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Guardian

‘Amsterdam in the 17th century springs to life in The Words in My Hand … wonderfully atmospheric’

Good Housekeeping

‘An absorbing and moving read’
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‘Beautifully written’
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‘Gloriously readable … It feels as though Guinevere Glasfurd has seen into the heart and soul of Helena, as though this really could be her story … A truly lovely and captivating debut’
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‘Rich in voice, beautifully told, and with a chilling sting in its tail’
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‘Superb … a stay-up-all-night page-turner … a beautifully written, angry, unflinching and unforgettable novel’

Financial Times

‘Glasfurd is a strikingly sharp and subtle writer … She has the rare ability to conjure characters vividly in a few deft strokes and the gift, rarer still, of making us care deeply about them’

Guardian

‘Another superb saga, rich in both historical detail and human interest’

Observer

‘A rich, well-written, and entirely convincing work of historical fiction … both a vision of the past and a vision of the future’
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‘A vivid slice of historical fiction’

Sunday Express

‘Enthralling’

Daily Telegraph

‘Vivid, vibrant, hard to put down. Who’d have thought a book about calamitous climate change could also be such a joy to read?’

Hilary Spurling, author of Matisse the Master
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Devote – to doom to destruction.

Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary, 1755
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‘For Books are not absolutely dead things,
but do contain a potency of life
in them to be as active as that soul
was whose progeny they are …’

John Milton, Areopagitica, 1644
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I

[image: Paragraph break image]

Delphine

Rouen, 1749–55




I

1749

When a trouble that was not mine found its way to me, I knew it was mine, nonetheless. Delphie, Papa would say, Delphie, my sweet, his voice soft as fleece. He would pat the seat next to him to get me to sit by his side.

‘Papa?’

A moment or two before he spoke. He stroked my shoulder, picked away fluff from the shawl in which I had bound myself, and took my hand in his.

‘So thin. So cold.’ His voice fell low, the same as his bearing. And though I was not yet ten, I knew my being cold was not because of the season, but because my father had not the means to keep me warm. This deeper knowing, held in the silences and cast-aside glances of the few visitors we had, a knowing perhaps reserved for those who are older, had come to me young.

‘I’m not cold, Papa. Not very much.’

He pinched my cheek and touched a finger to my nose to disarm my protest. ‘Oh, you are. My pink-nosed hérisson.’

Hedgehog? I wriggled by his side, in pleasure, to make myself the smallest I could be; so small I might yet slip into his pocket.

‘Monsieur Bascon will be here in a little while—’

I sprang away from him at mention of the name, as though Papa was the hedgehog and all prickles turned against me. ‘Monsieur Bascon? The butcher? Non! You said not, Papa. You said not …’

I fled the room, but though I tried to run from them, his words followed me out of the door: ‘Silly child,’ came his shout, ‘it is the season for ducks!’

A fat duck, as anyone knows, makes a tasty repas. Cooked slow on a spit, so the fat spit-spats on the embers and the skin cooks to a crisp. But the thought of my ducks skewered that way carried me howling into the garden, where I skidded in the filth and fell. ‘Idiot!’ I cried as I hurled myself upright again and blotted away the sting of my grazed hands on my skirts.

There, in the thicket, I spied Thérèse, and there too was Berthe. And Albert and Claude. My agitation was such that the ducks flew up before me and scattered away as if a fox had fallen upon them. I ran this way and that, chasing one and then another, as if I could not decide which to save first. They wanted none of it. My riotous mission only succeeded in driving them further apart.

Albert, being the fattest of fat ducks, soon tired of these antics. He took up a perch on a plant pot and settled down with a fluff of his feathers. I tiptoed over to him and – Ha! Wretch! I had him. I lifted him with ease and bundled him tight under one arm. Thérèse, I backed into a far corner, behind where the horse shit was piled in a rot. But if that idiocy of quacking thought it had me deterred, she was soon to discover she had not.

