It doesn’t matter much to her whether Geneviève is the monster her sister describes. She reaches for a piece of paper; she’ll write back to Lucie. She’ll explain what her sister should have understood a long time ago—that under Marguerite’s guidance, La Salpêtrière can turn an infant killer into a devoted mother.


Marguerite never questioned the hospital’s work. The only time she came close was eleven years ago, in the winter of 1709. That year, when the cold wave hit, neither she nor her staff was prepared. No one in Paris was. Over the first days of January, an icy wind swept through the capital. It turned everything still. In the Bois de Boulogne, trees burst and pieces of frozen bark covered the paths. In two nights, the Seine froze. Soon La Salpêtrière’s dormitories were filled with new residents, desperate to escape the city streets. More begged to be let in, in a never-ending flow. No doubt Lucie, in her hôtel particulier, was able to heat her rooms when wood had become scarce.


There is one evening of that winter that stays with Marguerite—months of hardships somehow condensed into a single painfully vivid memory. Night had fallen already when she was called to the infants’ orphanage. She remembers the cold wind seizing her body so vigorously that it made her head spin; ice made the stairs of La Crèche as slippery as the yards’ cobblestones. Marguerite heard the babies’ cries, breathed the rotten smell of soiled wool long before she reached the main dormitory. Inside, half of the room was entirely dark. There weren’t enough candles anymore; a fire was burning in only one of the two fireplaces. Sœurs officières, known as Aunts at La Crèche, fed, cleaned, and soothed children. In their arms, the babies’ faces looked ancient, the women’s eyes hard. It took Marguerite a long time to find the supervisor.


Once she had, they stepped into the corridor that led to the back stairs. The sœur officière seemed so utterly exhausted that Marguerite almost asked her to sit, but there wasn’t any chair. Marguerite suggested the babies who didn’t have a cradle be sent to sleep with the older orphans of La Maison Saint-Louis, but as she was speaking, they heard a noise. It sounded like a kitten, like a puppy, like something that hurt. It was a baby, no older than six months, lying at the top of the stairs.


When the supervisor didn’t move, Marguerite took the child in her arms. Her head seemed huge; she was so skinny that Marguerite felt her shoulder blades roll under her thumb. She turned around just in time to see the supervisor hurry inside without looking back. Something twisted in Marguerite’s stomach. The woman couldn’t take one more, yet she had to. She looked at the baby—bluish-gray eyes, thin hair that turned red when Marguerite stepped back into the dim light of the dormitory. The girl had been abandoned, then forgotten. There wasn’t much Marguerite could do about the people dying in the streets of Paris. But La Salpêtrière was different. In her little city, infants were taken care of, no matter how cold the winter was.


She returned to La Crèche the following day, and the next. It reminded her of being twenty, running from one dormitory to the next. At fifty-eight, she told herself she was going back for all the children and not just for one. She had learned the hard way, as a young sœur officière, that there was only so much she could do—that the epileptic woman would have died no matter what, that the pregnant libertine had never been strong enough to give birth. But her institution, her staff, could save people. She could ask for more candles, wood, blankets for the babies, and she did. She could reform the education of orphans, suddenly much more numerous after the winter of 1709, and she would.


She never held the girl in her arms anymore. She knew that, just like any other resident, she could be dead whenever Marguerite visited next. The baby was baptized Charlotte, and Couturière for the piece of embroidery she held in her fist. Beyond that, Marguerite would never learn anything else about where the child had come from. It didn’t matter. La Salpêtrière was her future, the only one she and the other residents ever had.


By the time the supervisors of La Maison Saint-Louis and La Maison de Correction tell Marguerite they have the list of names for her, April has rolled in. The Garden of the Poor sweats day-old rain; a grand Easter mass filled the naves of the Saint-Louis Church with a dazed crowd. The following day, Marguerite walks to the orphanage.


There, the residents are young enough so you can convince yourself they could never turn into the howling bodies locked in the loges aux folles. Marguerite tries not to look for Charlotte. She knows the petite redhead won’t be among the children. The new sœur officière in charge has been warned; Charlotte’s name shouldn’t be on the list. “They are returning from Sainte-Claire,” Mlle Brandicourt now says excitedly, gesturing for a group of girls to join the line. They spend every morning there until terce, and learn how to embroider, needlepoint, and lace. They know the Bible. The brightest can read and write. The new supervisor won’t stop speaking, as if Marguerite weren’t the one who had designed the children’s routine. “Precious skills to bring to our colonies,” the young woman adds, nodding as if she’s been asked a question.


Forty girls stand in front of them, looking at their feet, at the mattresses they share, at a toddler peering through the dormitory door. Their faces blur in front of Marguerite. The supervisor follows her closely as she walks down the line, as if the residents were a porcelain service Marguerite might break.


Marguerite addresses only one of them, chosen at random. She asks her if she is willing to go to La Louisiane, and although the orphan’s voice is a whisper, the proud face of Mlle Brandicourt says everything Marguerite needs to know. She taps the girl’s arm. At the last board meeting, the king’s general attorney insisted the passengers should be, to some extent, volunteers. If the residents of La Salpêtrière were willing to go, M. Joly de Fleury added, it wouldn’t be necessary to use shackles or chains during the journey, like they had with the previous women. No more officers of the watch paid to snatch children and vagrants from the streets. Last month, the Parisians, maddened by the arrests, attacked the bandoliers of the Mississippi—some rumors say several of these policemen were killed by the furious mob.


The vision haunts Marguerite. It meant that the inhabitants had sensed, somehow, what she fears. That the gold hidden in the rivers of La Louisiane is nothing more than the blinding reflection of sun on water; that the land is enormous, inhospitable, its forests full of beasts big enough to swallow you whole.


The sœur officière walks her back to the door; Marguerite glances at the orphans. She is doing her duty. Their husbands will protect them. She watches them break their ranks, then stops short. In the middle of the room, Charlotte is running toward one of the candidates selected by the supervisor. Charlotte is frail, even for her age. Her nose cuts abruptly through her cheeks and she looks prettier in profile, but time might prove Marguerite wrong. The girl’s face wears the same melancholic, eager, expectant expression, as if she regretted something she hadn’t known. She sneaks a strand of red hair back behind her ear, then grabs the blond orphan’s hand, wipes her eyes, shakes her head to a question Marguerite can’t hear. When she asks the supervisor about Charlotte, the young woman’s smile disappears. “She refused to sing this morning,” the supervisor says. “She was very upset when I told her she wasn’t on the list.”


