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Swamp Rats

Chapter One
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CREE IS MINE. In a way, he always was, and according to Mama’s books that’s rather boring, that he didn’t chase me down, and I didn’t have my heart broken a hundred times waiting for him. But I wouldn’t trade it, because I got the prettiest man in the swamps. I don’t mean his looks, of course, for no man wants to be called pretty. It’s his heart, his spirit, and Cree’s heart and spirit belong to me, and I’m the luckiest girl in the swamps because my man’s heart and spirit are beautiful.

In the beginning we lived two doors apart in houses that looked like they might fall down. His listed to the right, two stories tall. The foundations were pocked by mites and worn down by the brackish mists that fill the swamp air. Mine was one story tall, and it listed to the left. Old Zac lived between, and his house was stone, so it never listed at all. We lived on a little patch of higher ground, and the river ran past the front of our houses. Behind was mostly bogs, filled with bugs and crabs and muskrats, lively with the sounds of bullfrogs and crickets. It was beautiful, although when Mama lived there she never let me go out into it. I just had to watch it from my windows, and that’s no way to live a life. But I did my best to see it all, and I loved the world that lived just out of my reach on the other side of those windows.

Cree’s mama had passed a few months after she delivered the bangers. Cree was eleven. His papa hated the bangers for killing her, and he hated Cree for being man enough to keep the babies alive with the milk of Zac’s old cow, and he built a still on his wife’s grave. When he came home, he drank the stuff and cussed at the boys, and they were glad he traveled and didn’t come often. Cree was the real papa, and he was good at it. He kept his brothers’ bellies full, and he made sure they were safe, and he loved them.

My mama didn’t die, but she left when I was nine. Mighty few women move into the swamps, especially women like Mama who were born and raised in the cities. Papa traveled just like Cree’s papa, selling things all over the area, and he didn’t come often, either. Mama hated to be alone with the gators and muskrats. She hated the mites in the floors and the salt pork and rice we ate every night, and one day she sat me down and said she was leaving. I wanted to go with her, because I barely knew Papa and was a little bit afraid of him, but she said no, a lady had a better chance in this world all alone. I sat in the house and cried for the whole day, until that evening someone knocked on my door. I opened it, and there stood Cree. Mama said it wasn’t right for me to play with the river rats, so we’d never talked, but I’d seen him in his yard, and I knew his name from his papa yelling at him, and I wasn’t sure what to say to him. He was twelve, and I was nine, and I was a little scared of him, too.

“Your mama’s gone,” he said. I nodded. “She coming back?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“You have food?” he asked. I was still a little scared, but I was also glad not to be alone right now.

“I do,” I said. “Rice and salt pork. Is your papa home?”

“No,” he said.

“Do you have food?” I asked.

He frowned at me. “Of course. Muskrat. Do you want to come eat with us? Maybe the rice would be good with muskrat.”

I said yes, and he smiled, and his eyes sparkled at me for the very first time.

When I first went into Cree’s house, the bangers were just over a year old. They sat on the floor of the dirty kitchen banging pans together and laughing. I was struck by the laughing, because nobody in my house laughed. Papa only came home to lie with mama, and although I didn’t know what that meant, I knew it didn’t make them happy. Mama never laughed with me, and when I laughed alone, she always told me to go outside to the porch because I was giving her a headache. So, to see three babies hitting pans together making an awful ruckus and laughing about it scared me at first. I looked up at Cree, thinking he’d be mad, that he’d hit the babies to make them stop, but he was laughing, too.

It was a magical moment, and my life hadn't had too many of those. I looked up at him, and he was tall and firm, wearing only his long tattered shorts. I’d seen him chopping wood, so I knew he was strong, and up close I could see just how strong. His stomach was tight, and his arms were thick with muscles, and since I hadn’t really seen any boys before, I thought he was beautiful. My hair was long and dark and hung straight down to the middle of my back, but his was golden and curling and wild, a halo of light around his smiling face, and he was like an angel from one of Papa’s many picture books. And instead of being angry with the triplets and their noise, he delighted in them with a deep belly laugh that melted my fearful nine year-old heart. He glanced at me out of the side of his eye, and those eyes sparkled at me again, and I was hopelessly and forever in love.
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PAPA CAME HOME two days after Mama left. I told him what she’d said, and I cried again, and he cried, too. I sat on his lap with my arms around his neck, and we wept together for a long time. I told him Cree had taken me to his house, and I’d slept there because I didn’t like to be alone, and he said that wasn’t appropriate, that a little girl couldn’t sleep in a house with an older boy, that things like that were for married people. He said I could visit during the day, but I had to sleep at home. I didn’t understand, but I agreed. That night he fixed salt pork and rice for us, and it wasn’t the way Mama made it, but I understood that. Nothing was the same without Mama. That night we slept in the house, and the walls were very thin, and all night I listened to Papa cry. The next morning he left, and he said he’d come back just like always, and he’d keep enough salt pork and rice in the chest for me to eat, and he loved me. He called me his little princess and kissed my head, and then he got into the boat and left. I didn’t think he’d ever come back.