‘I am only trying to help,’ I scolded as I folded her into the crook of my other arm. I had no plan of what to do next. I had two ducks, many more to catch, and no free hand with which to do so. As I turned, I felt a tug at the scruff of my neck, as me and the ducks were lifted off the ground and swung round to face our captor: Papa.

He had come prepared with a sack, which he held out. ‘Kind of you to catch them.’ He shook open the sack, not looking me in the eye, it being clear that’s where the ducks now belonged.

‘Non.’

‘But Delphine, we must.’

Must? The word dropped upon me with the weight of an axe on a log. Two fat tears sprung to my eyes; my chin trembled though I willed it not to. How could one word be the undoing of everything, my strongest resolve, my most stubborn protest?

I kissed Albert’s snowy head and dropped him into the sack. Following after, Thérèse. After a short while, I had two more ducks in my grasp. But we had ten others beside. My father was a patient man and could wait. ‘Là-bas.’ He nodded in the direction of the almond tree where three ducks had sheltered. The tree had withered this last year, covered by a deathly, mildewy veil. And though I could see that the tree ailed, and the mildew was its cause, it troubled me. I wondered if perhaps its dying had not come upon the tree suddenly but had lain in it for years, perhaps from the start. Everything had a rational explanation, Papa had told me, a reason. Not something as obvious as an apple having a pip, but there nonetheless. Did that mean this tree in this garden had one too? There were forests of trees outside Rouen. Did each have a reason too? How could we ever know all there was to know?

When I had deposited all the ducks, Papa tied the sack with a knot, to muffle the struggle it contained. He went to pat my head, but I turned from him, outraged by his murderous intent.

‘A duck is a duck is a duck,’ he said to console me, and I knew what he said was true and that truth – of all the laws we should live by – was the most precious, the most exacting of all. But truth cared not for my sorrow. Sometimes it was a beast.

‘These are the times we find ourselves in and we must do our best. Besides, what is a duck for if not to be eaten, Delphine?’

I knew he was right but as I was sulking, I made no reply. I thought of a world filled with ducks, a world where man would be hunted instead, and for a moment was lifted by thoughts of revenge.

‘Ah, thank you,’ said Monsieur Bascon as he came by shortly after to collect the sack. He held out payment. ‘Sufficient, I hope?’

Clear it was that my father thought not. ‘There are six pochards, four shelduck besides—’

Monsieur Bascon interrupted before Papa had chance to continue. ‘Pochards? Shelduck? Mere cousins of the plainer of the species, dressed in fancy frock coats. Take off the feathers and what is beneath? Duck.’ His laugh, though good-natured, was enough to stop question, and Papa – whose need for payment was more pressing than his need of reply – pocketed the fee without further complaint.

Monsieur Bascon cast an eye over the garden, taking in the battered trellis where a fig had once been trained and the swag of brambles in a tumble over the vegetable beds. His unwavering gaze showed the garden for the shambles it was.

‘The season …’ my father ventured, in explanation.

Monsieur Bascon kicked at a pot: a companion to three others and similarly cracked. They had once held thyme and myrtle, rosemary and sage, but each grew a thicket of weeds instead. ‘Clear the ground and you will find soil underneath.’

Papa shrugged, in no mood to be reminded of basic lessons of husbandry, and turned away, piqued, his back hunched from whatever accusation or judgement the butcher’s eye contained. Though the garden was unkempt, it rewarded closer attention. Nested between the grasses the prettiest blue and white pots waited discovery: a salver, painted over with celandines. It filled easily in a shower of rain and birds would cluster around its lip to take a sip. A tureen, in the shape of a swan, still contained parsley. Papa had brought these pots back from the kiln. Some had warped or cracked; on others, the glaze had slipped. Nothing went to waste. There was treasure in the thicket. All this the butcher would have known if he had looked.

‘I know a lad who can help,’ Monsieur Bascon continued, undeterred. ‘I’ll send him round in the week.’