On her way to La Maison de Correction, as she crosses the Cour Mazarine, Marguerite can’t shake off the feeling of unease that overcame her in the orphanage. Charlotte has no idea what the Mississippi is like; there, her lovely voice wouldn’t serve her for anything. She doesn’t know about the soldiers starving in La Louisiane, something Marguerite herself didn’t learn until an overheard discussion at the last meeting with the board of La Salpêtrière. She doesn’t know much about the colony, but she is certain that Charlotte is safer with her at La Salpêtrière.


When Marguerite steps into the dormitory of La Maison de Correction, the residents stick to their wool bobbins. The sœur officière in charge didn’t bother lining up her candidates. All of them have sinned already; relatives sent them here in the hope they would change their ways. The wealthiest women have their own rooms, on the other side of the building. The poorest ones live here, in the dormitories. The April sun casts their shadows; when looking at the ground, it’s impossible to tell where the girls start, where their spinning wheels end.


“They are almost all here,” the supervisor says. She speaks loudly so that Marguerite can hear her above the rolling sound. She starts pointing at a few residents, and some of them raise their heads. As they walk through the main alley, Mlle Suivit explains she has received a request from the family of a woman, one of the rich ones, currently staying in a room of her own.


Marguerite focuses on the cracks of the wooden floor so as not to stumble. When she realizes the supervisor is glancing at her, she asks for the girl’s name.


“Béranger,” Mlle Suivit answers. “She is called Pétronille Béranger. Her mother wrote to say they cannot afford paying her pension anymore.”


Then no more privileges—no more candles, single bed, or wood for her fireplace. “She’ll be transferred here, with everyone else,” Marguerite says.


The supervisor hesitates. “This might pose a problem,” she says. “She is different. Other girls won’t understand her.”


She glances at Marguerite, waiting. But Marguerite has nothing else to add. She is looking below the window, at the empty seat and motionless wheel. She asks if someone is missing.


“Menu was allowed to take a walk in the garden this morning.”


“I’m assuming her behavior was satisfying, then?”


“It was,” Mlle Suivit says. She holds her head a bit higher. “Until she missed catechism.”


“I’d like to see her.”


The wheels keep on spinning, faster, it seems, catching beams of light that flicker on the walls.


“Madame, I’m not too sure—”


“Well, I am.”


The woman Marguerite finds in the cell of La Maison de Correction has little in common with the one she last saw crouching in La Grande Force, in March. Her skin is more polished, less gray, and a bit of curly light brown hair fills the bonnet that once fell flat on her shaved head. She seems tall under the small window; light falls on her high cheekbones and into her blue eyes. She considers Marguerite as if anticipating the next move of a large animal.


“Do you know why you have been transferred to La Maison de Correction?”


Geneviève doesn’t seem to hear her. Her head is turned toward one of the room’s corners, and Marguerite has to lean forward to understand what she is looking at—a handful of slimy rats, their muzzles pushing against the mother’s saggy belly. Geneviève is staring at them when she asks: “Does this mean that Lucie d’Argenson is dead?”


Marguerite steps back. It’s the first time anybody has omitted Lucie’s title as a marchioness; the first time anyone has called her dead. She hears Geneviève say something about Lucie promising that, as long as she is alive, Geneviève would never leave her cell.


“No,” Marguerite says. She shifts her weight onto her right leg. “The supervisor is considering sending you back to La Grande Force. If you keep on disappearing like you did today, I’m afraid I will have no choice but to support her decision.”


Geneviève studies her, her eyes cold and hard. Then she kneels closer to the rats, holding her arm above them, right through the sunbeam, as if she is about to scoop one up. But she just moves her hands, looking at her fingers’ shadow as it tickles the blind babies. Marguerite grabs her walking stick. She’d hoped the woman she was fighting for deserved it.


“In June, a boat will leave for the Mississippi,” she says. She can’t find the right key, the one the supervisor pointed at. “If you can behave for a few weeks, you might have a chance to be on board.”


For a moment, Geneviève softens—the muscles of her neck disappear under her skin, her hand falls back to her sides. As Marguerite leaves the cell, she hears her say: “Aren’t you the one deciding?” The tone isn’t mean; it reminds Marguerite of the way Charlotte used to ask questions years ago—with a genuine interest, ready to repeat the same sentence until the answer satisfied her. “I wish I were,” Marguerite says, her back turned. When she glances back, Geneviève is standing on tiptoe, her head turned toward the tiny window and its small corner of sky.


Only once does Mlle Suivit ask Marguerite to come back to La Maison de Correction. This time they meet on the other side of the building, where the wealthy residents stay—slightly deranged, temporarily unsatisfying women jailed in golden cells by families and friends. The supervisor wants to speak again about this Pétronille Béranger. “Her mother still pretends to be a grand lady,” she is saying, “but from what I heard, she might not be one for long.” Mlle Suivit lowers her voice. “The father is a gambler and is squandering the family’s fortune.” Marguerite follows her up the stairs. She finally recalls what the sœur officière said about parents not being able to afford their daughter’s pension, about the girl being different. At first the woman Marguerite meets doesn’t seem to be. She has narrow shoulders and collarbones like potholes; her eyebrows are dark and thick. But when she turns around, her right cheek is covered with a white birthmark that spreads from her jaw to the corner of her mouth and makes Marguerite want to scrub it clean. Sitting next to her empty fireplace, she leans over the pages of an herbarium.


“What lovely colors,” Mlle Suivit says, pointing at the dried petals. “Did you do it yourself, Mlle Béranger?”


The woman looks at the supervisor like someone staring at the flames of a fire or the currents of a river. She turns to Marguerite. “Thank you for coming here.” Her voice is steady. Her index finger rests under a delicate flower, purple and yellow. “I’d like to go to La Louisiane,” she says.


Then she falls silent. She shifts in her seat and returns to her book.


“As I told you,” Mlle Suivit says after closing the bedroom door, “I worried she might not have mingled with the other girls in the dormitories. She would barely speak to anyone when she arrived here, but she has improved.” The supervisor smiles at Marguerite. “Maybe it is for the best if she leaves for the Mississippi. Isn’t discretion one of the best qualities one could expect from a wife?”


