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PEARSON




For the both of us


Our inheritance is turned to strangers, our houses to foreigners. We are orphans and fatherless, our mothers are as widows.

—Lamentations 5:2–3
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Prologue

October 8, 1663

On the same day, two murders.

In Delémont, in Switzerland’s Jura, the regicide William Crawley lived with his sister, hiding in plain sight in a pension on Faubourg des Capucins, near the hospital.

As the bells of Saint-Marcel sounded vespers, Crawley’s sister Barbara watched the dark descend upon the town from the second-floor terrace off the kitchen. Although ever vigilant, she failed to notice three figures slip from the Rue des Elfes, come through the black backyards across the street and approach the ground-floor entry of the pension.

A Saint Martin summer, unseasonably hot. Barbara went into the kitchen, stood at the sink, sopped her face with water from the basin. As she bent over, holding a cooling rag to her neck, they grabbed her from behind, muffling a shriek of alarm.

Crawley, working at his desk upstairs in the cramped and stifling third-floor garret, heard the disturbance. A crash of crockery.

“Barbara?” he called, rising to his feet. He went to the stairwell and saw them coming up toward him, taking the steps three or four at a time, a pair of blade-thin men in identical black waistcoats and small caps.

“No!” Crawley shouted, lunging backward into his attic study, groping for his dog-lock pistolet, kept at hand on a shelf near his desk.

They were too quick. They burst in on him, the first attacker wrenching the barrel of Crawley’s gun upward. The hammer dry-fired, the powder pan fizzled, then finally exploded. But the lead ball embedded itself impotently in the garret’s low ceiling, showering them all with plaster dust and bits of lath.

Thus he was caught, fourteen years, eight months and eight days after he affixed his seal (“Ego, Hon Wm Crawley”) to a document that doomed Charles I, a sitting king sentenced to have his head separated from his body. Puritan zealots, appalled by the Catholicism infecting the monarchy, demanded royal blood. The death warrant Crawley signed gave it to them.

On execution day, January 30, 1649, the condemned monarch wore two shirts, lest he shiver and seem to betray fear. The king of England, France and Ireland, the king of Scots, the Defender of the Faith, et cetera, asked the executioner, “Does my hair trouble you?” Charles I tucked the royal locks away from his neck beneath a cap, uttered a prayer, then splayed out his arms and received the blade.

And, inevitably, the revenge. It took a while. Charles Stuart, the murdered monarch’s son, escaped (barely) the Puritan furies on his trail, slipped across the Channel to the Continent and entered into a decade of exile. Unimpressed by the young man’s chances to regain his kingship, European royals turned their backs on him. Impoverished and ignored, he wandered, mostly in France and the Low Countries, anguished by his father’s execution, feeling bruised by history.

But the dynastic destiny of the Stuarts took a turn. On September 3, 1658, Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell, rebel ringleader and “brave bad man” (Clarendon’s phrase), died while attempting to pass a kidney stone. After two more years of succession chaos, the English Parliament invited Charles II to return home and assume the throne.

As a gesture of royal largesse and reconciliation, the newly restored young monarch issued the Indemnity and Oblivion Act, pardoning all former rebels against the crown.

All except the fifty-nine judge-commissioners who signed the death warrant of his father, Charles I.

Some of those fifty-nine had already died. These had their bodies exhumed, propped up in their cerements before the bar at the Old Bailey, judged, condemned and, in the singular phrase of the day, “executed posthumously.” Cromwell’s corpse hung in chains from Tyburn gallows while his head rotted on a spike at Westminster.

The living signatories, William Crawley among them, were hunted down like outlaws. Located by men of the king’s chancellor, George Hyde, the Earl of Clarendon, who had them assiduously tracked to the provinces, Scotland, the Continent, America, to wherever in the world they attempted to hide themselves. Puritan protectors of the regicides made the task difficult as well as dangerous.

In this case, an agent of the crown named Edward Drummond beat the bushes of Europe to turn up the king-killer Crawley, following his spoor from Scotland to Paris, Münster and finally Switzerland. It was no simple task, finding a single needle in the haystack of the Continent, but Drummond made short work of it. The man, Clarendon believed, worked miracles. Without his efforts, the murderer Crawley would never feel the lash of the crown’s revenge.

Clarendon could not ask a gentleman such as Drummond to perform the execution himself. He had other men for that, lean and hungry low-born men. After Drummond located the regicide, Clarendon sent out the assassins. Drummond was long gone by the time they arrived.

“Il se cache parmi les papists,” one of the men come to kill Crawley hissed. He hides among the Catholics.

The other assassin closed his hands around the regicide’s throat. The victim would have pled for a last moment of prayer, but found it impossible to speak. The attacker not busy strangling Crawley rifled quickly through the documents on his desk, stuffing them by hurried grabfuls into a greasy leather pouch.

Downstairs, Barbara squirmed in the grip of the third assassin. “Chut,” the man said, “nous ne tuons pas les femmes.” We don’t kill women. Meaning, unless they give us trouble.

In the garret, Crawley thrashed impotently, a minute, one minute more, the iron grip crushing his windpipe, a silent, terrible struggle. Then, blackness, blankness.

When the two killers were through, they dragged Crawley’s body downstairs, his head banging hollowly on each stone step. Barbara, seeing her brother dead, gasped out a low moan and broke free. As she rushed forward, one of the men delivered a blow that knocked her to the floor.

The corpse of William Crawley, regicide, soared from the second-floor terrace of the pension on Les Capucins. The body landed not quite on the hospital grounds, but close enough that the infirmary nuns took charge of it, burying the Protestant king-killer in unconsecrated ground the next afternoon.

*   *   *

Altogether elsewhere, in the new world, morning. The Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam on the southern end of Manhattan Island. No indian summer there, but rather raw cold, with lowering clouds threatening an early first blizzard of the season.

A frail child, Piteous Charity Gullee, eight years old.

Piddy.

Alone in the forest near the Kollect Pond, north of the wall, yoked with two empty buckets, Piddy followed the beaten-earth path toward the water. Stood on end, the yoke she carried was taller than she was.

No one around. The dead of dawn.

Many times on her first trip to the Kollect in the morning—executed in total darkness during the winter—she kicked up whitetails, whistle pigs, squirrels, storms of screeching, warning birds.