When he was out of sight, I went to Cree’s house and told him his floors needed cleaning, because the babies got filthy crawling on them.

“Princess, I have to catch muskrat to feed them and chop wood to cook it, and when I do I lock them in the upper room so they won’t get hurt. I bathe them in the bog and change their soiled clothes and give them milk from Zac’s cow. I don’t have time to do more.”

His shoulders slumped, and I had to reach out and touch his arm, both to comfort him and to see what those muscles felt like, and it just felt like skin and arm.

“Papa says I have to sleep at home, that it’s not appropriate for me to sleep with so many boys, but in the day I’ll help you keep it clean.”

I raised up my chin when I said it, for I didn’t want him to tell me no. I couldn’t bear the thought of always being alone at my house, but I also wasn’t going to spend my days in a house that was filthy. 

Cree just smiled. “Okay, then, I guess. If you want to clean, you can clean. But right now, I need to work. I’ll be back soon to feed the babies.”

And that was what we did. In the mornings I cleaned and he worked, and the babies played on the floors and banged pans and chased each other around the house. My house was filled with things, furniture and books and little things on the shelves, but Cree’s was mostly empty, with just a sofa, a chair, and a kitchen table and chairs, so it was easy to clean. Cree came back for lunch, and we all ate outside under the trees that hung low with moss. In the afternoon the babies slept upstairs, and Cree and I played in the trees or around the river, staying close to the house so we could hear the babies if they cried. I loved being outside and wondered why Mama hadn’t wanted me here. The trees were huge and majestic, sticking out of the bogs with their wide webs of roots, and moss hung low, and bullfrogs and crickets filled the air with their voices. Herons glided past every now and then, catching frogs, or they would stand along the edges and step ever-so-slowly toward their next meals, their long legs barely rippling the water when they moved.

We ate dinner together, and I helped him put the babies to bed, and then I went back to my house to wash and sleep. I didn’t like being alone at night, but it was what Papa wanted, and Cree said it was a good idea, so I did it. I left my windows open to hear the night noises, finding them more comforting than the silence of my empty house, and I watched the moon sift shadows across the walls as the huge trees waved in the breezes.

After two weeks of this, his papa came home. The still was full, and then it was empty and his papa was full, and the stuff from the still made his papa angry. I didn’t go over while the huge man was there, but even from two doors away I could hear yelling and anger and meanness, and I sat on my front porch and hoped he would go away soon.

Old man Zac was in his front garden while I was on the porch. He had no use for children, so we left him alone, and he did the same for us, although he did let us milk his cow. Today, though, he frowned my way and spoke to me.

“Your mama took off, did she?”

I nodded, afraid to talk to him.

“Figures. And left a little swamp rat. And your papa? Is he coming back?”

“Yes,” I said. “He promised. He’ll bring salt pork and rice for the food chest.”

Zac nodded, and he looked over at Cree’s house, where we both heard lots of yelling.

“That one would be better off if his papa just left him. River rats have no business breeding out here. It’s just cruel to bring them into the world and dump them in the swamps all alone.”

I didn’t say anything, not sure what he meant, although I knew it was mean. Everything he said was mean. I heard something smash in Cree’s house, and Zac mumbled and went into his house. Later in the day he got into his boat, for like our papas he had to go far into the swamps to work. That evening things got quiet at Cree’s house, and just before dark he came to my porch.

“Can I sit on your swing?” he asked. I nodded, sitting in the doorway, and Cree sat down and let out a slow breath. “This is a good swing.”

I looked at him. The sun was almost down, and he was a shadow on my porch swing. “Cree, are you okay?”

He jerked his head around, and the shadow wore a scowl. “Of course. Why?”

“Your dad yells. He’s scary.”

Cree shrugged. “Ah, he just works too hard. Has to blow off steam. Nothing to worry about. When he’s here he misses Mama. He’ll leave in the morning, and everything will be okay. He brought root vegetables and rice and salt and a frogging stick and a net. We can eat crabs and frog legs.”

Cree smiled, and I smiled back, glad things were going to be okay. I didn’t know much about crabs and frog legs, but since they made him smile, I smiled about them, too. His smile always said everything was going to be okay, and I always believed it.
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“THERE,” CREE SAID with a huge smile. He lay down the net, and five crabs squirmed on the ground in front of us. “Look at what I caught.”

They were very impressive, pretty and blue, but I didn’t know what we were supposed to do next.

“Cree, how do those become food?” I asked. He cocked his head and shrugged. 

“Ah, I guess I didn’t think about that. I don’t know. I’ve never caught crab before.”