Marguerite isn’t sure she’d describe the woman as discreet, and she doubts her husband in La Louisiane will. But she doesn’t contradict Mlle Suivit.


“We’ll add her to the list,” Marguerite says.


For once, Mlle Bailly is nowhere to be seen, and Marguerite makes her way through the Cour Mazarine on her own. The truth is, she barely cares if this Pétronille Béranger embarks on La Baleine. She just wants to hand the list to the general attorney. She is tired of being responsible for these women’s lives.


This year, spring falls on Paris so abruptly that it feels suspicious. Rain showers become rare, pushing out of the ground bushes of chives, savory, and chervil. Wigged doctors sweat in the anatomy amphitheater, moss dries between buildings’ stones; the price of wheat decreases as the peasants foresee abundance. Between the Kitchens and the Linen Building, washerwomen look at the dry sky and predict a wet summer.


Marguerite has a hard time enjoying the tepid weather, the pain turned soft in her leg. A fortnight ago, Mlle Suivit asked one last time for Geneviève to be sent back to La Grande Force. Some sœurs officières complained about how intently other women listened to her. They feared she might have a bad influence on them. Marguerite said Menu would stay where she was; that the staff should keep the residents quiet anyway.


Only three weeks left before she submits her list to the board members. Her letter to Lucie, in which she pleaded Geneviève’s case, has gone unanswered. Yet it seems impossible that her sister would surrender so easily. Each time someone knocks at the door, she expects to see Lucie storming into her office, ordering Geneviève to be locked in the loges aux folles. But it’s always just Mlle Bailly—coming to ask about the quarterly inventory, two young sous-officières to be trained, a load of medicine to approve, a newly admitted thirteen-year-old libertine and an adulterous countess. Lately, the assistant has started to take initiative.


Her private garden is the only place where Marguerite manages to forget it all.


She is looking at the honeysuckle, at the white and yellow flowers curtaining the gate, when the wooden handle starts moving. She straightens. Not even Mlle Bailly dares to come here after vespers. Marguerite reaches for her walking stick, but before she has time to grab it, a tiny silhouette, smaller than her assistant, lets herself in. The girl’s bonnet is tightly laced under her jaw. It covers half of her forehead, but Marguerite recognizes Charlotte’s small nose, her face bathed in freckles.


“What are you doing here?” she asks. Behind Charlotte, the gate is half open. Marguerite doesn’t want to imagine what priests coming out of their own garden would think if they spotted a girl in a tiretaine dress standing inside the Superioress’s. “Hurry, shut the door.”


Charlotte does. She obeys again when Marguerite gestures for her to join her on the bench. She sits at the very edge of it. Above them, the early-May sky is a blue so pale it seems white. Charlotte’s face doesn’t betray any emotion.


“You will miss compline,” Marguerite says. When the child doesn’t answer, she adds: “I won’t ask how you found your way here.”


At that, Charlotte smiles. The girl is pleased with herself, happy to know La Salpêtrière as well as she does. It isn’t something she should be proud of, but then, Marguerite shouldn’t either.


“What do you want?” she asks.


Charlotte looks at her with her wide gray eyes. “Why isn’t my name on the list?”


The reasons seem so obvious to Marguerite that she doesn’t immediately reply. La Louisiane is a dangerous place, and this list a curse. If Marguerite has to choose residents from La Maison Saint-Louis, it might as well be someone else. You need thick skin to cross an ocean, one neither she nor Charlotte has ever seen, and settle in the colony. She looks at Charlotte, who rocks back and forth, whose hands grip the bench. On her chest, the two timid bumps look out of place. She speaks before Marguerite has a chance to: “Mlle Janson, my friend, was chosen.” Charlotte’s legs move faster. “When Étiennette leaves, I’ll be on my own.”


“You won’t be. Not at La Salpêtrière.”


“I’ll be on my own,” Charlotte repeats, her voice lower.


Marguerite breathes in deeply. She calls La Salpêtrière her home, her family. She has done so for decades. And now, sitting next to a twelve-year-old orphan, a girl terrified by the prospect of being alone, all she can think about is Lucie and her own solitude. She wishes she could tell Charlotte not to worry, I’m here for you. But then, despite everything Marguerite wanted to believe all these years, it occurs to her she never exactly was—that she never will be, here or elsewhere.


“Please,” she hears Charlotte say. Above them, swallows dive deeper in the sky. “Would you rather send a criminal to La Louisiane than me?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“I heard you’re protecting a woman from La Grande Force.”


Marguerite stares at Charlotte. The child knows nothing except what an indiscreet sous-officière said. She doesn’t know about Lucie’s interference, doesn’t know that Geneviève would spend her life caught between La Grande Force and La Maison de Correction if it weren’t for the colony—that Geneviève, unlike Charlotte, isn’t on her first attempt at surviving.


“What happens to Geneviève Menu is none of your business.” Marguerite closes her hand around the knob of her walking stick. The ivory feels cold under her fingers. “You should go now,” she says. “The sœurs officières will be looking for you.”


Charlotte stands up, curtsies rigidly. When she straightens, her eyes are filled with tears. Marguerite watches her cross the garden. Her heart beats hard in her chest. By the time Charlotte has reached the gate, Marguerite says: “Be careful on the way back.”


But her voice comes out small, and she can’t be sure the girl heard her. Marguerite looks at the wooden gate, pictures Charlotte hurrying down the street, avoiding the artisans walking home and the sœurs officières coming out of the dormitories after their last round. Unless accompanied by staff, residents are rarely allowed outside their buildings, and Marguerite has seen more than one drunk apprentice wander through the hospital at dusk. Yet she trusts Charlotte to be careful. She has to. Once Charlotte leaves for La Louisiane, the girl will have to fend for herself.


On the third Saturday of May, Marguerite is ready to submit the list to the board. Outside the carriage, Mlle Bailly asks if she has all her documents. Marguerite taps the trunk with her foot but doesn’t look to see if her gesture is understood—the assistant has become excessively maternal lately. This week, the board of directors meets at the parliament president’s home. The seven directors of the hospital, the king’s attorney general, the archbishop of Paris, and the chief of police will be there. They will go through the list together; they will approve it. Lucie’s son will too.


Marguerite leans her head against the window. The sky is so blue that it looks flat and far; the horses’ trot shakes the skin of her neck. There is little around the hospital except the horse market, the windmills perched above the Seine, the Bicêtre Castle and its prison, and beyond, two hamlets known as Ivery and Vitery. It’s only when the carriage plunges into the Faubourg Saint-Victor that Marguerite feels like she’s reached the city.