This year the hunters had driven most of the animals farther up the island. The jays stayed around the swampy margins on the far side of the Kollect, mingling with herring gulls and common terns from the harbor.

Piddy humped the buckets over the last hillock. The pond’s watery mirror turned pink-yellow with the morning, flecked with the black outlines of ducks and geese. Reed beds stretched around the shoreline, their purple floating tufts glowing in the early light.

The Briel household Piddy served was a thirsty, dirty, profligate bunch. But they didn’t drink the water Piddy hauled, and they surely didn’t wash in it. Where did it all go, Piddy wondered, the dozen buckets she carried each day?

She slipped down her secret path through the reeds and out onto a finger of crusted mud that crooked into the shallows. As she crouched to fill her buckets, she startled at a figure watching from the jackpines near the shore.

A devil of some sort, half-man, half-beast. To her small eyes, the apparition towered as tall as a tree. The figure wore European dress, a low beaver hat and a wilted lace collar around his neck.

Above the collar, fixed in the place of a human face, a deerskin mask. Flat, made of peeled skin, with blank, staring eyes.

Fear rose in Piddy’s gorge. Still she thought that she could get away, that he would let her be.

The figure stepped into the water and splashed across the icy shallows between them. Just a few long-legged strides.

She turned her head so as not to see, but his breath came near and sour. From the mouth-hole of the mask, an odd sound, “dik-duk, dik-duk”—like the nursery rhyme the littlest Briel children recited.

“Oh, please God, no,” Piddy managed, tripping backward over her yoke.

She made her body still smaller than it was, merging with the chilly mud and turning her face down into its grit, with the wish that if she could not see, then the monster would not see her.

Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a pair of red hooves, sunk into the mud of the pond.

For a long moment all she heard was the rattling breeze that pushed the tops of the reeds. Then, “Dik-duk, dik-duk.” He picked her up from the ground by the throat, shook her like a doll, and the air went out of her in little mewling cries, uff, uff, uff. Gripping her windpipe as though it were the handle to a satchel, the creature drew Piddy close.

Behind the scabby mask, red eyes. Her own gushed tears. He cracked her heavily across the mouth, loosening her teeth. Again. He drove his knee to force apart Piddy’s spindly legs. She wanted to collapse, but he had her dangling by the throat.

It went on.

“Dik-duk.” She found herself on her back. Piddy’s blank brown eyes reflected the cloud-spotted sky above. Unconsciousness found her, but still her body wept and groaned as the creature worked on her.

When it was over, the killer dragged Piddy by her bare feet to the spongy edge of the pond. The corpus refused to sink. He leaned into the pond, weighting the small form with a stone folded into the thin linen of her dress.

Piddy did not hear the creature softly mouth two words, nor would she have understood them if she had.

“Deus dormit.” God sleeps.

It began to snow.



Part One

Prince Maurice’s River
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1

The counting rooms of the Dutch West India Company took the whole of the first floor of a redbrick warehouse, built along the East River on the southernmost flank of Manhattan Island.

The eighth day of October, 1663. Outside, a premature snowfall. In the crowded, noisy, tobacco-fogged counting-room quarters, merchants inspected the goods, the shipping barrels and one another. Beneath the din of voices, a musical ringing of coins and hollow clink of wampum, pleasing to all ears.

Everywhere were stacked colanders and kettles, pins and vinegar, blankets and Bibles and toys. The warehouse, like the colony itself, skewed heavily male, a realm of pipe-sucking traders, profane sail captains and percentage-minded excise officials.

But among the Dutch, profit was a promiscuous god, welcoming all supplicants, and in the counting rooms that fall day worked a scattering of she-merchants. One among them, a woman of twenty-two years, directed a young female assistant in the procedures of trade.

“When you fold, straightened edges go together,” Blandine van Couvering said, watching her apprentice struggle with a length of duffel. The girl, fifteen years old, called Miep, was the youngest daughter of the Fredericz family.

Carsten Fredericz van Jeveren wanted Miep to learn commerce. To become a she-merchant like Blandine van Couvering. Blandine herself had no need of a protégée, but she did have use for Carsten Fredericz’s patronage, so she took the slow learner on.

Miep displayed the refolded duffel to her mentor. “Good,” Blandine said. “Now place it in the stack of others, and put the stack in—well, we have all sorts of cooperage, don’t we? Which would you choose?”

The girl took the pile of duffel lengths and stuffed them roughly into a small cask. Fine. Not the barrel Blandine would have selected, and a bit messy, but let it go. She couldn’t continue correcting Miep the whole day.

“You’re next, madam,” a phlegmy male voice said behind her.

Blandine turned to face the West India Company’s ancient tax inspector, Chas Pembeck. The man wore a pair of the new Italian eye spectacles. He possessed himself of all the latest luxuries, a benefit of being the gatekeeper for the colony’s imported goods.

“You are?” he said.

Blandine hid a pained smile. Pembeck’s question stung. She thought of herself as a rising young trader of the colony. But the old fish pretended not to remember her. She stared at the ocular device affixed to the man’s face.

Charming, the blush in her cheeks, the inspector thought. But was that insolence in her expression? He tried again. “Your name?”

“Blandine van Couvering, Mister Pembeck,” Blandine said. As you well know. She thrust out her hand. A challenge to genteel tradition, which held that ladies never shook, but a business practice Blandine had lately adopted.

Pembeck took her hand unwillingly, limply releasing it. He ignored young Miep, who curtsied.

Blandine presented her bill of lading. Peering through his newfangled lenses, Pembeck soberly inspected the document, comparing its list of goods with the jumble spread around Blandine.

Company agents had marked off the counting-room floor in squares with quicklime. Blandine’s bundles, firkins and barrels filled her square, spilling over the line. Pembeck nudged a stray cask back inside the border with his foot.

“This barrel?” he said. “Let’s start there.”

“Duffel cloth,” she said. “From Antwerp.”

“Better not to shut the tuns before inspection,” Pembeck said.

Blandine pried open the top and displayed the contents, thick wool cloth, folded to better fit the container. “I have a smaller cask of duffel there,” she said.

