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As always, for my beloved 
Greg, Felix, Martha, Ollie and Finn


For the first Huguenots in southern Africa
 and every refugee, past and present, fleeing 
persecution and war in the hope of a safer life









‘Words strain,


Crack and sometimes break, under the burden,


Under the tension, slip, slide, perish,


Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,


Will not stay still.’


‘Burnt Norton’ 
Four Quartets, T. S. Eliot
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The Map of Bones is the fourth and final book in a series of novels* about the Huguenot diaspora, a narrative of sixteenth-century France to the Cape of Good Hope in the nineteenth century by way of Amsterdam and the Canary Islands. Each novel is inspired by one of the four elements – fire, water, air and earth.


The sequence of religious civil wars between Catholics and Huguenots in France began on 1st March 1562 and ended – after several million had been persecuted, slaughtered or displaced – with the signing of the Edict of Nantes on 13th April 1598 by the previously Protestant King, Henri IV or Henri of Navarre. On 22nd October 1685, his grandson Louis XIV revoked the edict, precipitating the exodus of those few Huguenots still remaining on French soil. Though the first Huguenot refugees had begun to arrive in the Cape of Good Hope as early as 1671, the majority arrived in southern Africa on eighteen ships setting sail from the ports in the United Provinces between June 1687 and June 1688. The spiegelretourschip the Berg China – referred to in Dutch records simply as the China – arrived in Table Bay from Goeree, under the aegis of the Rotterdam Chamber, on 4th August 1688. The names of those first families – including Jourdan, de Villiers, Roux, Joubert, du Toit, Retief, Malherbe, Meinard, Jacob, Grange – are still present in South Africa today. My Joubert family is fictional and not related to the real Joubert family of South Africa (originally Jaubert) from Motte d’Aigues in Provence.


The Commander of the Colony, Simon van der Stel, initially set aside land for Huguenot settlement in the Drakenstein Valley. The land was poor and the refugees petitioned for farmland on the banks of the Berg River in Olifantshoek, the first being allotted to Heinrich Müller from Basel in 1692. He named it ‘Keerweder’, meaning ‘turn back’. Many of the wine farms in today’s Franschhoek still bear the names given to them by their original Huguenot owners, including ‘La Motte’, ‘La Cotte’, ‘Cabrière’, ‘La Dauphiné’, ‘Bourgogne’, ‘La Terra de Luc’, ‘Champagne’, ‘La Bri’ and ‘La Provence’.


After years of conflict, the British finally wrested control of the Cape from the Dutch for good after the Battle of Blaauwberg in 1806 and, in the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1814, Cape Town was permanently ceded to the United Kingdom. In 1713, Olifantshoek was renamed le coin Français, the ‘French corner’, and was known as Franschen Hoek (and, briefly, as Roubaixdorp) before the Dutch version of its name, Franschhoek, was settled on. The name ‘Cape Town’ started to be used from 1733. For the sake of the narrative, I have taken certain liberties in my descriptions, topography and history of Cape Town, Stellenbosch, Drakenstein, Franschhoek and Joubertsgat Bridge.


On the question of language, to strike the balance between historical veracity and modern usage, I have used both ‘enslaved’ and ‘slave’ when unavoidable within the text. Hottentots Holland remains a place name in the Republic of South Africa. There were many different and shifting groupings within the indigenous peoples of the Cape during the seventeenth century and there is much debate among historians and scholars about nomenclature. I have focused on the Khoi, and used Khoi and San in the text rather than Khoikhoi or Bushmen. When referring to the language, I have also used Khoi rather than Khoe (or Nama). There is also discussion about the word ‘leader’ being preferable to ‘chief’ or ‘headsman’. Because this is historical fiction, I have occasionally used ‘headsman’ as well as ‘clan leader’ as being more appropriate to the time in which this novel is set.


The influence of the Huguenots is extraordinary, a diaspora that took them as skilled immigrants all over the world – one branch of my family, also. Every country which accepted the refugees – including the Dutch Republic, England, Ireland and South Africa – was enriched by their presence despite their relatively small numbers. The word ‘refugee’ comes from refugié, a French word first used to describe the Huguenots. For those readers who would like a fuller history, I recommend Pieter Coertzen’s The Huguenots of South Africa 1688–1988 and Huguenots at the Cape by Philippa van Aardt and Elaine Ridge, both published by the Huguenot Society of South Africa.


Central to this novel are the operations of the United Dutch East India Company – the VOC (Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie) – which was established in March 1602, granting it a twenty-one-year monopoly to carry out trade activities in the Far East. Their modus operandi was not to establish colonies, but rather refreshment stations to provide the VOC ships with fresh food and water on their voyages to Batavia (Jakarta) and beyond to places such as China and Japan. The one exception to this was the Cape of Good Hope, which was a colony built on the labour of enslaved people brought from other parts of East and West Africa, as well as from Madagascar, India and Indonesia.


At the heart of The Map of Bones is a belief in the power of words, that unless women’s stories and testimonies are included alongside those of men in the historical records, it cannot really be called history at all.


There is no Joubert Family Archive and Reading Room in London, nor was there a ship called the Gouw. The wine farm ‘La Justice’ in Olifantshoek, owned by the fictious Barenton family, does not – and never did – exist, nor does Klein Bethlehem. All the characters in The Map of Bones, unless otherwise specified, are imagined, though inspired by people who might have lived: ordinary women and men, struggling to survive and flourish against a backdrop of religious war and displacement.


Then, as now.


Kate Mosse


Chichester


April 2024
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PROLOGUE
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LA ROCHELLE



May 1687


RUE DES GENTILSHOMMES


18th May 1687


Suzanne could hear them rampaging through the house. More like animals than men, except animals did not destroy wantonly. These men, dragonnades, were uncouth and violent bullies: Catholic soldiers billeted with Protestant households and given licence by the King to intimidate, humiliate, abuse, thieve. Huguenots were no longer citizens in their own country.


Kill or be killed.


She froze at another huge crash below. A splintering of wood, a cacophony of metal striking the tiled floor of the main hall, discordant chimes. She clenched her fists, suspecting the lawless soldiers had pulled down the lantern clock from the wall, simply because they could.


Suzanne had never before felt such rage, such fear, as over this past week. Dragonnades had been coming to the rue des Gentilshommes several times a day on the pretext of searching for Huguenot ‘malefactors’, as they called them. Then, five days ago, the soldiers had moved in and behaved as if the house was a muster camp on the battlefield: slashing portraits with their swords; shattering the Venetian wine glasses that had been in the Joubert family for generations; fouling the yard at the back of the house so the air stank. Drinking and drinking and drinking. Her grandmother, Florence, had sent their servants away, unwilling to put them at risk, so it was just the two of them left. Yesterday, as Florence was bringing food to the table, one of them had stuck out his foot and she had gone sprawling.


‘What kind of man takes pleasure in humiliating an old woman?’ Suzanne protested sharply. The soldier had laughed, then slapped her face for her insolence. Who was there to stop him?


Florence was not hurt, but she was badly shaken and had remained in her chamber for the rest of the day. Suzanne had thought herself civilised, but now she knew she would kill every one of them were it not for the fact that it would leave her grandmother unprotected.


She checked the door to her bedchamber was locked, having made sure Florence was secure in her room. The nights were the worst, listening to the rough voices getting louder and more strident, arguing and fighting, then an uneasy silence falling as the soldiers collapsed into an inebriated stupor. As a child, she had lain in this same chamber hearing the sounds of customers being ejected from the taverns at the port. Ugly sounds, aggressive voices, but she had felt safe.