Over the years, Paris has come to feel like a larger, less controlled version of La Salpêtrière. Washerwomen walk back from the Seine, carrying with them the harsh smell of the river. Ahead, the Jardin Royal blossoms in front of La Pitié Hospital, and botanists trudge in the mud toward the king’s laboratories. The berlin passes by the Saint Augustin canons and their abbey, all the way down to the Place Maubert. It’s market day, and the crowd swells around the fountain, around Marguerite’s carriage, faces flashing between the curtains, a one-eyed boy swinging a basket full of honey and nut oil, men’s shoulders bending under leather ropes. The knot in her chest tightens. For a second, Marguerite imagines that she is already on her way home, where she can be the one to decide when to disperse a crowd, when to let it be.


She opens her eyes as they cross the river. Greenish water appears between the wooden houses, and a woman yells “Attention” before she empties a chamber pot out of a window. At the end of the bridge, a toddler crouches between broken eggs, viscous yolk popping between his toes. Then comes Notre-Dame, its towers impossibly high above the island—the cathedral’s back full of flying buttresses meeting the main arch like the vertebrae of a monstrous animal. Above her, gargoyles’ maws hang open as if trying to swallow some blue sky.


When her carriage enters the yard of Count d’Avaux’s house, the men are already there. Outside, their coach drivers lean against the colonnade, the colors of their liveries drawing a curious flag.


“Superioress, what a delight to see you.”


Marguerite has always liked the king’s general attorney. His sharp features contrast with his unshakable coolness: over the past twenty years, Marguerite has never seen him lose his temper. He also seems completely oblivious to Marguerite’s age. He often projects them both into a far-fetched future, making plans as if she should outlive La Salpêtrière and not the other way around.


“Please, have a seat.”


Under a François de Troy painting, the men are too absorbed in their conversation to notice Marguerite. She easily spots Lucie’s son, Count d’Argenson—as handsome as his father, with the attitude of men used to rule and a heart-shaped mouth that would seem feminine if it weren’t for his bulky nose. He is arguing about the Mississippi Company, about shares bought by hundreds at the Banque générale, suggesting the Scotsman appointed by the king as controller general of finances is abusing the stockholders’ trust, that M. John Law is leading people to ruin with his paper money. The new chief of police keeps on nodding; Marguerite always admired how indulgent her nephew seems, right before he brings down his interlocutor. This time, she doesn’t hear his answer. Their host, the Count d’Avaux, is yelling louder than everyone else, promising that the parliament will fight last week’s edict, that there will be no speculation crisis. Nobody listens to him.


“The Louisiane that the controller general sold us doesn’t exist,” says one of the directors.


“I am afraid it has to. I believe Mlle Pancatelin brought us the list of the girls who will soon join our compatriots.”


Marguerite straightens her posture. She’d hoped the men would start discussing wheat prices, that she’d have time to sit by the window and study the orangery. But they all look at her now. Wigs curl into their necks, saggy cheeks rest on tight collars. She hands the list to the general attorney.


“I certainly hope they are better than the depraved creatures we sent last year.”


“They can only be.”


“At least they are young.”


“Who will escort them?”


“Nuns, I believe.”


The list is passed around. On the ceiling, Muses hand each other laurel wreaths and violently red apples.


“That should be enough brides to convince these rascals to stay where they are.”


“Depending on how many girls survive the journey.”


“But I trust Mlle Pancatelin selected only our most robust and virtuous women.”


The list has reached Count d’Argenson, Menu’s name beating a pulse on the second page. Marguerite lowers her eyes. She wonders how much her nephew knows about Lucie’s schemes. As she looks down, she doesn’t see the cherubs embroidered in the rug. She sees herself at nine, sitting next to Lucie, listening to their teacher’s question: What was the name of the tree under which Saint Louis used to render justice? Marguerite knew the answer, knew that she had only a few seconds before her sister would start spitting seemingly random tree names. But Marguerite couldn’t bring herself to speak. She could only stare at the teacher, desperate to be called on, unable to force the words out of her mouth. What Marguerite remembers best is how much she wished she could somehow stay silent and speak, both stay put and flee. Her nephew hands the list to his neighbor. “It looks promising,” he says.


When the Cardinal de Noailles repeats his words, Marguerite waits for her muscles to relax, for her cheeks to cool, yet the weight lingers in her corset. The list is added to a pile of papers; it will soon be approved by the regent, a mere formality. On the other side of the table, someone brings up La Salpêtrière’s finances. The general attorney promises a sensible donation from the king.


Marguerite hears only vaguely what the men say after that. She is thinking of Lucie coming to find her after the tutoring session. She’d asked more questions about the oak, listening without a word as Marguerite told her about Saint Louis ending arguments against the bark of a tree. And now that the directors discuss next year’s budget, that the young chief of police seems to have forgotten everything about her, all Marguerite can think about is how good it felt not to be alone and to hold Lucie’s attention, even for a few minutes.


On the day of the women’s departure, heat spreads through Paris like water in a sinking boat. Outside, nothing moves. La Salpêtrière looks like a painting of itself. The market of the Cour Saint-Louis is deserted, but the smells of salt fish, sweat, nutmeg, and alfalfa sneak through tight-shut windows. Marguerite watches from the Management Building doorstep as the servants harness more horses. In June’s motionless air, the animals close their eyes on flies. Mlle Bailly said it wasn’t reasonable for her to wait here, that it would be cooler in her office. Instead of going to the first floor, Marguerite had the assistant fetch a chair. She needs to bid her farewells.


The girls arrive in a single crowd. Marguerite has never seen them all together. The sisters who surround them must have given them orders, because they cross the yard in silence. But Marguerite notices their quick mutual glances, their whispers floating in the hot breeze. Their shadows stretch on the yards’ coal-hot cobblestones. She recognizes the once wealthy woman from La Maison de Correction, the odd one with the stain on her cheek, trailing behind. Then comes Charlotte, walking alongside her friend Étiennette Janson. Marguerite has come to think of them as family, even though she knows they aren’t related. She watches as they get into a cart and sit amid the straw, Charlotte whispering something in the blond girl’s ear. Marguerite looks away. She hopes she did the right thing. Charlotte was never an obvious first choice.


Then again, Marguerite wasn’t one either.