The inspector nodded and went on, ticking off the items one by one. “Two pony barrels of molasses. Brass thimbles, one score. A dozen long knives, a dozen jackknives.”

“Sheffield Barlows, sire,” Blandine said.

“Good,” Pembeck said, popping open one of the English-made blades. “The river indians like these.”

But there it had been again. That “sire” of the girl’s had been pronounced with a faint air of condescension, of parody. Little Miss Snippy. He would level her an extra guilder in excise for that.

Pembeck clambered over the goods to reach the back of Blandine’s marked-off square, tap, tap, tapping with his excise rod. “Six barrels Barbados rum. Five staves lead. Twenty pounds powder. A hundred ells cloth, red and plaid.”

“I’ve got osnabrig, serge, diaper, Hamburg linen. Lawn and silk.”

“And the duffel.”

“Yes.”

Pembeck made a note. “Hand tools, nails, saws and hammers.” Rummaging, peering, checking against her bill of lading. She had a wide variety of goods, he saw, but no great quantity.

“Twelve iron pots, ten iron frying pans. The wilden prefer copper better, they like to shape it for arrowheads.”

Wilden, what the Dutch called the natives. Savages.

“Forty white clay pipes—wherever did you get so many? Lace festoons. A wealth of those.”

“For the women,” Blandine said.

“Yes,” said the inspector.

Every autumn fur traders—handlaers, they called themselves—paid hunters in advance with such trade goods, expecting in return fur pelts and animal skins. The river indians spent all winter trapping. Handlaer and native would then meet in the spring to complete their transactions.

The upcoming market weeks were crucial for Blandine’s campaign to rise from her limited trade in minor peltry—soft-tanned deer skins, elk, mink, muskrat, otter and bobcat hides—to enter the elite world of the strange, mystical animal that had rendered life in the New Netherland colony viable.

Beaver.

Europe was avid for American fur, and valued beaver above all.

Blandine eyed Pembeck. “If I have the goods, I can make the trades, can I not?”

“Certainly,” he said.

“There is no law or regulation stopping me?”

“You must pay the Company its tax is all.”

Pembeck arrived at the black heart of Blandine’s trading cache, her three long-barreled muskets. Providing weapons to the river indians had customarily been subject to Company regulation. She would brazen it out.

“Ah, these are fine,” Pembeck said, his eyes lit with a familiar mercantile gleam.

Her father, Willem, had begun his life as a gunsmith, so Blandine could easily recite the characteristics of the weapons.

“Round, seven-five caliber, baluster-turned, pin-fastened, smoothbore, iron barrels with wedding-band transitions, rounded banana contours and matching gooseneck hammers.”

Pembeck blinked at her. “You’re a sly one, ain’t ye, lass? I had no idea.”

No idea that the muskets were baluster-turned and pin-fastened? Or no idea that a green frill such as Blandine could know so much about gunsmithing?

Pembeck hefted one of the heavyweight muskets. He frowned. “Only…”

“Yes?” Blandine asked.

“We are not selling the indigenes flintlocks just now. The wilden are frisky enough as it is.”

“These are simple pattern locks. You see?” She cocked the firing mechanism and displayed its brass powder pan to the inspector.

Pembeck performed a genial half-bow. “Permissible,” he said.

He propped one of the muskets with its stock resting on the wide wooden floorboards of the counting room. “These will be pelt guns, and you will have the trappers bring back beaver skins to the same height as the length of the musket barrel.”

The inspector held his hand, palm level, at the barrel’s end. In exchange for the gun, an indian would be obliged to trade a fifty-nine-inch stack of “merchantable” beaver pelts.

Yes, yes, no need to tell me, Blandine said to herself. What does a man love more than to lecture a woman?

Inwardly, though, she reeled with contained excitement. After never having traded a single beaver skin, here were three five-foot stacks of them coming her way, each stack made up of, what? Thirty or thirty-five pelts?

Earlier in the day, she had quizzed Miep on the potential profit. “A thick winter beaver pelt is far more valuable than a skin having a thinner summer pelt,” she said.

“Yessum,” Miep said. At times she looked up at Blandine as the earthworm must look at the acrobat, in wonder that such things were done.

Blandine went on. “A hundred beavers, say, rounding out, at eight guilders, if the market holds.”

“Eight hundred guilders,” Miep said, adopting a pious tone whenever money was mentioned.

“Take away the cost of the pelt guns,” Blandine said, “and the expenses of the trip, totaling perhaps two hundred seventy, being generous. Yielding what?”

She had watched the cogs of the young girl’s mind turn. “Six hundred thirty,” Miep said.

Ah, well, a gear must have slipped in there somewhere. “Five hundred thirty, isn’t it?” Blandine said, gently.

Miep blushed, but Blandine could think only of the fatness of the number. In the spring of next year, she would be more than five hundred guilders clear.

On the musket guns alone.

A risk existed, to be sure. The hunter with whom she bartered might simply disappear into the fathomless wilderness with her weapon, giving no peltry in return the following spring. He could himself perish over the long winter with all its sundry dangers. He could fall to other wilden, be torn apart by beasts, lose his way to madness.

Without risk, no profit. Her father taught her that at his knee. More risk, more profit. From a young age Blandine saw buying and selling as a delightful game. Trade was all she ever wanted to do.

This year was her year. The portents others saw as grave she interpreted as omens of her coming success. A great burning comet flew nightly across the heavens. On the first of the last month of summer, a double rainbow aimed northward, pointing to the path of the North River. A woman at Corlaers Hook reported visions of pikemen in the sky. In Harlem, a cow gave birth to a two-headed calf.

Odd weather continued to descend upon the colony, like the early blizzard swirling outside the greased parchment windows of the counting rooms, snow mixing with flurries of multicolored autumn leaves.

“You embark on Amsterdam Rose?” Pembeck asked her.

“Tomorrow,” Blandine said. “With the early tide.”

“You bring the maiden with you?” Deigning to notice Miep, who curtsied again confusedly.

“No, she has not the experience.”

“But with your giant?”

There it was at last. Pembeck’s grudging acknowledgment that yes, indeed, he was well aware who Blandine van Couvering was.

“Always,” she said. Blandine’s most marked characteristic, to outside eyes, was that she went accompanied abroad by the tallest man in the colony, her familiar, her shadow, Antony Angola.