Now, the threat was inside her own home.


From below, she heard a sudden bellow of triumph. ‘Hey, will you look at this!’


Suzanne heard a new and unwelcome sound, the unmistakable scrape of the heavy walnut table in the hall being dragged away from the panelled wall. Her heart sank. She had moved it there after the first visit of the dragonnades, in the hope of concealing the small door down to the wine cellar. She had prayed that, once they had eaten and drunk the pantry dry, the dragonnades would move on to find another household to terrorise.


In despair, she knelt on her prie-dieu and muttered the same words over and again.


‘Post tenebras lux.’ After darkness, the light. Perhaps, tonight, God would be on their side?


After a while, she moved to sit on her bed. Below, the sounds of carousing grew louder. It went on so long that she eventually fell into a troubled half-sleep.


A little later, Suzanne awoke with a jolt to see that her candle had burnt right down. She heard the bells of the grosse horloge striking three o’clock, then realised the house was silent: no shouting, no singing. Instantly, Suzanne was on her feet. She tiptoed to the door, carefully turned the key in the lock, and opened it a crack.


Not a sound. Could it be that they would make it through another night? Then, across the landing, she saw the tray she had left outside her grandmother’s door was still there. Unease trickled down her spine. She did not want to wake Florence if she was lost in the comforting arms of sleep, but what if she had been more hurt than either of them had realised? What if she was lying in her bed in need of help?


Suzanne hesitated, then stepped out onto the landing.


In her stockinged feet, she moved as quietly as she was able towards her grandmother’s chamber. She could not stop herself glancing down, then wished she had not. The hall looked as if an army had marched through: glass everywhere, a flagon lying on its side with the last dregs of wine dripping red from the neck and pooling like blood on the tiled floor. One soldier was sprawled in the high-backed armchair, stains down his uniform jacket; another was slumped over the table with his head on his arms; a third was at the bottom of the stairs, his shirt patterned with vomit.


Revolted, Suzanne turned away and tapped on Florence’s door.


‘Gran’mère?’ she whispered. ‘Ça va?’


There was no answer but, when she pressed her ear to the door, she could just hear gentle snoring. Relieved, she turned away. Then her breath caught in her throat. Standing at the top of the stairs, between Florence’s chamber and her own, was the fourth soldier. She had foolishly assumed him to be in the yard.


Their eyes met: the hunter and his prey.


Suzanne leapt forward, but he was quicker. He encircled her waist with his arms, then pulled her towards him. She struck at him with her fists, beating against his chest, urgently trying to prise herself free.


‘Come, come, I’m only after a kiss.’


Suzanne recoiled, striking out with her stockinged feet. Her assailant was briefly knocked off his stride. She took the chance to slip free, running across the landing towards her room.


He laughed, pawing at her skirts, dragging her back towards him.


‘No harm in a kiss,’ he wheezed, and she realised that her resistance was inflaming his blood.


‘Let me go,’ she murmured, scared to make a noise in case she woke her grandmother. Or, worse, his unconscious companions.


Suddenly, she remembered something she’d seen down in the port when she was a girl. One of the doxies who frequented the waterfront when the ships came home from the sea had been manhandled by a customer. The woman’s face had been red and furious, Suzanne remembered, when she suddenly brought up her knee between the man’s legs. He had fallen screaming and writhing to the floor. She hadn’t understood at the time, only that the woman had bested him.


The soldier’s lips were now on her neck, his hands groping at her bodice, fumbling with the hooks and eyes.


With all the strength she could muster, Suzanne lifted her leg and brought her heel back. Kicked. It wasn’t enough. He gasped, but tightened his grip.


‘Wild little cat, aren’t you?’ he hissed, with a cold edge to his voice.


In a last desperate attempt to free herself, Suzanne twisted and clawed at his face. She gouged his cheek, drawing blood. He froze, then his expression changed, transforming things from a rough game into something darker. Before she had the chance to duck, he pulled back his fist and punched her on the jaw.


The pain reverberated around her head, disbelief too, as she felt herself falling. Then another explosion of pain as her temple hit the newel post at the top of the stairs.


Suzanne could not have been unconscious for more than a few moments but, when she came to, the man was on top of her. Her chemise had been torn open – she could feel the night air cool on her bare skin – and her skirts were pushed up around her waist. Suzanne panicked. She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t move. In vain she tried to push him off, but he barely seemed to realise she was there. His eyes were closed and he seemed in the grip of some violent turmoil.


Pinned, she stopped struggling, now wanting more than anything for it to be over. Praying that her grandmother would remain in her room and not have to witness what was happening. She felt a final, tearing pain between her legs, then the soldier collapsed on top of her. Suzanne felt her ribs were cracking, as if her whole body was being crushed. There was something wet on her cheeks. She stuck out her tongue, thinking it would be blood from the wound on her temple, but tasted salt.


Suddenly, the man rolled off her. Suzanne gulped at the air, rolling onto her side. Now he was tying his breeches and shrugging his arms back into his uniform jacket. She didn’t move, not wanting to provoke him to some other assault.


Something cold struck her cheek. She turned her head and saw a silver coin lying bright on the floorboard beside her.


‘For your trouble,’ he said.


Was it her imagination, or was there shame in his voice? Then he turned and staggered down the stairs, leaving her lying on the floor.


Suzanne did not move. She was stunned. Numb, as if this horror had happened to someone else. Then, as always, thoughts of her grandmother took over. She couldn’t risk Florence waking and finding her like this. She was an old woman and, though she had survived much in her long life, Suzanne would not inflict another ordeal on her.


She stood up, setting her head spinning. She steadied herself, then staggered to her bedchamber, pulled off the sullied clothes that had not protected her and rolled them into a bundle beneath her bed. Taking a plain garment from her chest, she dressed quickly and laced her boots. She cleaned herself, wiped the blood from her temple, washed her hands with water from the nightstand and tidied her hair so it hung in its usual curls on either side of her face.


She would not let this man take anything more from her. She would not let him win. But she knew that if such a thing could happen once, it could happen again. 


The trauma of what had been done to her caught suddenly in her throat. She closed her eyes, willing herself to be strong. Suzanne took a few deep breaths to compose herself, then knocked on her grandmother’s door. This time, she was more insistent.


‘Gran’mère,’ she whispered, as loudly as she dared, ‘let me in. I must speak with you.’


Still bleary with sleep, Florence opened her door. ‘What’s happened?’ she said, taking one look at Suzanne’s face.


‘One of . . .’


Instantly, from the unnaturally stiff way that her granddaughter was standing, from her pallor, from the effort she was taking to hold her emotions in check, she knew.


‘Did he hurt you?’


‘I tried to fight him off, but I . . . I should not have opened the door.’


Florence grabbed her granddaughter’s arm. ‘No! It is not your fault, don’t ever think that. That is what wicked men say to make women responsible for their treacherous actions. It is not your fault, Suzanne, do you hear me?’


Looking dazed and distant, Suzanne nodded. Florence’s heart twisted in her chest for the pity of it.


Thinking furiously, she issued instructions. ‘Go to your room. Put on warm clothes, garments with pockets, and conceal anything of value that is small enough to carry beneath your cloak. Bring your wooden casket with your mother’s jewels, but not too much.’


‘Are we going to allow ourselves to be driven from our own home?’