Papa gave a thin smile. ‘In lieu of a fair price for the ducks?’

Monsieur Bascon roared and elbowed Papa in the ribs. ‘You could say that, Monsieur Vimond, yes indeed.’

And so that was how Tibius arrived, the very next morning, a scrap of a lad, but willing he said, with a face quite as freckly as mine. He was older than me by three years, but looked older, as though life had him by the elbow and was hurrying him along. He might lift a bucket, if it were half empty; sweep leaves, given a broom cut shorter than him. ‘That Bascon is a rogue,’ was all my father said as he hauled the lad over the threshold and pushed him in the direction of the scullery.

I, at least, was happy for a new face and held out my hand to greet him. I had not spoken a word to my father since the butcher had taken our ducks and I was tired of keeping company with the thoughts in my head.

Before Tibius, it had just been me and Papa and Babette. Maman died when I was an infant. I cannot say what she looked like, but I saw her as she had been told to me, so I knew in my heart.

‘Why did God take her away?’

Papa, who always had answer for me, shook his head.

Babette was housekeeper and cook and I was most days in her care when Papa was at his manufactory. It’s where the pots in our garden came from. He made wares in the Rouen fashion: dipped in white glaze and decorated blue. Then they were packed in straw, taken to Paris and sold. If the way was fit for it, Papa sent them by cart, to catch markets on the way, but if not, he sent the lot by boat up the Seine.

When Babette was unwell – as she was whenever her Thomas came to Rouen for the cattle market – I had to go to the manufactory with Papa. As a small child, I could be easily entertained and left with a lump of clay. Papa would plonk me down in the middle of the table where the men shaped their designs. The clay was the colour of mud and I was the colour of it by the time I had finished my own clumsy crafting.

This was my nursery and I was happy with it. The pots these men made: platters and bowls; tall jugs with scrolled handles; baskets bedecked with ribbons, made to appear like velvet, but all of it fashioned from clay. One jug was placed alongside me and the men gathered around in a marvel, for I was the same size as it. Me, made giddy with their cheering, thinking I was the source of their delight.

But now when I went, I had to sit in the corner, keep quiet and out of the way, the men being in no mood for my rough fashioning or my questions, which they left unanswered. They no longer joked freely, no longer found my presence entertaining. I would hear them muttering against Papa and the piece rate he paid. Any slight imperfection sent Papa into a fury at the waste. And the last time Papa had returned from Paris, he had come back with half of his wares unsold. Tastes now demanded only the whitest pottery. White? he raged and held up a pot to the light. What was wrong with his white?

‘I have been thinking. If you were to make a foray into guinée bleue or indiennes,’ said Monsieur Bascon when he next came by to return the empty sack to Papa. He lifted a new pitcher to consider it, to assess its weight – one of several that had been set out on the kitchen table ready to pack for market. ‘Hmm? How much for the pitcher?’

‘Five livres.’

Monsieur Bascon blew out his cheeks and set it down again, as though its expense and his lack of coin was a failing of the pot in some way. A butcher could not expect to feast on pheasant every day and Papa had said as much, as a way to explain why the plates and bowls we ate from were chipped and cracked. I saw Monsieur Bascon’s gaze lift to Papa’s and wondered what he said of us.

‘Cotton cloth,’ Monsieur Bascon continued. ‘That is where the money is, I am told. No need for jugs or ducks then, hmm, Monsieur Vimond? Have you not considered it? A little investment? Diversifier? La Grande Manufacture, as they have in Nantes? I might make a little investment of my own one day.’

‘Diversify? Into guinée bleue? Should I ever want to clothe myself in that business, I will be certain to let you know. As I shall if I am ever in need of your advice.’

Monsieur Bascon cleared his throat, not yet dissuaded. ‘I have the acquaintance of John Holker, who is come to Rouen from England for the purpose of establishing cotton manufacture here. He is looking for investors – large and small. I could make a little introduction, perhaps—’ He tapped his fingertips together, all eagerness.