“Nasty weather,” the inspector said. In quick order he affixed the Company seal to her bill of lading, calculated her excise at fourteen guilders and accepted payment.

Clink, clink, clink. The silver coins sounded their melody, falling from her hand to his.

Actual specie was rare in the settlement. Most of the trade went to barter or seawan, the wampum employed as currency. The carefully hoarded lion dollars Blandine had just given Pembeck represented the majority portion of her bank. She watched them disappear into the inspector’s purse.

Nevertheless, exhilaration stole over her. It was done. She was on her way.

Naturally enough, because every good thing invites the bad, a cloud suddenly appeared in her blue sky. Her man Antony stood beckoning her, a hulking figure filling the doorway of the counting room.

Trouble. With the look on Antony’s face, Blandine immediately took up her blue shawl. As soon as she did so, Antony turned and disappeared down the street, his outsized gait giving him a head start.

“Go home,” she said quickly to Miep.

“Ma’am?”

“Your lesson’s over.”

Blandine van Couvering pushed through the counting-room traders to head into the snow, cinching the sash around her waist as though girding for battle.


2

The big-bellied flute ship Margrave, six weeks out of Rotterdam, three hundred twenty Holland tons burden, slid into the harbor waters of the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam. An ominous fall blizzard, a small wind, a swollen, inflowing tide.

Gerrit Remunde found the English gentleman at the portside rail, and they stood together staring into the snow and mist.

“Thick soup,” Gerrit said.

“Aye,” Edward Drummond said. “But we are close.”

How could he tell?

“Because our soup has pigeon in it,” Drummond said, as though reading Gerrit’s thoughts. He gestured upward.

A pair of soft gray rock doves fluttered among the rigging, harassed by the gulls.

Clever Englishman. Gerrit had watched him covertly for the whole crossing, during which the man showed himself to be a calm, remote, unruffled presence. Much as he stood at the rail now. Dark, curly locks spilled past his shoulders, in the style of the English king.

He had boarded Margrave not in Texel, where her journey began, but at a stopover in Rotterdam, coming, he said when Gerrit questioned him, from the Jura.

Gerrit, a humble agent in cross-ocean trade, would be sad to see less of Edward Drummond. They both would disappear into the demands of their individual businesses. Though the compass of the Dutch colonial capital was small, they might never encounter each other again.

In the course of the passage the man proved devilishly difficult to pin down in conversation. But at random moments he surprised his listeners by offering titbits of adventure, intrigue, bloody engagements on horseback and at sea, diplomacy, feckless ministers, King Charles II, called the “Black Boy” for his olive skin and glossy hair, duels, smuggling, a lady’s leg glimpsed behind the arras, an anecdote that demonstrated bitter familiarity with the pain of exile.

Vastly entertaining.

“You are a born raconteur, sir,” Gerrit told him.

“Raconteur,” Drummond said. “That is the French word for ‘bore.’” And everyone laughed.

His clothes were especially fine. Gerrit delighted in them. The man portrayed himself as a grain merchant but did not, Gerrit noted with secret glee, know the tare on a barrel of wheat.

A grain merchant! And him with velour on his back. But his incognito lodged safe with Gerrit. Mum was the word.

In the sheltered bowl of the bay, the snow thickened, the wind died entirely, the sails luffed, and Margrave was becalmed. One of the low skiffs of the river indians loomed out of the weather, bobbed in the ship’s wake, became fog-swallowed.

For an interminable half hour they drifted with the tide, the only sound being the muffled mutterings of the seamen.

No one else appeared concerned, but a familiar tension gripped Gerrit. He felt it during every arrival, sure that they would wreck themselves upon the rocks of the river. He would drown within view of his family on the shore.

Damned fog. Damned obscurity. An early October blizzard? They were lost for sure.

Far off, a quiet lap of the surf and, yes, the yelping bark of harbor seals. Suddenly it was there, a fat green band of coastline appearing out of the blizzard like a blessing. Gerrit recognized the lower tip of the isle of Manhattan.

Towering above a thin strip of rocky beach stood the town gallows, poking proudly from the mist.

“Ah,” Drummond said. “Civilization.”

They hove aback off the island, heading toward the East River roadstead, the brick dwelling-houses and low taprooms of the Strand increasingly visible. Inhabitants poured into the streets, shouting and calling. Behind the gibbet, the fort and the windmills.

Ten, twenty, then several whooping dozens ran along the shore, children and adults, pacing the new arrival’s progress toward the wharf on the island’s eastern side.

A cannonade of welcome boomed, answered by the lone twelve-pounder at Margrave’s stern.

Gerrit glanced over at Drummond and saw him tracking something with his eyes. As the crowd flowed east, following the ship, a single figure, trailed by another, pushed west, against the tide of townsfolk.

Gerrit recognized her. A young she-merchant of the town, wrapped in a shawl of Virgin Mary blue. It seemed the only color to enliven the whole scene. Behind her, the big brute, her giant.

Gerrit smiled. Well, the woman was appealing enough to attract a man’s gaze, to be sure, her head boldly uncovered, her hair white-blond and arresting. Not to Gerrit’s own taste, too thorny, too independent, but Drummond seemed momentarily taken by the vision of her.

“Civilization,” he murmured again, watching the pretty miss with her trailing bodyguard.

Milady and milady’s giant proceeded west along the Strand as Margrave continued east around the tip of the island.

Soon, home. In bed tonight Gerrit would tell Gerta all about his shipmates, and about the Englishman. “Very much a superior class of person,” he would say.

Blandine threaded her way through the crowd of townsfolk rushing to the ship newly arrived from Patria. Normally, she would have been among them.

Speed, Blandine felt, was of the utmost urgency. Along Pearl Street to the market square, past the fort, past the vegetable gardens of the West India Company, leaving behind the hurrying crowds hallooing the ship heading toward the East River slip.

Off the shore, ghostly in the fog and falling snow, the Dutch vessel, catching small wind to lumber in the harbor swell. Blandine loved how the river indians called the sailing ships from Europe “cloud-houses.” The flute ship—possibly Sea Serpent, since it hoisted a Frisian flag—indeed resembled a floating cottage with sail-clouds billowing above it.