Florence put her hand on Suzanne’s shoulder. ‘This is no longer our home. Only our lives matter. Quick, now.’


While Suzanne returned to her own chamber, Florence looked around the room that had been her refuge for nearly sixty years. She had come here with her own father many years ago – to her cousin Louise’s house – and, for the most part, she had been happy in La Rochelle.


Florence gathered a few precious trinkets that she could not bear to leave, family heirlooms, then put on her plainest cloak and bonnet over the crumpled clothes she had slept in. Her old fingers fumbled over the laces of her boots but, at the same time, she felt a new lease of life. Being trapped here by the dragonnades, unable to move against them for fear of putting Suzanne in more danger, had been unbearable. She would rather die, than live like this any longer.


The two women, one not yet twenty and the other in the twilight of her life, moved silently down the back stairs and away from the magnificent turreted stone house overlooking the rue des Gentilshommes, then slipped into the side streets, leaving behind their lives, their memories. Florence held Suzanne’s hand, drawing her back into the shadows at the sound of soldiers’ boots on the cobblestones, then hurrying her forward when the coast was clear.


‘What are we going to do?’ Suzanne whispered. ‘The gates will be bolted for the night and there are patrols everywhere.’


Florence put her finger to her lips.


La Rochelle was shrouded in a white mist come in from the sea, filling everything with a strange, other-worldly light. As they passed beneath the grosse horloge, the clock tower that divided the city from the port, the bell began chiming for four o’clock. Soon, the fishermen and the ostlers would be stirring.


‘Where are we going?’ Suzanne asked. ‘We are not allowed to leave.’


This time, Florence was relieved to hear a little of her old spirit in her granddaughter’s voice.


‘Just follow me.’


She led them away from the two main towers that guarded the entrance into La Rochelle harbour towards the Lantern Tower where prisoners were held. It was said that many scratched their initials on the wall to leave a record of their incarceration.


Luck was with them. There were no candles burning in the houses overlooking the sea wall and no one to notice them at the water’s edge. She signalled for Suzanne to wait, then approached one of the painted fishing boats tethered in the water.


‘Monsieur?’ Florence hesitated, then spoke a little louder: ‘Monsieur, c’est moi. Florence Amiel – la fille de Jean-Jacques Joubert.’


This time, there was a rustling beneath the nets and a man’s head appeared from the depths of the rowing boat. A hushed conversation began, full of entreaty and gestures. Finally, a few coins changed hands.


‘Come, petite,’ she said gently, leading Suzanne to the little boat. ‘We are going to hide here for now. It will be light soon. The captain will take us to the Île de Ré as soon as it is safe.’


Suzanne still looked dazed. ‘But why would he help us?’


‘Because my father, Jean-Jacques, once helped him,’ Florence replied, keeping her voice as steady as she could. ‘Lie down here. Try to rest. It is going to be all right.’


But as Florence joined Suzanne beneath the nets, with the smell of fish and the sea in her nose, she knew they were taking a very great risk. Any Huguenots caught trying to leave France would be executed, or the men condemned to the slave galleys and the women confined to a convent for the rest of their lives. And she was relying on the captain’s debt from the past to not betray them.


All the same, in the black and early morning chill, she smiled. The women of the Joubert family were made of strong stuff. If they could make it to the Île de Ré without being caught, from there they could seek passage on a Dutch ship sailing north.


She felt Suzanne reach out and take her hand. ‘Post tenebras lux,’ she whispered into the darkness. After darkness, the light.
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Fifteen months later


THE CAPE COLONY



August 1688–March 1689












CHAPTER ONE
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TABLE BAY


Wednesday, 4th August 1688


White sails against a grey sky. Salt air and wind, the slap of water against the hull of the ship. Singing in the rigging and the snap of the red, white and blue flag of the United Provinces atop the three masts and prow. Two o’clock in the afternoon on the fourth day of August in the year 1688. Winter in the south, a time of storms and rough seas. Gulls shrieking overhead to guide the China into Table Bay.


Suzanne Joubert stood with both hands on the taffrail, trying to imagine how it would be to feel the earth beneath her feet. No longer the sway of the ship, the ever-changing vastness of the ocean, but solid, unshifting ground. How it would feel to no longer be confined to a few hundred feet of deck or the squalid sleeping quarters down below. The seasoned mariners, who’d sailed this route before, warned her she would feel land-sick at first, as if it was the world that could not stay still. She hoped she would be all right, but she gripped the rail more tightly all the same.


After the excited chatter when the coast of Africa had first been sighted, the passengers were mostly silent now. In a ship of more than three hundred souls, seafarers and soldiers, there were twenty-eight passengers, including Suzanne and her grandmother. This was the place they were to learn to call home, as different from the villages of Provence or the canals of Amsterdam as could be. A ‘wild and desolate land’, Jan van Riebeeck, the first commander of the Cape, had called it in his writings.


Suzanne thought it majestic: the sheer scale and the size of the vista coming into view, the endless sky and the dwellings dotted on the plain as tiny as children’s toys in the nursery. Rocks to one side, sandy beaches to the other. Most of all, the mountains. Though the ship’s cook had described it, Suzanne had still gasped when Table Mountain came into view and she saw the famous floating white drape of cloud, crisp like a laundered linen tablecloth, lying across it. Beside it, she could make out the summit said to resemble a lion sleeping and the ragged outline of the formation known as Devil’s Peak.


‘Laat het anker zakken.’ Drop anchor.


Suzanne registered the shudder as the chain rattled, then began to grind and stutter as it started to unwind. Slowly at first, then fast and faster as it gathered momentum under its own weight, until the huge metal hook found the sea bed. She felt a lurch, then a coming-to-rest as the anchor bumped along the bottom. Finally, a sharp jolt when it found purchase.


The China rocked on its chain. Suzanne heard the whistle confirming the ship was secure and the shouted orders and sounds of the crew clambering up the masts to furl the sails. Still, she did not turn round. She kept her gaze fixed upon the shore, as if it might disappear if she looked away.


The China gave a gun salute, covering the deck in a cloud of white smoke. Foreign ships were obliged to discharge all their weapons on entering harbour but, for a VOC ship coming into a VOC harbour, a single shot would suffice. An answering salute came from the shore, and the crew cheered. Even Captain van Groll was smiling.


At last Suzanne felt she could breathe more easily. The voyage was over and, with it, all the heartbreak and the wonder, the friendships and the moments of joy. The stories of exile and despair, of experience and hope. She’d seen a wedding on board and a birth, the black sky scattered silver with stars below the Equator. The solitude of the night watch.


She thought of the waves, white-crested like frosted hills in winter, the shifting colours of green and blue; leaping silver-flanked sword-fish and dolphins racing alongside; sea dogs, and translucent jellyfish hovering below the surface of the water; ugly creatures with gaping mouths. Suzanne had never before seen such sights outside the pages of a book or the painted surface of a seafarer’s globe. 


Perhaps here, in the Cape, she would learn to feel joy again?


Her feeling of relief faded as the darker events of the voyage came back to her. Suzanne blinked away the memory of the bodies wrapped in dirty shrouds – refugees, sailors and soldiers, children too – twenty dead in all, each thrown overboard in tarpaulins weighted with stones:


‘Een, twee, drie, in Godsnaam . . .’ One, two, three, in the name of God.