She doesn’t have to look for Geneviève; there is only one woman, already leaning against the wooden boards of the cart, who turns around to face the building entrance, squinting. Marguerite doesn’t move. From here, she can be whatever Geneviève wants to see—a vague shadow in a dim corridor, a familiar silhouette among fresh stones, an old woman spread over a tiny armchair. Marguerite tries not to think of the moment when the horses will start trotting toward the exit, when she’ll have to call Mlle Bailly to help her upstairs. For now, there is time to watch her girls leave, time to linger in the shade, to convince herself that no one else knows La Salpêtrière well enough to decide who gets to leave and who doesn’t.
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PARIS
JULY 1720


Geneviève


Geneviève stands in line with the other girls waiting to receive their clothes before they start their journey. She can’t quite grasp how she ended up in the yard of the Faubourg Saint-Victor police station. She takes a step toward the nun and her pile of bundles, toward the carts and their sweating animals. She sneaks a curl behind her ear; after having her head shaved for months at La Grande Force, she is just getting used to her hair again.


They have spent two weeks already in Paris, at the inn on Rue des Boulangers, waiting for chaperones and police officers to make the last arrangements for the journey. In that time, Geneviève thought a lot about the Superioress’s decision. At La Salpêtrière, she saw her only three times, the old lady with her clumsy steps and trembling throat, her face lined with pleats, as if her skin were a cloth folded too many times. The Superioress couldn’t have known everything about her—only what Madame d’Argenson wrote in her lettre de cachet, Lucie d’Argenson who had found out so little and acted like she knew so much. Geneviève wonders if the old woman didn’t simply lose her mind. Mistake her for someone else. Use her to fill the passenger list. Only once did it occur to Geneviève that the Superioress might have sent her away out of kindness. That night, she lay awake until dawn. She thought about the months she’d spent alone in Paris after her parents passed away, about the endless weeks at La Grande Force. No one except her friend Amélie had ever acted out of kindness; and Geneviève had failed Amélie too. No. To the Superioress, she was nothing more than a name on a list.


The line moves ahead of her. Women hug their bundles and lift their dresses as they climb onto the carts. Police officers watch from the corners. Geneviève touches the gap between her front teeth with her tongue, like she always does when she is nervous. The pile of canvas bags quickly diminishes in front of Sister Louise, the most cheerful of the three nuns. Then Geneviève feels something weigh on her dress. When she looks at the ground, someone is stepping on it.


“She was here first.”


The girl has a doll face that doesn’t match the tone of her voice. Sweat dots her forehead like condensation on a pitcher of cold milk. She points at the young red-haired girl standing next to her. “Charlotte was here before you,” she says.


A few months ago, Geneviève wouldn’t even have responded. She’d have stepped forward and lowered her bonnet to tune out the rude comments. But today she moves to the side. “Well, why don’t you go ahead, then?” she tells them.


She watches the two of them as the nun shoves more clothes in a canvas bag. The pretty blonde spits in her hand and rubs a stain on her sleeve. It’s her small, freckled friend who grabs a bag for each of them.


“You’ll be happy to have a change of clothing when we get there,” the nun says. She repeats the same thing when it’s Geneviève’s turn, and the heap of wool feels rough in her hands, the summer sun weighing her body down, her skin—which doesn’t go red like other women’s—remembering her youth in Provence. She thanks the nun, crosses the yard toward the carts, looking for a place to sit among the other passengers. Her first week at La Maison de Correction, after months of solitude, she was desperate for friends. Between prayers, she took to chatting in low whispers with the two girls working their spinning wheels next to hers. The third time the supervisor caught her, the woman didn’t mince her words: Geneviève was a bad influence, and if she broke the silence rule again, she would return to La Grande Force. Geneviève didn’t argue, didn’t explain they had merely been talking about the Louvre, the Faubourg Saint-Honoré, their past positions in Paris. She went back to work. She wouldn’t risk being sent back to her cell for a few stolen words.


She spots the girl with the birthmark spreading over her right cheek, the one who described the plants of La Hauteur Garden as if she’d spent entire afternoons there. From here, Geneviève can’t see if there is room in Pétronille’s cart, and by the time she meets the eyes of the freckled girl from the queue, women are already making room for her to join. Geneviève considers backing up, looking for another spot, but more and more people slide around her. She climbs and sits.


“I didn’t mean to be rude,” the doll-faced girl says. “But politeness doesn’t seem to buy anything around here.” Her laugh is coquettish, forgiving. She turns to her young friend, who hugs their two bags against her as if they are dolls. “I told you it’s the woman we saw in the garden.”


“You said that already.”


The pretty girl stares at the freckled one, unfazed. They both look young enough to belong to La Maison Saint-Louis. Yet they aren’t glancing suspiciously at Geneviève like the other three orphans did at supper yesterday evening. Then she reminds herself that not every resident from La Maison de Correction is someone to be afraid of—that none of the women sitting in the carts is supposed to know she was once jailed at La Grande Force, where no one ever leaves. It’s clear the blond girl doesn’t fear her. She turns to Geneviève. “We saw you in the Marais Garden? Once, when you were on your own?”


She is kind enough not to mention the angry sœurs officières who had found Geneviève there. It was the day when she’d woken up unable to breathe again, when she’d felt so dizzy at the idea of sitting among a crowd of women that she’d wandered on her own, not far, just to the Marais Garden—sat under a birch tree and watched La Maison Saint-Louis girls play. Then back to a cell, back to the uneven sound of the Superioress’s limping steps.


“My name is Étiennette,” the pretty girl says. Her eyes are a dark blue that could be mistaken for another color if it weren’t for today’s sun. “This is Charlotte.”


Charlotte gives her a shy smile. She wipes the sweat that runs on the freckles of her nose and squints her eyes under the oily sun; her bonnet, too big, slides on her damp forehead. When Geneviève says her name, the girl’s eyes widen.


On the other side of the yard, Sister Gertrude is done counting, screams something to a police officer. Men, out of uniform, run to the gate. Three other women climb into their cart and the wood moans under them.


“What were you doing outside?”


“I was taking some fresh air.” Geneviève moves to the back as another girl kneels next to them.


“Listen to her! Fresh air. And I bet it was a wrong dance step that brought you to La Maison de Correction.” Étiennette laughs. When Geneviève doesn’t correct her, she probes again. “Why were you sent to La Salpêtrière?”