She knew Antony would have liked to greet the ship. He enjoyed excitement. But he was her faithful shadow, even though she felt no need of one. Blandine had long ago stopped pleading for him not to follow her around. His devotion meant more to her than she cared to admit.

Three years ago, when Antony Angola had recently arrived in the colony as a West India Company slave, the town’s schout, or sheriff, implicated him and a group of others in the killing of a fellow African.

Unable to determine individual guilt, Petrus Stuyvesant, the director general of the colony, had each member of the group draw straws.

Antony the tall drew the short straw, and the director general sentenced him to hang. The first time Blandine ever laid eyes on the giant, he stood on the gallows scaffold.

He made for a pathetic picture. Seven feet in height, twenty-three stone in weight, forty years old, he nevertheless cowered under the jeers of the crowd. The condemned man stared at the Bible they presented him to kiss as if he had never seen a book before.

The onlookers roared as the trap fell, but entered into a stunned silence when the double halters around Antony’s neck (the hangman used two, in accord with the condemned man’s size) both broke like puppet strings.

The giant fell heavily to the ground. He sat up, stunned and blinking, the tattered noose ropes hanging limp. He looked fearfully at the gape-mouthed colonists surrounding him, expecting to be set upon.

At that moment, the sun broke through the clouds, sending a bar of light over the Upper Bay. The crowd remained struck mute and frozen in place.

Except for Blandine van Couvering. She moved forward and knelt beside the dead man who had not died.

The crowd raised a huzzah then, proclaimed a miracle, cried out for mercy and insisted the giant be pardoned. The director general complied. At the crowd’s urging, he granted Antony the “half-freedom” that was the colony’s odd custom, manumitting him from Company enslavement. The double welts around his neck became emblems of his rebirth.

Blandine’s compassion was flavored with pain. She had lost her own family to shipwreck four years before, so her heart went out to Antony, whom she saw as a solitary soul like herself. She drew the man out of the mob and took him under her own broken wing for protection and nurturing.

Antony had not left Blandine’s side for any serious stretch of days since. He graduated from involuntary servitude with the Company to voluntary servitude with his “Blandina.” She fed and clothed him and tried to shelter him, but he slept out of doors even in the foulest weather, using an open shed behind her dwelling-house.

He found ingenious ways to bring in money to the household. In the coves and shoals along the island’s shore, he dove and swam as no giant could ever be expected to swim, scrabbling along the rocky bottom for lobsters. He would bring back a burlap sack full of the creatures and barter them in the market by the fort. Blandine knew he had gone lobster fishing only when a leg of pork or bundles of carrots suddenly materialized in her larder.

But somehow, no matter how far afield he went, Antony always knew if Blandine was ready to go out, materializing behind her, instantly and magically, whenever she stepped into Pearl Street.

The two of them, young Dutch-American woman and older African giant, bowed to the soldier at the land gate and passed beyond the wall. There Blandine found three other Africans, Lace, Mally and an elder, Handy, come to meet her.

“Piddy,” Lace said. “A little eight-year-old orphan.”

“Stolen,” Mally said.

Aet Visser huffed aboard Margrave via the gangway, a round man with a florid face. The ship displayed the usual chaos of any newly docked vessel, but Visser was used to it, and threaded his way through the piles of cargo.

“Deck officer,” he said to the first seaman he could grab. The sailor poked a finger aft. Visser found First Mate Barent Kouwenhoven at the whip staff, supervising the off-loading of a half dozen noisily complaining white-and-black Holstein dairy cows. Kouwenhoven wore hemp-canvas short pants notched off at the shin, a trim collared shirt and a twisted cap.

“I am the colony’s orphanmaster,” Visser said. “You have cargo for me.”

“Aye,” Kouwenhoven said. “You’re here for your orphans. A sorry collection they are, too.”

“How many dead during passage?” Visser asked.

“By the Lord’s grace just one,” the first mate said. “Disposed of at sea.”

The mate could not recall the boy’s name. In fact, all the circumstances surrounding the ocean burial were unfortunate. The captain stayed in his cabin nursing a vicious hangover from a rummy game the evening before, so there was no one to mumble the words. The purser objected to wasting precious sail canvas on an orphan’s shroud, and the other boys needed clothing, so the child went over in his altogether.

“That gives me ten,” Visser said, referring to Margrave’s manifest. “All boys this time, I believe?”

“Take ’em if you want ’em,” Kouwenhoven said. “They’ve been no use to me.” The Dutch orphans brought over by the Margrave, the first mate indicated, could be located in the ship’s forward hold.

These were almshouse cases, burdens on the public purse in Patria. New Netherland felt the dire need of willing hands, lots of them, to make the colony work. The population of Europe was not yet convinced that decamping for a rocky, windswept island in America would improve their lot. Life in Holland proved all too comfortable. The new coffeehouses were just coming in, joining the tobacco houses already there. The cheese was as good as ever. No one wanted to leave.

Aet Visser recruited his orphan charges from three sources. Deaths of parents in the colony, deaths of parents on transocean voyages to the colony and these orphan shipments from Patria. Fortune proving to be a rascally mistress, the pool of orphans never dried up.

Visser descended between decks. The holds were reasonably well cleaned, kept shipshape in the way of the Dutch marine, yet foul-smelling after the long voyage. He found his charges, passage-stunned and cowering together in a collection of raglike hammocks.

“You have arrived,” he announced, just to make sure the listless children, few over twelve years of age, realized they had successfully accomplished the transit from the old world to the new. Often he found on ships such as this that the orphans had little idea where they were, why they had been swept off the streets of Amsterdam, Rotterdam and the Hague or to what purpose they would serve in America.

“I am the orphanmaster. You will follow me.” His ducklings.

Perhaps the orphans had visions of kindly couples, childless by circumstance or sterility, waiting to adopt their precious new wards, whisking them off to a thorough scrubbing in a hot bath, a steaming dinner of gussied fowl, fatty bacon and candied fruit, then a rosy sleep in a warm bed.

Visser could not recall that particular scenario ever coming to pass in the real world. No orphanages existed in New Amsterdam. The boys would be taken in by settlement families who needed laborers and servants.

In his frequent letters to the government of the home country, the colony’s director general pleaded for “new blood.” And here was what they sent him, ten gangly children. New blood? New to the colony, perhaps, but exhausted, thin and almost bloodless, as far as Visser could tell.