She remembered the stench below deck, the lack of fresh food and the crust of salt upon their skin. The storms, with the ship rearing and plunging through the rutted depths until it seemed as if the China would crack in two. Waves as high as a house. Later, the eerie times when they were becalmed or suffocated by burning red sands blown from the coast of West Africa. She could still hear the silent weeping of the Dutch orphan girls sent to be married to settlers they had never met and see the despair of the young Frenchmen when they remembered the villages they would never see again: La Motte d’Aigues; Saint-Martin-de-la-Brasque; Cabrières d’Aigues. Mothers, fathers, cousins, brothers, wives, sisters, all praying they would find kindness and tolerance in this distant Christian corner of the world. A place to lay their heads without fear of persecution.


Friends, now.


Suzanne was not like them, despite the empathy she felt for all they had lost. She felt exhilaration, not dread. Although she and her grandmother, Florence, had also been forced to flee their home in La Rochelle, they were the last remaining members of one of the great Huguenot families of France. They had bought passage on a ship sailing from the Île de Ré to Nantes, then travelled overland to Chartres, avoiding the King’s soldiers hunting Huguenots for sport, making it to Reims and into the Spanish Netherlands, and on until they were safe.


Once in Amsterdam, the elegant van Raay house in Warmoesstraat had been waiting for them. They had shelter and they were safe. They might have stayed – perhaps they should have stayed – except Suzanne knew that she would never have been able to settle. She was a traveller, not a refugee. She had boarded the China with a heart full of anger, and a mission.


Besides, wasn’t the sea in her blood?


Suzanne had grown up hearing stories about her cousin, Louise Reydon-Joubert, a woman who had lived and died many years before she was born. Louise had bequeathed her house in La Rochelle to her uncle – Florence’s father – as well as a wine business in which she had an interest and Suzanne herself had been born in the elegant building in the rue des Gentilshommes.


During the winter in Amsterdam, trying to bury the memories of what had happened in La Rochelle, Suzanne had found Louise’s prison diary and read her account of being put on trial for murder. After that, thoughts of Louise had become Suzanne’s constant companion in her fractured life. She had scoured the records from the old van Raay shipping offices now archived in the library in Warmoesstraat and found the evidence of Louise’s ownership of a fluyt, a trading ship, called the Old Moon. Even now, such a thing would be extraordinary, but then? A woman who lived on her own terms in a man’s world, a woman of courage and principle. A woman who had turned pirate, a she-captain, hunting down slaver ships on the high seas.


A history written in blood and betrayal.


The Old Moon had left Gran Canaria bound for the Cape of Good Hope in October 1621. Louise’s friend, Gilles Barenton – rumoured to be her husband – was on board, as was Louise’s half-brother, a man by the name of Phillipe Vidal. They had dropped anchor in Table Bay seven months later. That much was on record. But neither Louise herself – nor her two companions – had ever been heard of again.


No word, no story, no grave.


The Old Moon had been sailed back to Amsterdam by Louise’s first lieutenant, on her instruction, but the Englishman maintained to his dying day that he had no idea where his lady-captain had been headed nor why she had forsaken the ship she loved. It was he who’d handed the prison diary into the keeping of Louise’s elderly aunt, Alis, in Warmoesstraat sixty-five years ago. The diary Suzanne carried with her now.


Her hand slipped to her leather satchel containing not only the diary, but also a Tarot card, wrapped in a piece of threadbare white linen. It was a constant reminder of what she had come to do. She was on a quest, as much as Achilles or Hercules ever had been.


‘Next!’


Suzanne jolted back to the present, as the ship’s first officer called out the names of the passengers to be taken ashore in the rowing boats. She hoisted her satchel higher across her shoulder, then moved to stand beside her grandmother.


‘Remember, petite,’ Florence murmured, ‘you must try to speak Dutch now.’


‘I know.’


She stood patiently in line, waiting while her grandmother was helped down into the boat. Despite the dull day, Suzanne’s copper hair shone bright. Broad and powerful in stature, her colouring linked her to the Dutch side of the family. Only her unusual eyes, one blue and one brown, spoke to generations of Joubert women whom she resembled in spirit – Minou, Marta, Louise, Florence – adventurers, all.


‘Suzanne Joubert?’


‘Hier ben ik,’ she replied clearly. I’m here.


Holding her portmanteau tight, Suzanne climbed down into the boat and settled herself on the wooden bench beside her grandmother. She took a deep breath, feeling her nerves singing with excitement. Apprehension, too. The sea was choppy, but she was accustomed to the roll and swell of the waves.


As the oarsmen started to row, Suzanne smiled.


‘J’arrive,’ she muttered under her breath, as the gulls continued to screech above their heads. ‘I’m coming. I’m coming to find you.’










CHAPTER TWO
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The instant the rowing boat pulled away from the shelter of the ship, Suzanne realised the sea was far rougher than it had seemed from the deck. She squeezed her grandmother’s arm and looked straight ahead. Florence, though in her ninth decade, showed no sign of fear.


‘Should we not wait until the sea is calmer?’ Suzanne shouted up to the helmsman.


He shook his head. ‘There is a storm due. Conditions will worsen as the afternoon closes in. We need to disembark everyone now or wait until the weather has passed through.’


‘But is it safe?’


‘I’ve known worse. If you are sickened, fix your eyes on the shore.’


The tiny boat battled forward in the broiling sea, until a monstrous wave broke over the gunwales, almost capsizing them. The youngest of the Dutch orphans, Catrina, screamed. Though they came from a country built on waterways and dykes and rivers, few could swim, and none of them had ever set foot outside of Rotterdam before this pilgrimage to the ends of the earth. Another arc of seawater thundered over the boat, swamping the boards. The sailors began to bail water as some of the other girls, dressed alike in their grey orphanage pinafore dresses, began to weep.


The land seemed very far away.


‘There’s nothing to worry about, it’s just the usual mischief of the sea in winter,’ Suzanne shouted over the swell. ‘The Cape of Good Hope, that’s what they call this point of land – “good hope” – and that’s what it will turn out to be. Mark my words.’


‘Beloof je?’ Catrina whispered. Do you promise?


‘I am certain of it,’ Suzanne replied firmly, as another wave crashed over the prow of the boat. Next to them, the oldest girl, Judith Verbeek, though green around the gills, mouthed her thanks.


As they heeled violently to port, Catrina screamed again. Suzanne and Judith pulled the girls away from the seats at the bow and pushed them down into the bottom of the boat, shouting at them to hold on tight.


‘And pray for God to have mercy on us,’ Judith murmured.


The oarsmen continued to struggle to make headway against the current, as the craft was tossed and shaken by the rolling waves, driven off course. But the helmsman, though drenched and blinded by the spray, held steady. Little by little, as the shoreline drew closer, the sea became less wild. Finally, protected by the curve of the bay, the pilot brought the rowing boat safely to the wooden pier, where hands immediately reached down to pull the bedraggled new arrivals up onto the jetty.


In a babble of Dutch and French – refugees who had travelled on the twelve VOC ships that had sailed the ‘wagon trail’ before them – were ready to welcome their brothers and sisters. But they stood back when they saw the Dutch orphans. These were not their kin. They folded their hands to wait for the next boat, bringing their co-religionists to shore.


‘Dank u,’ Suzanne said, as an official reached down to help her, remembering her grandmother’s advice. He nodded, assisted with her portmanteau, but said nothing.


She felt a flutter of nerves in her stomach. Though they were Huguenots too, they had paid their own way as passengers. She was young and unmarried, and the Colony was known to be lacking in suitable wives for VOC men. It should mean she would be welcomed with open arms. But then, Suzanne had not come to the Cape to be a farmer’s wife.