At the inn on Rue des Boulangers over the first few days, Geneviève whispered the same question to a few women. It was a way, like any other, to hear her own voice, if only once a day; she had learned her lesson in the dormitory of La Salpêtrière and rarely said a word in front of the nuns. She leaned close to the girls and listened carefully. One of them had been sent out to the hospital because her father didn’t want to see her anymore, another because her stepmother was the one who should have ended up in La Maison de Correction. Pétronille, the girl with the birthmark, started to mutter something, was interrupted by a woman who called her a wealthy hypocrite; it was enough for Geneviève to stop questioning her. She stopped questioning all of them; these conversations left her empty, convinced that maybe she was the only one who truly deserved to rot at La Salpêtrière.


In prison, she would remember the pregnant girls who came to find her, how desperate they were. They couldn’t afford to be mothers. Then Madame’s voice would whisper, asking who she was to decide a child’s fate, calling her names, cursing her. Geneviève’s first nights at La Grande Force, leaning against the damp walls of her cell, those words crushed her. Now, on good days, she sometimes manages to ignore them. She remembers she’ll soon be far from here: on the other side of the ocean, where Madame will never reach her. But even then her guilt doesn’t die entirely. Geneviève isn’t quite ready to talk about Amélie, so at the inn on Rue des Boulangers, she remained evasive about her past. Now it strikes her that her silence only left the women hungry for more.


“I met a man,” Geneviève says. She pauses. Charlotte lifts an eyebrow. “He was called Félicien. It wasn’t all that bad at first.”


Étiennette gives a knowing look to her friend, but Charlotte stares between the oxen’s ears. It seems to Geneviève that, at La Maison de Correction, the only men these two might have encountered were the carpenters who came to fix shutters and table feet, or the priests, locksmiths, and fishmongers they spied on from their dormitory windows. Geneviève believes she understands, even if they cannot, how dangerous this journey might be. Yesterday she overheard a police officer explain to his colleague that, with so many women, a two-week trip to the coast could turn into a month. “A good enough reason to ask for more cartridges,” he added. The other man stared at him, visibly at a loss. “Ninety girls wandering in the countryside?” the first man continued. “Don’t you think they’ll draw attention?” He shoved more tobacco into his pipe. “Wouldn’t want to have to answer for the ladies’ virtue by the time we reach the Loire,” he concluded.


And neither would you want to have to answer for mine today, Geneviève thinks now. Étiennette touches her hand then sits back. “Ma chère,” she says, “you’ll have all the time in the world to tell us about Félicien.”


The gate is pushed open. Next to Geneviève, the women fall quiet. There is Paris, right outside the doors, the relentless calls of its street vendors, and the crowd of curious passersby who will sing, clap, and follow them, just like they did when the carts left La Salpêtrière. At the time, Geneviève thought that was that; she would never see the city again. But she had been brought here, to the inn on Rue des Boulangers—to another crowded dormitory, to three stone-faced nuns and many more police officers. She had waited long enough to believe that it would last forever. That the journey had been a prank, that she’d be sent back soon to La Maison de Correction, or worse, La Grande Force.


But no: the first carts are already turning on the street; oxen’s bones roll under their elastic skin. Paris oscillates with the animals’ steps as Geneviève looks around. She was a child when her parents had to abandon their silk farm after the fire and bring the family all the way from Provence to Paris. The rough piece of silk her mother had given her to play with; the undulating landscape, the never-ending forests and the paths that were lost then found again; the fear that overcame her at night, when she’d watch for the thieves her father talked about. This is all she remembers from the trip. But the memories of her childhood in La Bastide-des-Jourdans are vivid: she can still see the silkworms dragging themselves across mulberry leaves, her siblings being punished for untangling the cocoons before they were ready, her mother leaning over the huge loom. Provence will soon be farther away than ever.


She watches Charlotte looking at Étiennette and Étiennette looking at the street. A toddler perched on a woman’s shoulders bangs her fat legs against tired breasts; earthenware makers stop short loading their crates; piles of plates hang between mud and sky. Geneviève closes her eyes on this old world. There is nothing to feel sorry about now. She is leaving too.


Étiennette was right. They have all the time in the world to chat. Not about La Louisiane, or barely; when a woman mentions the hidden gemstones of the colony, another passenger bursts out laughing. “Nonsense,” she says, “people starve there. It seems like their biggest city isn’t worth our most pitiable village.” Girls shake their heads. Geneviève has heard worse: in the comedy show that was all the rage in Paris before her arrest, actors spoke of ogres in the Mississippi. She refuses to believe any of it. La Louisiane will save her.


Conversations start again, the women talk about themselves: why they arrived at La Salpêtrière, why they wanted to leave, what they will do once they are far from here. They know each other like you know your neighbor across the street, someone familiar but from whom you’ve never heard more than a bonjour. At La Maison de Correction, the girls picked their alliances carefully. You can’t afford more than one friendship with stolen whispers. At La Grande Force, Geneviève didn’t have even that—only the sound of shifting bodies in the next cells, the punctual howling that made her jump. She swore to herself she’d never be as lonely as she was at La Salpêtrière, or in Paris before she met Amélie. As the carts exit the capital, as they pass the windmills of La Pointe and La Tour, and the Rue de Vaugirard turns into a simple chemin, Geneviève joins her voice to the women’s.


She doesn’t mention Amélie just yet. She says only that Félicien had a sister, and it feels nice to share a bit of her story, to talk about Madame d’Argenson’s groom to the two strangers sitting in front of her. In the countryside, there is little to stop the breeze; it blows the grass at calves’ feet in the brutal July air, shakes heather and Saint-John’s-wort bushes alike, makes the carts smell balsamic and earthly. It feels as wide as an open wound, as overwhelming as a first kiss. After months being locked up, Geneviève rediscovers the freedom she didn’t know until it was gone. To Étiennette and Charlotte, she describes where she met Félicien—in the servant quarters of Lucie d’Argenson’s hôtel particulier—how he once gave her a sunflower because he didn’t like roses, or pretended not to.


“Was he handsome?”


Étiennette always finds a new question to keep Geneviève talking. Charlotte doesn’t. She hums to herself. Her voice is steady, warm, assured—the kind of voice that makes you wish she were singing louder. Some of the passengers doze, cheeks rubbing against shoulders.


“Yes,” Geneviève says. “Of course he was.”