No kindly couples greeted the orphans. The wealthy burghers of the settlement would inspect the goods and make their choices, picking this or that orphan out from among the cowed assemblage. A servant from the great man’s household, a downstairs maid, say, or a scullery cook, would drag the chosen one away by his filthy neck. Though not before, Visser would hasten to assure, the burgher paid the orphanmaster for the privilege with several strings of seawan, what would be referred to (with a wink) as “expenses.”

He examined his charges now, climbing out of their hammocks and standing shivering in Margrave’s hold. They knew not what they were in for, Visser thought, but then, which one of us does?

“Single file,” he barked at them. “Keep in line.”

Puke-stained and filthy, pale almost to transparency, the orphans trooped after Visser through the ship’s mazelike hold. Together they mounted a steep ladder and emerged on deck, to stand blinking in the fresh air and drifting snowflakes.

“Behold,” Visser said, making a sweeping gesture at the rude collection of unpainted, snowcapped dwelling-houses clustered around the wharf. “New Amsterdam settlement, Manhattan Island, the capital of the New Netherland colony. Your new home.”

Sponsored by a trading cartel, the Dutch West India Company, the colony of New Netherland existed to feed Europe’s growing appetite for fur. Chartered in 1624, New Netherland’s main settlement, New Amsterdam, clung to the wedge-shaped tip of Manhattan Island, posted alongside one of the greatest natural harbors on earth.

In 1663, almost four decades after its founding, New Amsterdam existed as a less than mile-square community of fifteen hundred souls.

A red cedar palisade running along its northern boundary lent a contained, almost besieged feel to the town. Digging waterways and erecting windmills, the Dutch colonists slowly made the place over in the familiar image of their homeland, which they called Patria, the fatherland. They lived at first in dug-out pits, then in cabins, and finally, as the colony grew more prosperous, in sturdy brick or clapboard dwelling-houses.

On the west side of the island’s wedge, along Prince Maurice’s River, stood Fort Amsterdam, a square redoubt with log ramparts and battlements at every corner. To the east side of the fort, protected by its walls from the winds off the bay, lay the town market, het marckvelt. Between the fort and river rose up three windmills, what the Dutch called moolens, and the town gallows.

Four streets ran north-south, up the island to the wall: Pearl, Smit, Prince and the Broad Way. Eight roads crossed the settlement east to west, including the Strand, on the island’s southern tip, and Langs de Wal, Wall Street, the path that ran below the northern palisade.

Two gates, or landtpoorts (“land ports”), led through the wall to the fields and woodlands to the north, one on Pearl Street at the East River, and another on the west side of the island at the Broad Way. But settlers in the middle neighborhoods of the colony wearied of taking the long way around, and had kicked loose the logs in the palisade at several points, in order that they might pass through.

Carved from a stream bed, Heere Gracht, a canal navigable only at high tide, bent north almost to the wall from its starting point at the East River. The island’s busy wharf district ran along its southeastern shore. The Strand, the waterfront street, offered tap houses to sailors and dockworkers. The wealthier colonists resided mainly on Stone or Market streets.

New Amsterdam’s population comingled the dominant half who were Dutch with German, English, Swedish, Polish, French, Jewish and African elements in a fluid, uneasy mix. River indians walked freely down the settlement’s streets, on shopping sprees for sweet pastries or bolts of cloth.

Beyond the wall lived small communities of Africans, strategically located to absorb attacks from maurading native Americans. The African settlements thus acted as shields for the benefit of the Dutch colonists in the town.

One man ruled over the colony, with an iron hand and wooden leg.

Petrus Stuyvesant.
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Piddy Gullee went for water and didn’t come back in October 1663. Lace and Mally turned to the only person they could count on to help. Blandine van Couvering had forged a powerful link with the colony’s African community, one that had been hammered home in July 1659, on a single afternoon almost four years before Piddy’s disappearance.

Blandine turned eighteen that summer, and she knew no more of Africans than any well-born young New Amsterdam woman would. She often passed a collection of cabins outside the palisade wall. “Little Angola,” the townspeople called it.

These were the homes of the “half-free” Africans, a full quarter of the black population of the colony, the ones who could own their land but had to pay a yearly tribute to the government.

Half-liberty. When Blandine thought about it as a young girl, she considered that granting such rights—the Africans also enjoyed a single holiday in spring, after May Day, when they were given free run of the colony—served only to highlight the condition of their servitude. Should anyone have asked, she might have said she opposed slavery. But it did not bear heavily on her young conscience.

Blandine’s own family never possessed a slave. She occasionally witnessed enslaved members of the community as they labored to shore up the walls of the fort. The Company worked the majority, and the director general personally kept a score. Only the wealthiest members of the community could afford to claim ownership of human flesh.

For a long time, to Blandine, Africans represented only one more element in the growing horde that Manhattan drew to itself. All that changed one sparkling July afternoon.

The Dutch made war upon the Esopus tribe that summer of 1659. The violence of the Esopus wars, the retaliatory massacres, the burning of cornfields and villages, happened far to the north of New Amsterdam, near the town of Wildwyck. So far, nothing of it had directly touched the settlement.

Just to be safe, the schout ordained that no settler should venture out beyond the palisade wall without armed escort. But it was the high summer season, the raspberries on the hillsides only a short few leagues from town needed gathering and the colonists loved their summer fruit.

A band of a dozen settlers, primarily women and children but with two Company militiamen along, headed out from town through the land gate. The militiamen carried firearms.

Blandine joined them. She enjoyed raspberries as much as anyone, and liked the easy feeling of community among the pickers. It was a tradition. She had picked every year since as a child she went with her mother and father. Blandine always relished getting beyond the confines of the colony’s northern wall to the wilder lands beyond.

The area where the tiny juicy drupelets grew seemed perfectly secure. Bouweries—the farms of the countryside—open meadows and dwelling-houses dotted the landscape, marked also by the major thoroughfare of the Post Road, the link between the southern tip of Manhattan and the territories to the north.

As the group passed Little Angola, one of the women there, Mally, hailed Blandine.

“You going berrying?” she asked, seeing the woven basket Blandine carried over her arm.