THE CAPE COLONY



They were instructed to walk to the end of the jetty and wait on the shore.


For a moment, Suzanne couldn’t move. She stood, with her legs braced, as the jetty beneath her feet seemed to sway, praying the sickness would pass. She shivered, soaked through by the spray. Her skin felt tight with saltwater and her head was spinning.


Though the waterside was noisy, everything was muffled by the low-lying grey mist and a drizzle that reminded her of the squares and cobbled streets of Amsterdam. The air seemed to glister white, like the shimmering over the canals in autumn. For Suzanne, though, everything was vivid and bright. The smells, the sounds, were all tantalisingly familiar, yet all utterly strange: the rattle of barrels over the wooden boards of the jetty; men’s voices raised in command or anger; gulls; sooty black wading birds with bright red legs and beaks, oyster catchers, she thought.


Suzanne was used to a stew of languages and mingling with travellers from all over the globe – she had always and only lived in harbour cities – but she was struck by the porters come to carry their luggage. Men with skin as black as ink, tall and majestic. Others were lighter skinned and dressed in working clothes, their features speaking of homes in Madagascar and Bengal and Sri Lanka.


The rumour was that the Commander of the Cape Colony himself was the grandson of a freed slave, and yet the captain of the China had boasted of how the number of enslaved people here was already twice that of the VOC employees settled at the Cape. Suzanne had held her tongue and tried not to let her revulsion show. Slavery was illegal in the United Provinces, though not in its overseas territories, and she was sickened by the thought of humans being bought and sold like cattle.


From the Van Raay archives in Amsterdam, she’d learnt that Louise herself, Louise’s great-aunt Alis and Alis’s companion, Cornelia van Raay, had spoken out against enslavement. But a few lone women’s voices had not been enough to sway the men who ruled Holland – the Lords XVII. They had adjudged that, with the trafficking of human beings, would come riches and influence. Time had proved them right. And Suzanne knew that the growing Cape Colony could not function without these stolen people.


Behind her she heard a smattering of applause. Suzanne turned to see the second of the rowing boats, carrying the first of the refugees, pulling up to the pier. The small crowd surged forward again, hoping to see the faces of long-lost family and neighbours. She saw their smiles of relief, hands reaching down, heard their prayers in French thanking God for their friends’ and relatives’ safe deliverance from the sea.


Once all twenty-eight passengers had disembarked, an official in the colours of the VOC stepped to the front of the crowd and clapped his hands.


‘This way.’


Suzanne moved forward, beckoning for others to follow her towards a large cavernous shed. Before being allowed to sail to the Colony, each of them – even paying passengers like Suzanne and Florence – had had to swear an oath of allegiance to the United Provinces, to obey Dutch laws, to be good and loyal subjects and to promise to remain at the Cape for a minimum of five years.


Having spent more than four months at sea with her co-religionists – and knowing their knowledge of Dutch customs was limited – Suzanne doubted if any of her fellow travellers had any idea of what they had committed to. They were masons and farmhands, weavers and coopers. They had grown up in the warmth and simplicity of Provence, among peach groves and vineyards and olive trees, where tiny interlinked hamlets nestled in gentle, green hills and river valleys, bound to one another by centuries of marriage and kin. Most of them had never even seen the sea before they boarded the China and few could sign their own names, let alone read the documents put in front of them.


‘In here, if you will,’ said the official.


Suzanne stepped through wide wooden-latched doors into a shed as large as anything at the shipbuilding yards of Amsterdam. A long and basic rectangular structure, fashioned from planks and sealed with tar, there were high open windows at the top for ventilation and long benches set down both sides. At the far end was a line of narrow trestle tables with oil lamps, resembling a court of justice where the officials, like a line of black crows upon a fence, sat ready to begin the process of registering the new arrivals. On the wall behind, the flag of the United Provinces hung between two larger pennants proclaiming the authority of the VOC. Suzanne gave a discreet smile. The size and positioning of the flags made it clear where the real power lay: with the merchants rather than the far-distant Lords XVII.


‘Sit,’ the official said, gesturing to benches on their left. ‘Wait until your name is called. When it is, make your approach to the desk and answer the questions put to you.’


The eight orphans sat down in a shivering huddle of grey, then stood up again, fearful of doing the wrong thing. No one else had moved. The official had spoken clearly, but Suzanne knew that most of her fellow passengers would struggle to understand. They had picked up very little Dutch during their time at sea, tending to remain in their own quarters and communicating mostly between themselves, even when Suzanne had offered to teach them. Now, they were weary and they were scared. Their relief at having survived the voyage had already given way to fear of a greater kind: the fear of the unknown.


‘Hurry,’ the official called impatiently. ‘You are all to sit.’


Suzanne stepped out of the line. ‘Mijnheer, perhaps I might help?’


He ran his eyes up and down her filthy, sodden clothes. ‘You speak Dutch?’


‘My great-grandfather’s family was from Amsterdam.’


His eyes narrowed. ‘Yet you are a refugee?’


A shake of her head. ‘A traveller, mijnheer. We paid our own passage.’


‘We? Where is your husband?’


‘My grandmother and I,’ she replied in a level voice. ‘She is rich in years but yet, she too, wished to play her part in building this new corner of the Dutch Empire.’


She was aware of the picture she painted. A young woman in shabby travelling clothes, her bonnet stained and skirt sea-soaked. But the cloth was expensive, her cloak embroidered, her boots of soft Spanish leather, and she knew the man would recognise their worth. For all their formidable airs and graces, the VOC were traders above all else. They knew the market value of everything.


‘What do you want?’ he asked suspiciously.


‘Merely to assist.’


Suzanne gestured to Judith and the other seven girls. ‘They are from the orphanage in Rotterdam, but most of my co-religionists do not speak your language. I could translate for them.’ She waited politely, hoping she had not been too forthright. Her time in Amsterdam had taught her that most of the minor officials within the VOC were easy to flatter. But perhaps the men of the Cape – pioneers, after all – were harder to please? ‘I consider it my duty to be of service,’ she added.


Duty. That he understood. He nodded. ‘Come with me.’










CHAPTER THREE
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‘I have offered my services as interpreter,’ Suzanne whispered to her grandmother.


‘Do not be impertinent,’ Florence cautioned. ‘Men do not admire women with a sharp wit. They think it makes them look foolish.’


‘Most do not need our aid in that!’


‘Suzanne . . .’


She held up her hands. ‘Don’t worry, Gran’mère, I will guard my tongue.’


Suzanne kissed her grandmother, then hurried to follow the official. Her boots seemed over-loud in the echoing space despite the beaten-earth floor. The other clerks paid her no heed, but she was aware of the eyes of her fellow passengers tracking her with interest as she walked up the middle of the chamber. She smiled at Judith, standing with the other orphan brides like a mother hen, hoping to reassure her. An angular girl of nineteen years, her friend returned the smile.


The official came to a halt in front of the long trestle tables. Motioning to Suzanne to stay where she was, he stepped towards a man sitting in a high-backed chair. The regisseur, she supposed. His grave demeanour gave her an uneasy feeling of being judged, as if this was a tribunal rather than a welcoming committee. Which, in a way, Suzanne supposed it was. She and her companions were not individuals to this man and his officials, but numbers on a list to be processed and allocated to a parcel of land: labourers, farmers, vintners, breeders.