‘Holker? I know of him. And his business. No introduction required,’ Papa retorted, cutting him short. ‘Not an investment I intend making.’

‘As you wish.’

‘It is. As I wish. Rouen is not Nantes or –’ Papa stepped between Monsieur Bascon and the wares on the table to prevent examination of anything else – ‘Le Havre. Pottery is a trade which causes me no shame.’

‘Shame?’ Monsieur Bascon gave a laugh. ‘A little strongly put. Well, if not cotton, perhaps these pots? There are merchants eager for pottery too, admittedly not of such quality as yours. A folly not to avail yourself of any opportunity. New markets, Monsieur Vimond, new markets. A businessman makes his fortune where he can.’

‘These pots, as you call them, are for Paris. There is demand enough there.’

‘Well. Bonne chance, as they say. Bonne chance.’ Bereft of any pot to inspect, Monsieur Bascon’s eye settled on a small leather portfolio. Impressed on it, two richly embossed initials:

D. V. 

The portfolio was nestled among several drawings of a rose I had made. ‘Ah –’ Monsieur Bascon said as he reached for the portfolio, thinking it mine – ‘an artist in the family. How charming. May I look?’

‘No, no. Mine. D, Dominique,’ Papa explained. In his haste to seize the folder back, several sheets tumbled out and scattered on the floor at Monsieur Bascon’s feet.

‘A novel, Monsieur Vimond?’ asked Monsieur Bascon as he gathered the papers up. ‘Of all possible ambitions, a literary one is not one I would have attached to you.’

‘Scribblings, that is all.’ Papa clasped the folder to his chest. ‘Reflections. Considerations. Thoughts.’

‘Ah, such modesty! A veritable treatise, I bet. It is the age for it! Every man has a book in him, does he not? Perhaps I should try my hand too.’

‘Indeed, indeed. Choice cuts and chops, no doubt,’ interrupted Papa. He did his best to hide a grimace as he steered Monsieur Bascon to the door.

‘Choice cuts and chops! You make me the butt of your little joke, Monsieur Vimond. Cotton cloth. Mark my words. You’ll see I’m right.’

‘What is La Grande Manufacture, Papa?’ I asked after Monsieur Bascon had left.

‘A business that dresses itself in all propriety, Delphine, the better to hide its shame.’

Whatever did he mean by this? I leaned towards him as though I’d find the sense of it there. More and more when he spoke to me, I had the impression of words being used and meaning something other. A grown-up way of talking, and me stood on the bottom step. I gave the only reply I could, ‘Rouen is Rouen, Papa!’

‘That it is, dear child, that it is. And I am Monsieur Vimond. And you are my daughter. Our business is pottery. Not cotton cloth. Not esclavagistes. Slave traders,’ he explained when he saw my look. Papa straightened his back.

I still did not understand. I was happy it was just the two of us, and I straightened my back too. What pride, what love filled me then. Cradled in this family, this house, this city. Papa. Rouen. The Seine. All of it linked together with no need of anything else. I brought my arms about myself, as if to gather it all to me in an embrace. How lucky I was to be me, even though our plates were cracked.

How easy it was then for me to be me, to see without seeing. A child should not be blamed for the troubles of the world, for monstrous cruelties she could not even begin to comprehend. But could the same be said of my father? And if his attention was confined to the surface of things? Or if he, being troubled, lacked the resolve to challenge the injustice he perceived? What use fine principles then? 

‘I thought better of Bascon to assume such a venture of interest to me …’ Papa muttered. He turned away, and I saw that Monsieur Bascon’s judgement of his character seemed to trouble him most.

‘Do you know what happens to a man who eats pheasant every day, Papa?’

‘No, Delphine?’

‘He gets fat.’

An obvious joke. Papa blinked and gave a short laugh.

It came as no surprise when I learned that Monsieur Bascon would no longer be taking our ducks.
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