Blandine knew Mally casually, having employed her and her half-sister, Lace, to do hemming on linens she imported from Patria. The finished product—pillowcases, bedsheets, handkerchiefs—commanded a higher price than raw cloth.

Blandine saw Lace coming up behind Mally, carrying sacks for fruit. No one had any objections to the Africans joining the group, so Mally and Lace came with them.

If Africans had any status in the colony at all, they were usually called by the last name of the region from which they came. So Mally and Lace and others, too, all were given the same last name, Angola. There was no thought behind it, and it was by no choice of the ones so named. The Dutch authorities simply needed a distinguishing label to put down on paper if the Africans were ever hauled into court.

A hot July day. Insect noise swelled from the meadows, died and swelled again. Two sisters in the group, Tryntie and Aleida Bout, sang a hymn of thanks, “Nederlandtsche Gedenckclanck,” a new anthem celebrating the Protestant victory over the Spanish Catholics in Holland.


We gather together

To ask the Lord’s blessing

God our defender and guide

Through the past year.



A few of the others picked up the song. Blandine noticed that the harsh rasping of the locusts, katydids and crickets easily drowned out the quavering human voices singing God’s praises.

She trailed behind the group. With the journey out of town, her abiding sorrow lifted a little, the sadness she had suffered since she lost her family. Yet these were haunted precincts for Blandine. It had been a different, more carefree girl who traipsed through the sweet berry bushes when she was young.

The road they followed up the island led them to a small rise with a view of the wide river to the west. The water’s surface reflected back the gunmetal blue of the sky. Blandine noticed a flattened thatch of grass. Probably nothing more than a night bed for deer.

As they diverged from the road onto a path, Blandine saw that a collection of canoes had been pulled in amid a reed bed on the rocky Manhattan shore just below her. They stood empty, beached in a line.

From the water, she thought, no one would see the skiffs among the reeds.

The sky was patched with high white cumulus, the men had taken up the hymn along with the women and the group entered in among the scattered cane-fields of raspberries. The fruits dangled, crimson and abundant. Emperor and hairstreak butterflies sipped on the berry sugar. A cloud of them arose as the Dutch, crying out like children, plunged into the bushes.

In a first gluttonous spasm, the settlers didn’t bother with their baskets, they simply stuffed whole handfuls into their mouths.

With Lace and Mally, Blandine wandered away from the others. The berry trail guided them in random directions. Each prickly, laden cane led to the next, as though there would be a secret revealed at the end of the path.

Blandine left off picking. She sat on the ground amid the canes, her aproned skirts spread about her. She looked east toward the Post Road and a massive stand of jackpines that lined the way. Mentally, she calculated the worth of the trees. Masts for the navies of the world.

Far off, on the roadway, a drover herded a pair of cattle, heading toward town. Then, between one tree and the next, he abruptly disappeared. She waited for the man to show himself again. His cattle wandered down the road without him. She could hear their bells tinkling.

After a quarter hour, the clouds fully reefed the sky, hiding the sun, and a breath of cooler air rose from the river. The colonists quieted, intent on filling their baskets. Blandine struggled to maintain her lightness of heart. The cows still roamed alone. What happened to the drover?

She quickly rose to her feet.

“Mally,” she called. “Lace.” They were nearby.

“We have to—” she said, but broke off. “We should join the others.” They threaded their way back through the berry canes to where the dozen pickers worked.

Everything was all right. The clouds uncovered the sun, and the red-stained faces of her fellow townspeople reassured her. She was a ninny to be nervous. Odd how the wilderness struck her differently at different times. Glorious one moment, threatening the next.

A hand fell on Blandine’s shoulder. She jumped, surprised.

“Look within,” Patricia Reydersen said, displaying a basket nearly full with fruit. “What have ye been at? You’ve picked hardly nothing for yourself.”

“I’ve got more than anybody!” crowed the nine-year-old Reydersen daughter, Ereen. Patricia Reydersen had been one of the matrons who was kind when Blandine was newly orphaned, having been close to her mother, Josette. Patricia’s hearth offered the hungry girl cider and cookies.

Militiaman Jerominus Tyinck, his chin bloodred with berry juice, stood nearby. Blandine approached him. “Did you mark the canoes?”

The man looked at her blankly.

“Along the shore,” she said.

“No doubt they’re over from Pavonia, lass,” Tyinck said, naming the colony across the river from Manhattan. Indians there were known to be harmless. “No need to fear.”

Tyinck dismissed her, a young goose of a girl pulling at her curls and trying to keep her hands free of berry juice. The militiaman strode away toward an area of heavy cane. He propped his gun against a stump and worked his pipe.

Silence. Out of that silence, a shout.

Vocalizing loudly, an indian warrior appeared, running pell-mell from the concealing forest. He swung his war club and dropped Jerominus Tyinck with a tremendous blow to the head.

Screams. As more natives showed around them, a wide-eyed panic gripped the colonists. They were outnumbered. The children clung to their mothers. The women moaned: “Neen, neen, neen.” No, no, no.

Resoluet Waldron, the other militiaman, engaged his musket. The gunshot sounded enormous in the still glade. The bullet spun one of the attackers around in a bloody whirl. But that was all. Another raider grabbed the gun out of Waldron’s hands and smashed him with it. He, too, fell to the ground.

The women and children were on their own.

Blandine stood with Mally and Lace. More and more wilden appeared out of the woods. Not river indians, she saw. By their markings, Mahicans, from the north.

The director general of the colony displayed a callous disregard for distinctions of tribe and clan among the natives. Armies of settlers during the Esopus wars attacked all indians indiscriminately, and in one recent engagement, decimated a Mahican village.

The action against the Mahicans, Blandine had heard, was particularly vicious. Soldiers set lodges afire with families still inside and shot the inhabitants as they fled. One army trio happened upon a young, pregnant Mahican, sewed her orifice shut with deer sinew, then induced labor by beating the girl with their musket butts. She died in her birth pangs.

Fury answered fury, and now here were the vengeful Mahicans on the settlement’s doorstep.

Blandine huddled with Lace and Mally at the far edge of the group of colonists. Two of the raiders pulled Patricia Reydersen out of the group. She began to shriek. Blandine met the woman’s agonized gaze and covered the eyes of Lace and Mally so that they should not see.