Suzanne did not imagine this was Simon van der Stel himself – the Commander would hardly concern himself with so mundane a task – but the regisseur bristled with importance all the same. A brass inkpot and quill in his hand, he was the twin for any of the VOC officials she had come across in Amsterdam. He wore a long black justaucorps, black breeches and stockings, a white flat falling collar, and his hair was combed back from his forehead. The only sign of flamboyance was a large, drooping moustache that framed his thin lips.


The official who’d brought her to the table was still whispering, and glancing back over his shoulder. The regisseur leant to one side, so they were both now staring at her. Suzanne did not smile, but remained standing with her hands folded in front of her, a picture of demure patience, until she was waved forward.


‘You speak Dutch, juffrouw . . .?’ the regisseur asked, leaving the question of her name hanging.


‘Joubert,’ she replied. ‘Suzanne Joubert. I have travelled with my grandmother, Florence Reydon-Joubert.’


‘But you are French?’


‘My family is of French and Dutch heritage and settled in Amsterdam at the time of the Alteration.’ She paused. ‘Indeed, my great-grandfather played a part in the liberation of the city from Catholic oppression.’


The regisseur raised his eyebrows, but Suzanne knew the comment would find its mark. A significant wave of Huguenot refugees had fled to the Netherlands after the Paris massacre in 1572, bolstering the Protestant resistance in the Netherlands to Spanish rule. Six years later, the town hall had been stormed by Calvinists and Huguenots, who took control of the council – and hence Amsterdam – without a single death.


‘Did he indeed? And why have you travelled here, juffrouw Joubert?’


‘Most of our relatives have been killed by the Catholics in the latest persecutions in my homeland.’ She gave the slightest of shrugs. ‘There was nothing left for me in France, nor any family remaining in Amsterdam, so . . .’


The regisseur looked at her for a moment longer. Suzanne could read his narrow mind in his eyes. Why would a woman, allegedly from such a well-born family, make the perilous journey to the Cape and without a male escort? But pragmatism overcame his curiosity. 


‘Very well. You may assist.’


Suzanne smiled, understanding she was supposed to be grateful, despite the fact that he was getting the better of the bargain.


‘Dank u, regisseur.’


She approached the first family waiting on the benches: Jean Meinard and his wife Louise, who had lost two of their children during the voyage. They came from one of the tiny villages in Provence, Saint-Martin-de-la-Brasque. She explained to Jean, a gentle man of six-and-twenty years, what was to happen, and offered her services as interlocutor. His wife accepted on their behalf, and gave him a loving nudge in the back to encourage him forward. Meinard straightened his stained jerkin, rubbed his boots on the backs of his stockings, and stepped up.


‘Name?’


‘Ton nom de famille,’ Suzanne whispered.


The Frenchman nodded, and answered. Tall and bowed, he held his battered felt hat in his hand. His hair hung lank, framing a lean face. He showed no impatience. Suzanne knew this was what being a refugee meant, how a man’s independence and individuality were stripped from him. Those who had been leaders in their home villages were now reduced to the status of supplicants; always having to be grateful, never making demands, being obliged to wait for whatever scraps might be given. Suzanne’s heart broke for them, these men and women of Provence who found themselves in this alien country. It was a refuge, they were alive, but at what cost?


As the time passed, however, Suzanne had to admit that the process was thorough and, by its own lights, fair. Nothing was left to chance, there was nothing of favour or prejudice: each head of household was given a loan from monies raised by settlers, provided with tools and allocated a plot of land. The Colony needed people to grow fresh fruit and vegetables to supply passing VOC ships, men to establish wine farms and distil brandy and vinegar, and families to grow the population. The Company needed the refugees as much as the refugees needed a safe place to hang their hats.


After Jean Meinard, came the Jourdans and the Malans, the Courbons and the Goirands. The questions were the same each time, delivered in the same monotone by the official, who rarely lifted his eyes from the ledger.


Pierre Grange, a man of great dignity and gravitas, was one of the oldest of the refugees. The strain of the journey, and the insecurity of his position, showed in the deep lines on his face and the way in which his clouded eyes darted between Suzanne and the regisseur with every word spoken. Twice, she was obliged to ask him to raise his voice a little.


Suzanne requested that the girls from Rotterdam be called as a group, and that Judith Verbeek be allowed to speak for them all. Her petition was granted. To her great relief, for the first weeks at least, the eight girls were to be billeted together before being handed into the care of their new husbands.


‘I will come and see you as soon as I can,’ she muttered to her friend. ‘To make sure you are settled in appropriate lodgings.’


‘We will be all right for this first evening, I think,’ Judith replied. ‘It is what comes later, when we are separated. Catrina, Petronella, they are so young . . .’


‘Ik begrijp het,’ Suzanne said softly. I understand.


As the afternoon wore on, Suzanne’s voice grew hoarse with talking. Her legs began to ache and her stomach still felt uneasy. She gazed enviously at the jugs of brandy and sweet biscuits on plates set at regular intervals along the officials’ table, but no one thought to offer her any sustenance.


Finally, only one family was left to process. Pierre Jaubert came from the village of Motte d’Aigues. After a perilous journey over the mountains separating France from Germany, he had finally arrived in Rotterdam in the spring of 1688. He had joined the China with his new bride. Sweet and young, she had succumbed to a fever a mere week after boarding. With unseemly haste – or so it appeared to Suzanne – Jaubert had married another woman, who had also been widowed on board.


To begin with, Suzanne had avoided them. But as the weather changed, with the China leaving the Bay of Biscay and sailing down the Portuguese coast to the Islas Afortunadas, Suzanne found herself drawn to Jaubert’s company. Though he could not read or write his own name, he was an amusing storyteller and his tales of his escape from his home to Geneva, his flight along the Rhine and the Maas rivers, kept everyone captivated on deck at night. The story always finished with a flourish as Jaubert produced his New Testament from his jerkin, a bible no larger than a man’s hand, and brandished it above his head like a hell-fire preacher.


‘This book,’ he would say, ‘this holy book, has travelled with me the length and breadth of France. It is this book –’ at this point, Jaubert would press it to his chest – ‘it is this holy book that has kept me safe, kept the soldiers’ eyes averted.’


Though the details varied with each telling, the bare bones remained the same: unwilling to leave behind his sole family heirloom, but knowing that the possession of a French bible would mark him as a Huguenot and, so, hand him a death sentence, Jaubert had wrapped it in a waxed cloth and hidden it inside a boule of bread.


‘And so here I stand, on this good ship China, knowing that God’s light is still shining upon me. Amen.’


Suzanne had also come to admire his new wife, Isabeau. She was not given to words unless she had something of value to say, but she was steady and loyal. Suzanne thought she would be the perfect settler wife for the flamboyant and sociable Jaubert.


‘Juffrouw Joubert, alstublieft. If you please.’


The regisseur was waving his hand impatiently. Suzanne realised she had allowed her concentration to lapse. She invited her friend to stand beside her.


‘This is Pierre Jaubert. He is travelling with—’


‘Never mind that,’ the regisseur snapped, no doubt also thinking of his supper.


Jaubert, like most of the refugees, spoke Provençal rather than Parisian French, so Suzanne spoke slowly and carefully. ‘Pierre, you will be given, as head of the household, two hundred and ten eight-reales and a plot of land in a place they call Drakenstein.’


‘Where is that?’ he asked, but was silenced by a fierce stare from the regisseur.


‘I will tell you presently,’ Suzanne replied. ‘It is where most are being settled.’