Étiennette mentions men, but men who were never hers, and who, Geneviève soon realizes, are only excuses to talk about her sister, Marceline, who was sent last year to the Mississippi. Then Étiennette falls silent, waits to hear more about Félicien. She is such a careful listener that Geneviève finds herself wanting to please her.


Charlotte stops singing, leans forward. “But not as pretty as the cooper’s apprentice from the Cour Saint-Louis,” she says, looking at Étiennette.


“You only saw him once,” her friend replies. “You wouldn’t happen to regret La Salpêtrière for the few biscuits he gave you?”


Charlotte doesn’t immediately answer. “La Maison Saint-Louis was my home,” she finally says.


“She was so young when she arrived,” Étiennette explains, turning back to Geneviève, “that she doesn’t even remember who brought her there.”


Charlotte looks hurt. “That’s not true,” she says.


Geneviève tightens the string around her canvas bag, tries to find something to say. “You must know La Salpêtrière better than any of us, then,” she suggests.


“Of course I do,” Charlotte replies. She glances over Geneviève’s shoulders. “We’re slowing down.”


The late-afternoon sky is smoky with pastel colors. Ahead of them, a hamlet stretches on one side of a hill.


“Finally,” Étiennette says. “I can’t feel my bum anymore.”


Another girl says she is hungry, and a few others echo her. By the first team of oxen, Sister Gertrude speaks with a hard-faced farmer. Like everyone else, he stares at the line of carts as if busy counting them; his blond dog inspects the wheels, its tail shaking rapeseed flowers. Étiennette describes the pins and needles that run in her leg and everywhere above, but Geneviève isn’t paying attention. It felt easy to talk as long as they were moving. The animals’ slow, wide steps paced the conversation—confidences had a beginning and an end.


As the women shuffle toward the barn at the top of the grassy slope, Geneviève feels the familiar unease grow like it did at La Grande Force, when solitude and darkness threatened to make her lose her mind—the unforgiving sky above, its blinding light falling on the bare shoulders of the girls hunched next to her, waiting for their cells to be cleaned. This afternoon, Geneviève felt she was going on an adventure. She had escaped La Salpêtrière. She was moving forward. Now that she is faced again with the reality of an enclosed space, it becomes impossible to ignore the nuns and police officers.


But when they reach the haystacks, Étiennette acts as if no one oversees them. “We should try to stay together. The three of us,” she says. She looks around, but the women are already entering the barn, and Charlotte is nowhere to be seen.


“She must be ahead of us,” Geneviève says. Étiennette’s answer is muted by the women’s voices, the discussion of two farm boys leaning against the wooden door. Geneviève hears one of the boys say, “Look at that one! Need some more milk?” and knows whom he means before she spots Pétronille. She thinks she catches a glimpse of Charlotte by a wheelbarrow, but when the girl turns around, she doesn’t have any freckles and is at least two years older than Charlotte. Somewhere in the barn, Sister Gertrude asks them to prepare for vespers. Geneviève walks around barrels of grain and women gathering straw, the dust of their dresses rising around them like fleeting insects spiraling in the light. The sunset reaches the back wall, staining the mezzanine, the ladder, and Charlotte below, sitting in a corner, waving back. When Étiennette calls, she shifts to the right, just enough to let one more person sit.


Geneviève never would have known Félicien if not for his sister. Amélie was slender but strong, able to carry any laundry load. The tips of her fingers were always icy, bluish in the winter, bright red in the summer. Geneviève would discover years later that it was also true of her toes and nose. They were twelve when they met. Félicien was a year younger, childish-looking, like boys are until they suddenly aren’t anymore.


Geneviève’s family had passed away the previous year. They died of what never should have hurt them, of the cold and poverty Provence had always protected them from—her mother and siblings during their first winter in Paris, her father six months later. When she met Amélie at Le Petit Marché of Le Marais, Geneviève had been on her own for months—alone in a brutal city she didn’t know, its streets filled with mud, rain, and harsh people whose skin remained pale all year long. She was ready to do anything to quit her job at one of the tanneries along the Bièvre and leave the stinking room she was sharing with six children, all younger than she was, all forever carrying the smell of skinned animals with them. When Amélie told her about the washerwoman position opening with Madame d’Argenson, Geneviève could barely believe her luck. For the first time since she left Provence, she had a decision to make. She said yes at once.


It was Amélie who brought her to the washhouse boat where the lavandières of the neighborhood worked. On La Sirène, Geneviève would sometimes feel Amélie’s fingers brushing against hers, as creased and wet as the shifts they rubbed. They beat the dirt out of the clothes and talked, dipped sheets in vats and chatted—stories about themselves and about the capital. Geneviève had her favorite. It was about a desperate mother whose son had just died. How she prayed, put a candle in a bread loaf, the loaf in a basket, the basket on the Seine. How the woman thought it would point to the river spot where her son had drowned, how, instead, it floated to two hay-filled boats and burned the Pont Notre-Dame, pushing ten blazing houses into the water. Amélie had a way of telling the anecdote that made Geneviève giggle; in her mouth, the story wasn’t about death and destruction. It said something about human mistakes, unreasonable hopes, and tiny gestures that speak loudly.


Where was Félicien in all of that? Félicien was everywhere. He was in the stables, grooming fragile-legged foals and plump geldings. He was at the kitchen table, Amélie’s arms thrown around his neck, a wine pitcher empty in front of him. He was back from Les Halles, where he had spent his few sous to buy fruit, apples as polished as baby cheeks. He was handing them to Geneviève and Amélie.


Geneviève always thought he was handsome. Félicien had the same laugh as his sister—a howling sound that seemed too loud until your own laughter covered it. He grew up over one summer, taming his new long arms and legs in a few sunny weeks. That fall, at the street ball on Rue Mouffetard, they didn’t join the round dance as they usually did. They had turned into pairs. Amélie and Félicien, Félicien and Geneviève, Geneviève and Amélie—combinations that, try as you might, never amounted to three.


Pushing southwest, it takes more than ten days to reach the Loire; Geneviève can’t remember traveling so slowly when she crossed the country with her family. Peasants stare at them as they ride along the fields; some men touch their hats and wish them bon voyage, others whisper words that Geneviève is glad she’s too far to hear. She tries not to think about the Faubourg Saint-Victor policeman, the one who said they should ask for more cartridges.