Within view of the other settlers, the two raiders tore off Patricia Reydersen’s clothes. They alternately mounted her body to force her and, when she resisted, took up fist-sized stones to batter the woman’s face.

For Blandine, it was as though she saw her own mother attacked. Why hadn’t she moved to help her? Would she be next?

Several of the Mahicans gathered around the wounded Dutch soldier, Resoluet Waldron. Uttering short birdlike calls, they used the man roughly, pushing him back and forth, pummeling and kicking him. They stripped the soldier naked, too, laying him out prone, facedown. While two raiders extracted a souvenir fingernail from one of the bellowing man’s hands, another worked the blade of a battle-ax in a straight line down the skin of his spine.

When the cut was sufficiently deep, the raider, a tall Mahican with a blue-painted face, dug into the wound with both hands, grabbing the bloody stretch of skin and peeling it off the flesh. The whole flap came up easily, with the sound of a raw beaver tail being split open. The flayed man thrashed, but the natives stood on his neck and arms to hold him tightly in place.

None of the raiders seemed to be in any hurry. Several threw themselves on the ground in attitudes of aggressive repose, chatting, laughing, slapping one another’s chests. Those not directly involved in the attack on Waldron wandered easily in and out of the group of terrified colonists.

One of the warriors approached Blandine, fingering her yellow hair as she tried not to flinch. He yanked a trailing curl, hard, then strolled off, looking back once or twice, marking her. She had picked up a few words of the language while trading. She heard the man say “mine.”

Mally and Lace clung together, their faces wet with tears. They prayed in a desperate whisper. Hysteria and paralysis gripped all the colonists, women and children both. Blandine knew that she had to act, discover some way out, or she would follow Patricia Reydersen into death.

Blandine said under her breath, “We have to get away. Now. The three of us.”

Like everyone else in New Amsterdam, Blandine witnessed waves of blank-eyed Dutch refugees come south in flight from the Esopus war. Several told of being “freed” by their captors, experiencing an illusion of flight, only to be cruelly tracked down again. It was a common tactic of the native warriors.

Blandine sought to turn a false escape into a real one. She began to move, trying not to panic, leading Lace and Mally away.

Two raiders were close by, the one who had marked her before, painted with black-and-white zigzags, and another, a younger male whose whole body was stained yellow.

They bent over with laughter, as though women captives edging toward the forest made for a tremendously comical sight. They pointed and howled.

When Blandine, Mally and Lace were ten yards away from the mayhem, Zigzag and his yellow comrade broke off to follow.

“Where you go, huh?” the big indian called out in English, still laughing. “Where?”

“Keep on,” Blandine said. “Whatever happens, we stay together.”

Behind them, a raider in the larger group stood up from his task of wrestling down one of the colonial women and shouted in their direction.

“Bring them back,” Blandine understood the raider to say.

Zigzag turned and called in reply, “We have them.”

Suddenly Yellow Boy ran at Blandine in an abrupt, sudden charge, but fell to his knees and skidded to a stop a few feet away, laughing at her fright.

Zigzag dashed forward to slug Lace with a vicious punch, knocking her down. While Blandine pulled the woman back to her feet, the Mahican stood dancing in place, inches away, shouting threateningly into her face. But, abruptly, Zigzag turned his back on them and strode away.

The effect, Blandine knew, was designed for maximum fear.

In a staggering march, trailed by the two warriors, the three women left the scene of the berry-harvest attack behind. The shouts of the raiders and cries of settlers faded. Behind them, Zigzag and Yellow Boy continued their negligent pursuit. They would stop, plucking a leaf or berry, calling out to a hawk circling in the sky above them.

And then, suddenly, nothing. Blandine led Lace and Mally down a steep incline and turned them into a sheltered glade. They no longer could see their two pursuers. Silence. Even the faint whooping from the distant berry patch died out.

“Is it over?” Lace said, her voice half-strangled with fear.

“Keep going,” Blandine said. Her heart raced. She did not dare to think they had escaped so easily. But it seemed true.

A keening scream. Zigzag and Yellow Boy stood on the crest of the slope above them. In a combative display, the Mahicans battered each other, slapping and pummeling their chests like two boys in a school yard.

As the raiders advanced downward, their nonchalance vanished. Zigzag freed his stiffened member from behind its cloth, waving it at them arrogantly.

“Lord Jesus save me,” Lace whispered. Her hand gripped Blandine’s, nails abrading the skin.

“Now we run,” Blandine said.

The three women fled down the slope to the shore of the river. Blandine led them to the reed bed where the native dugouts were beached.

Mally leapt into the first canoe. Lace climbed into the unsteady craft with her.

“Come on!” Mally shouted to Blandine.

But, for a long breathless moment, Blandine stayed on shore, working to push the other canoes out of the shallows, casting them off into the river current. If their pursuers wanted them, they would have to swim.

Finally, she dove for the little boat.

Together the three women paddled the craft out into the current, working furiously. The raiders arrived at the shore and splashed into the water behind them. They lunged forward, swimming to within a few yards of the women in the dugout.

But they came up short. Blandine, Mally and Lace moved into deeper water, outdistancing the Mahicans.

When the three women arrived wet, bedraggled and still fear-stricken at the settlement, and once the Dutch director general sent a well-armed war party of his own to retaliate against the raiders, Blandine felt herself drawn into the lives of Mally and Lace and the community of Little Angola.

None of the others in the berrying party survived.

In the aftermath of the raid, Blandine noted with scorn some of her erstwhile suitors shying away from her as soiled goods. The men of the colony were never sure what exactly happened in the berry patch on the river.

Only the first love of her life, Kees Bayard, stayed true. “You are my brave girl,” Kees said to her, solicitous in the wake of the tragedy. He defended her stoutly. He volunteered for the company that pursued the fleeing raiders.

Deep inside, though, Blandine felt that no one understood the terror she experienced that day. Only Lace and Mally. It was as though, when your house burns down, you want to talk only to other people who have had their houses burn down. Her later friendship with Antony only cemented her connection with the Africans.

So it was natural, when one of their own disappeared that fall four years later, when a child who went out to fetch water did not come back, that Lace and Mally should turn to Blandine.
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