‘Is the land good?’


‘I hope so.’


Jaubert nodded.


‘They will also give you,’ she said, as the regisseur read down his list, ‘an axe, a sickle, seven bags of corn, a spade, a pound and a half of lead, a flintstone—’


‘Good, good.’


‘– as well as a half-share in a cooking pot, a half-share in a chisel, a boring tool and a brace-and-bit.’


‘But what is my wife to do with only a half—’


‘Pierre, please,’ Suzanne murmured, then continued: ‘Also, a half-share in a musket with a pound of gunpowder, a third-share in eight cattle—’


Jaubert snorted.


‘– and a third share in a plough. It would be wise to thank him,’ she finished sternly.


‘Dank u,’ Jaubert said loudly to the regisseur, as if talking to an idiot child. It was all Suzanne could do not to laugh.


‘Sign here,’ the regisseur instructed, pushing the document to the edge of the table.


It was only now that Suzanne saw that he had spelled Pierre’s family name incorrectly, no doubt because he had been speaking her own name all afternoon.


‘It is Jaubert,’ she tried to say, ‘with an “a”, not Joubert with an “o”.’


Her friend waved her concerns away and signed with a cross at the bottom of the page.


‘It hardly matters, so long as I receive what they promise me.’


Despite her fatigue, and her parched throat, Suzanne smiled. She had no doubt that Pierre Jaubert – now Joubert – would thrive in this harsh land.










CHAPTER FOUR
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Night had fallen over the Colony.


It had been a long afternoon but, finally, everyone was accounted for and assigned somewhere to stay for the first few weeks. As an unmarried woman Suzanne had been offered a small stipend. She’d refused it, knowing it would stand her in better stead with the authorities if she was not seen as a drain on their resources. She had given her valuables into VOC safekeeping – her little jewellery casket, some gold and silver coins she had managed to smuggle out of France – to be deposited in a vault in the Castle of Good Hope. It was a service offered to all travellers to the Cape.


Most of the new arrivals were billeted in lodgings behind the Company buildings near the harbour, in huts made of clay and straw. The Provençal families were happy to be close together, even if their quarters were little better than the cramped conditions onboard ship. They were safe, they were on dry land. The Dutch girls were a few streets further back from the water’s edge.


Suzanne and Florence had been allocated a single-storeyed house, sitting between the main square and the Company gardens. It was in a pleasant quarter of the town and close to the new hospital. The house itself belonged to a wealthy merchant who had sailed to Batavia with his wife last April and was not expected to return for twelve months. A verandah and a painted front door led into a small entrance hall with a wooden bench, an occasional table and rough whitewashed walls. There was a parlour with a shuttered window overlooking the street, two wooden upholstered armchairs and a square dining table with four woven-backed chairs, a chest of drawers and a settle with cushions. There was also a tiny kitchen with a hearth and a pail of water for washing, and beyond it, a bedchamber with a large rough-hewn bed with a straw mattress. The floors were tiled throughout, so it was clean and dry. Suzanne loved it on sight, though was disappointed to discover there were no books.


She had changed from her travelling clothes into her robe de chambre and she and Florence were sitting at the dining table, the remains of their meal between them – a loaf of bread and some cured meat, a dish of salted cabbage and watered-down brandy. A single candle in a brass holder sent shadows dancing across the polished wood.


‘Gran’mère, tell me plainly, do you wish we had not come? That we had stayed in Amsterdam?’


Florence smiled. ‘I do not.’


Suzanne traced the whorls of the woodgrain with her finger. ‘I worry that I should not have accepted your offer to come with me. It was wrong of me to think only of myself.’


‘I weighed the matter, and made my choice.’


‘But the journey was so hard, especially for a woman of your years.’


‘Nothing is right in these troubled days,’ Florence replied, with a rare spurt of anger. ‘We could not remain in La Rochelle after what –’ She broke off. ‘Besides, I never had any love for Amsterdam once my father and aunt were gone. It was more painful to be there without them than to be somewhere new, a place with no memories.’


Suzanne nodded. ‘That I understand.’


‘Besides, how could I sit alone in Warmoesstraat wondering every hour of the day if your ship had gone down, wondering if you were even alive or dead? There is nothing worse than not knowing, my grandmother taught me that. So, I decided it would be better to make the journey with you, however hard, than spend the rest of the days God has allotted to me in ignorance of your fate. And, of course,’ she added, her milky eyes twinkling, ‘you persist in seeing this mission of yours as being something to do with you only.’


Suzanne found herself blushing. ‘Mission?’


‘Do you think I am ignorant of the true reason you are here?’


‘Whatever can you mean?’


‘Louise.’


The name fell like a stone into the silence, disrupting the air. Though Suzanne spent much of her time thinking about Louise, to hear her name spoken aloud was somehow shocking.


‘But how—’


Florence laughed. ‘Your face is an open book, petite. Didn’t I bring you up from the cradle? When you are plotting something, you have the same expression you had as a child. The tip of your tongue sticks out, you frown, just as you used to do when plotting how to get away with not saying your prayers at night.’ She smiled fondly. ‘And all the time in Warmoesstraat this past winter, when you disappeared into the library for hour upon hour, did you believe I thought you had turned philosopher? You forget that I knew Louise. I was not often in her company, but I have vivid memories of her in Paris, and of us visiting her in Amsterdam.’


Suzanne was silent for a moment, realising she was eager to hear her grandmother’s memories, recollections from someone who had loved her.


‘Did you know Louise’s mother, too?’


‘Marta, no. Though my father was fond of his older sister, he was wary. She was lost as a child in Paris, so they spent little time together.’


‘What about his younger sister?’


Florence sighed. ‘Bernarda was a difficult woman. My father was dutiful – they were only two years apart in age and grew up together in Amsterdam – but she never quite fitted within the family. Bernarda was uncompromising, one of those austere Calvinists. She disapproved of Marta and, later, disapproved of Louise, too, Marta’s child born out of wedlock.’


‘Jealous, perhaps?’


‘Perhaps so. My father was always trying to be the go-between, but Bernarda did not want to be part of the Joubert family – the flighty, immoral, French side of the family.’


‘She and her husband had no children?’


Florence shook her head. ‘None, which is why the old Joubert home on Zeedijk passed out of the family. When Bernarda died, having outlived Frans by some years, she left the house to the Dutch Reformed Church.’


Suzanne felt she could almost see them, these family ghosts – Minou, Marta, Louise, Bernarda – some benign, others not.


‘My own mother was a discontented woman, too,’ Florence continued. ‘Always finding fault and wishing for a different life. My baby brother died when he was barely a year old and my father was away so much – he was in the service of the great king, Henri IV – so she was much on her own. I regret to say she paled in comparison to Louise, who was determined and quick-witted. Louise was the mother I wished I’d had and I felt guilty for wanting that.’ Florence gave a deep sigh. ‘So, here we find ourselves on the other side of the world. Like you, petite, I have always wondered what happened to Louise. She would be more than one hundred years old now, you realise she cannot still be alive?’


‘I know. I just need to discover where she lies. Make sure that she is remembered, I suppose.’


Florence took her hand. ‘You see this as your mission to discover what befell Louise, but I would not go to my Maker ignorant of what happened to her either. For good, or for ill.’


Suzanne stood up and walked to the window that faced in the direction of the Castle of Good Hope. Through the slats of the shutters, she could see braziers on the five bastions flickering.