At sunset, the nuns lead them to barns, warehouses where turkeys and chickens tiptoe between makeshift mattresses. Only once do they have to spend the night outside, somewhere near Nemours, the countryside so white with stars that it makes Geneviève gasp when she lies down. She has been sleeping better since they left Paris. Talking to Étiennette helps; after months of isolation, it feels good to finally hand her story to someone else. There is something endearing about the way Étiennette talks and asks about men, ignores the farmers’ flatteries—you can tell she’s never known actual boys, that she’s drawing from her sister’s experiences in Paris and Versailles to keep up with Geneviève. Whenever Étiennette mentions Marceline or La Mutine, the boat on which she traveled, Charlotte turns quiet, cold. Étiennette ignores her. “It all feels so far now. Don’t you think?” she asks Geneviève one day, looking out over the flat land and forest-teethed horizon. Geneviève says yes. She isn’t quite lying. Félicien does feel far; Amélie, Provence, other bits of her past never will.


Charlotte doesn’t seem to care about Félicien. She barely speaks to Geneviève. When Charlotte talks about La Salpêtrière, she mentions places that Geneviève never heard of—the Apothecary, the Rue de la Lingerie, the Embroidery Workshop, the Superioress’s Garden. She lowers her eyes the day Geneviève speaks about one of the seamstresses Madame employed; but when Geneviève asks if she has said something wrong, Charlotte shrugs and doesn’t utter another word for the rest of the morning. “A sœur officière told her she owes her last name to a seamstress,” Étiennette explains that afternoon to Geneviève. When Geneviève asks why, Étiennette shrugs. “Because of an embroidered handkerchief she had when she was brought to La Salpêtrière.”


At the inn in Orléans, Geneviève wakes up breathless again, convinced she’s heard a scream. Half asleep, she tries to remember who welcomed them that evening, summons the faces of a kind couple and a young man in the lobby, fails to remember other guests. She waits for another sound. But there is nothing—the sad sigh of an ox, Charlotte snoring behind Étiennette’s shoulder, and then a quiet moan coming from the other side of the wall, a soft pounding that soothes her back to sleep. The following day, Geneviève hears Charlotte asking Étiennette if she heard anything last night. Étiennette shakes her head. “I slept like a baby,” she says.


They leave the city, return to hamlets, fields, and forests. At dawn, farmer women bring in cooking pots, paid for by the nuns. There are never enough bowls or spoons for everyone, and when Geneviève asks for extra plates, she is told to sit and wait. Women huddle against each other, trying to shake away the cold that crept into them in their sleep. Geneviève lets Étiennette eat first. She doesn’t feel the early-morning humidity that everyone complains about. At La Grande Force, there were winter days when she’d wake up so stiff she couldn’t move, the straw mattress covered with the kind of thick snow that children play with. She tries passing food to Charlotte too, but the girl always waits for Étiennette to be done with her lunch, eyeing her friend as Étiennette presses her lips against the rough edge of the bowl. When Étiennette hands it to her, Charlotte looks away, blushing.


On the day they are to reach the river, Geneviève finds herself alone with Charlotte. It’ll soon be time to leave the cowshed; in front of them, Pétronille stares at her meal, resting her chin in her hand. Étiennette has gone squatting outside, where the pile of manure covers the women’s odor. Charlotte doesn’t pay attention to Geneviève, finishes folding a chemise in two. There is something about her that makes Geneviève uncomfortable, that makes her feel permanently in the wrong place at the wrong time, that makes her lose the control that usually comes to her so naturally. Next to her, Pétronille sips her broth. For once, Geneviève doesn’t know what to say; she doesn’t share anything with Charlotte but their journey and Étiennette.


She finally breaks the silence. “It seems like we’ll never reach the coast.”


“You don’t mind.”


“What do you mean?”


Charlotte doesn’t answer, grabs a corset.


“It gives us time to learn to know each other,” Geneviève adds, and when she glances at Charlotte, the girl is frowning.


“It gives you time to learn to know Étiennette.” Charlotte pauses. “It must feel nice to be out.”


A shiver goes down Geneviève’s spine. Charlotte ties the string around her bundle. Then another bag lands on the ground, and Étiennette’s blond hair swirls in front of them.


“Did anything happen?” She studies them both. “Charlotte, you look awfully cross.”


“I am not.”


“We were talking about our next stop,” Geneviève says.


Charlotte’s freckled cheeks blush, an expression so close to hatred that it startles Geneviève. The girl grasps her bundle and stands up.


“Naturally,” Charlotte says. “Our next stop.”


Geneviève watches Charlotte’s skinny arms balance from her sides as she crosses the farmyard. Out of where? she wants to ask. La Salpêtrière, of course. For a brief moment, it occurs to her that Charlotte might know more about her than the other women do, might know about La Grande Force. But that is impossible. How would she? Geneviève focuses on what Charlotte said about Étiennette, and now all she can feel is anger. The girl doesn’t know her luck to be with her childhood friend whom no one took away or forced her to leave behind. When she was Charlotte’s age, Geneviève struggled to survive in an unknown city that would give her nothing but the solitude of its streets and prisons. She has been on her own too long to travel alone.


“I wouldn’t worry too much,” Étiennette says, rolling her hair into a bun. “Maybe she’s about to start bleeding.”


At Madame d’Argenson’s, when Geneviève missed her period, she didn’t say a word to anyone, not even Amélie. It would have meant telling her so much more, and Geneviève didn’t want her to know—at least not just yet—what had happened with Félicien, because it had been that one time. It hadn’t meant anything, nothing more than the couples having sex in the narrow alleys, the ones they often saw at dusk when they walked home from the river. She couldn’t tell her friend what she hadn’t understood yet: that being intimate with Félicien had then seemed the closest thing to loving Amélie.


Geneviève decided she was old enough to figure it out herself. She had heard about women who didn’t want to have their baby. She had heard that eating absinthe would stimulate her blood. She’d munch the bitter plants in the deserted kitchen at night and wake up tired. In the morning, she’d look for the blood that would keep the other servants’ suspicions at bay and find nothing but the salty stains left by her own sweat.


It bought her time, and that was all she could think about. She could see herself growing bigger and then flatter. She could see Madame giving her a look that felt like spit and asking her to leave. She could see Amélie leaning over the vats of the washhouse boat alone. But Geneviève couldn’t picture the baby. Only the shadowy, moist place below her breasts, this pocket she imagined raw red, like under shut eyelids.
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