‘Why did you not admit you knew what I intended?’ she asked, aware she had underestimated her grandmother. ‘Once we’d set sail at least. Why wait until now?’


Florence sat back in her chair. ‘There is little privacy on a ship and I wanted you to confide in me when you were ready. But curiosity got the better of me. You are considerate and mindful of my years – too mindful, and that leads you to try to shelter me. There is no point in that. My hair might be grey, but my mind is as sharp as ever it was. I have seen much in my life, survived much. Will you not tell me what you intend?’


Suzanne felt something shift inside her. Her sense of purpose sharpened, as if some kind of bargain had been struck. She returned to the table, unhooked her leather bag from the back of the chair, pulled out Louise’s diary and sat down. It was her bible, in a way, a talisman as much as Pierre Jaubert’s Holy Book.


‘I don’t yet know. But this is where we start. With Louise’s own words.’










CHAPTER FIVE
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The sound of men’s voices reverberated against the wooden walls of the tavern, the volume rising with every measure of brandy served. Driek Holsteen could barely hear himself think.


At the end of every voyage, he promised himself that he would not disembark and head straight for a hostelry. Driek had sailed the so-called ‘wagon trail’ before. After more than four months at sea, drinking bumboo and watery ale, he knew he didn’t have a head for the rough Cape wine. Ease yourself back in, he told himself. King for a day or six, a week’s onshore leave before the China sailed on to Batavia, her final destination. It was to be his last voyage. He had served ten years in the VOC fleet. He would get his lump sum, enough to settle down and find a wife.


‘But where?’ he slurred aloud, pointing at his own reflection in the mirror set above the door.


Batavia was too hot, too many flies. He wasn’t cut out to be a farmer and the character of the officials in the Cape wasn’t to his liking – too pious, too obsessed with rules and regulations – no good for a happy-go-lucky fellow like him.


‘A good man, mind,’ Driek told the mirror, tapping his finger to his chest. ‘Not a saint, but . . .’ He could hold his hands up to having made mistakes. ‘But with a heart of a lion,’ he murmured, remembering the words of a pretty doxy lying in his arms in a room in Rotterdam.


He might wed her, if she was still free. Could he remember her name? Driek drained his tankard and tried to summon up her features.


‘No need to rush,’ he slurred, knowing the damage was already done. He was drunk.


The tavern grew ever noisier as more and more of his comrades from the ship – soldiers and sailors both – pushed their way into the confined space. Though little more than a shed, it was popular because it was the hostelry furthest from the Company buildings that lined much of the waterfront. A long and narrow room, with a counter at the end running the width of the building, there were no windows, though the wide double doors were pinned back to let in the cool night air. Driek laughed. After four months odd at sea, anything the land had to offer was sweet. Sailors brought their own tankards and, though there was nothing to eat, not even dry biscuits, the rough wine and brandy kept flowing so long as a man had eight-reales, pieces-of-eight, in his pocket.


Driek sighed. What he wouldn’t give for an honest quart of Dutch ale, a comfortable stool and a full pipe. He was a man of simple needs. He looked down into his tankard and saw it was empty. He tipped it upside down, unwilling to believe the evidence of his own eyes, then scrambled in his pocket for a coin.


Nothing. He would have sworn on his mother’s life he’d had another. Driek peered around, hoping to see a familiar face, yet somehow all the Rotterdam men had vanished. But it was too early to withdraw.


‘The night is young,’ he mumbled.


He stood up, a little unsteady on his feet. Perhaps he had spent all his coins already? Driek surveyed the clientele, all hard-working men like him looking for a little good cheer after the travails of the day. No officials here, not fancy enough, but solid labouring men who wanted nothing more than to whet their throats and perhaps, later, a little female company to help the night pass.


His eyes fixed on a table he hadn’t previously noticed, away from the door, with four drinkers huddled around it. They looked like pioneers, not the sort of lily-livered excuses for men who passed their days with a quill and parchment.


Driek pulled himself up. They were short like him, with pale skin. He narrowed his eyes. Dutch, surely? He took all fellows at face value – he wasn’t one of those who hated anyone who wasn’t of his race – but he preferred his own kind. Wouldn’t they help out a countryman in need? Lend him a little something to tide him over?


Taking it one careful step at a time, he made his way over to the table. Four sets of eyes stared up at him, not exactly friendly, but without open animosity.


‘Heren,’ he said, concentrating on enunciating each letter. ‘Gentlemen, friends, I have information that might please you! If you stand me a drink.’


A man with a thick black beard looked up at him. ‘Is that so?’


Driek put his hands on the table to steady himself. ‘I came in on the China and sail on to Batavia in a few days.’ He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘But do you know what we brought with us?’


‘The pox?’ the bearded man said, and his friends laughed.


‘Another swarm of French rats,’ a cadaverous man with red hair added. ‘They can’t even speak our language. This is our land, they turn up with their airs and graces, and they’re not even grateful. Peasants, all of them.’


Driek tapped his nose. ‘Girls,’ he said. ‘Young, unaccompanied, pure as the day they were born. Eight of them, ripe for the taking.’ He licked his dry lips. ‘And I know where they are billeted.’


There was a pause, then the ringleader held out his hand. ‘Lars Eltorp.’ He clicked his fingers, summoning a resigned-looking serving man. ‘A quart of ale for our friend. Sit.’


Driek sank happily onto the stool. ‘Don’t mind if I do.’










CHAPTER SIX
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Suzanne smoothed the first page of Louise’s diary flat and read aloud, though she knew the words by heart.


‘“Today I am sentenced to swing. Before the sun rises, I will be taken from here to a place of execution and there, hanged by the neck until I am dead.”’


She paused, allowing Louise’s voice to echo through the chamber, then continued.


‘She began writing this diary when she was imprisoned in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, accused of a murder she claims she did not commit.’


Florence raised her eyebrows. ‘She claims?’


‘I am determined to keep an open mind, not take anything on trust. Having said that, I am inclined to believe her in that Louise does admit to other murders.’ She pointed to the words lower down the page: ‘“I confess I have killed, but only ever in self-defence or to protect those I love.” Why would she lie? This is a private record of her hopes and fears.’


‘Not intended for other eyes.’


Suzanne nodded. ‘Exactly. And she writes of how it was her grandmother, Minou, who impressed upon her the importance of women speaking for themselves.’


Florence smiled warmly. ‘Minou kept journals throughout her life. I never read them – they were lodged in Amsterdam in Alis’s care and we were in Paris, then La Rochelle – but I know that Minou believed in bearing witness, in the power of the written word. She recorded not only her own story, but that of our whole family during the turbulent times through which they were living.’ She waved her hand. ‘Listen to me! You learnt all of this when we were staying in Warmoesstraat.’


‘It is good to hear your thoughts, Gran’mère. But yes, I read everything I could find in the archives. It is fortunate that Alis kept everything.’


Florence nodded. ‘Alis was the baby of the family – some twelve years younger than Minou – and outlived her older sister by some years. She saw herself as the keeper of the flame.’


‘That was my impression, too.’


Suzanne closed her eyes and was instantly transported back to Amsterdam, picturing the five-storeyed red-bricked merchant’s house on Warmoesstraat with its elegant neck gable and ornate pediments. A painted tile set between the stone-arched windows showed a richly dressed man, standing in front of a cargo ship bearing the van Raay family ensign, grain slipping through his fingers into a basket. Steps led up from street level to a narrow front door and into the entrance hall where stood a lacquered and ancient globe. To the left, was the library.
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