I had to laugh at him. “Well, I think I can help us. Come with me.”

He followed me to my house, and when I went inside, he stopped on the porch. I opened the squeaking screen and looked at him.

“Are you coming?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Your papa might not like it.”

This surprised me, for my papa wasn’t here. “Cree, why would he mind? If I can come to your house, why can’t you come to mine?”

“You’re a lady,” he said. “And this is your house.”

While this seemed to make perfect sense to him, it made no sense at all to me, and I took his arm and dragged him into my house.

“Princess, the babies,” he said, looking around my house as though the furniture might bite him.

“They’re in the kitchen, and we’ll only be a moment. I think I have a cookbook about crabs.”

Papa loved books. Mama had often complained he spent all his extra money on books when he should buy food and clothes and fix the house, but when he came home, he loved to sit in his big soft chair and read. He’d gotten her many cookbooks, but because she hated him she had never cooked anything but salt pork and rice, and then she’d complained about those.

The books were along one whole wall, and I looked through the titles. I glanced at Cree, who just stood there, and I wondered why he wasn’t helping me. “Look for one on crabs.”

He nodded. “Ah, I can’t read.”

I don’t think my next look was friendly, because he bowed his head like I’d yelled at him. Realizing this, I tried to fix it.

“Well, okay, then just wait a moment. I guess your mama died before she taught you to read.”

Cree sighed. “Mama died when I was eleven. She should have taught me when I was little, but she didn’t read, either.”

“That’s okay,” I said. I brightened with an idea. “I’ll teach you.”

He shook his head a little. “Why?”

I gestured to the library behind me. “There are lots of interesting things in here. You’ll like them. So, after we learn about crabs and frog legs, we’ll learn how to read.”

“Princess, I don’t have time for things like that.”

“We’ll do it when they nap or in the evening after the babies go to sleep.”

“Your papa wants you home at night.”

“I’ll be home at night. But for a little while we’ll read. It will be good.”

He didn’t look happy about it, but I was, and he never told me no when I was happy about a thing, so he agreed, and I grabbed a cookbook and took it back to his house. 

Killing the crabs in the pot was rather awful, but Cree didn’t seem to mind, and that night we ate crab soup. It was very different, but the bangers liked it, and Cree was proud of himself, and it was a good day. Every day with Cree and the bangers was a good day.

Cree really wanted me home by dark, so we read in the afternoons while the babies slept. He learned fast, and soon he read on his own. He started on one side of Papa’s bookcase, and he read them in order, each night taking books home to read before bed.

“Sometimes I can’t sleep,” he said with a smile. “Now I read by the lantern until my eyes fall asleep, and I sleep all the way through the night. I’m glad the babies sleep so well now. Life is easier since we all sleep at night.”
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“CREE, WE HAVE a problem,” I said, and he frowned at me. We sat high in the tree, where we liked to climb in the afternoon and look over the swamp. In the distance a heron flew off, and the frogs croaked in the brush.

“I don’t like problems,” he said with a frown. He brushed a bug off his torso and swept his hair out of his eyes. “Okay, tell me.”

“The babies don’t fit in their clothes.”

He nodded. All of us were growing, and although our papas kept food coming, they never thought about clothes. I had Mama’s sewing machine, and I’d changed some of Mama’s old dresses to fit me, but the babies didn’t have much. Each had one outfit, and I’d washed them until the fabric was almost worn away, but even then, the little boys were so large they barely fit into them.

“When Papa comes again, I’ll tell him,” he said. He didn’t talk about his papa much, because he knew I was scared of him. He came more often than my papa came, because the still was full, but it was terrible when he did.

“I think I can make them something,” I said. “Mama used to sew a little. It was the only thing she liked to do. She left fabric, and it’s mostly got flowers on it like a girl’s clothes, but I can make them shorts like yours. I can make you some, too.”

“The boys can wear shorts with flowers,” he said, sticking out his tongue and smiling, “but not me. Papa would kill me.”

His eyes got big when he said it, and he looked out at the treetops. He thought I didn’t know his papa hurt him, but I knew. Since he didn’t want to talk about it, I never talked about it.

“Okay, I’ll try. I’ll do that tomorrow. I’ll do it while they sleep.”

Cree nodded and grinned. “Race you down.”

We scrambled out of the tree. He always won, and he carefully helped me down the final few feet to the ground. He was reading books about men and women, the books Mama liked to read, and he was always very nice to me after reading them. I didn’t read those much, so I wondered what they said that made him so friendly. I was mostly reading cookbooks, trying to find new ways to eat salt pork, rice, crabs, and frog legs.

That night I dug through Mama’s fabric and found cloth with red and blue stripes for the babies. I spent a long time with one of Papa’s pants trying to figure out how the parts went together, and I thought I could figure it out. Then I dug again and found a blue fabric for Cree. He had three pairs of shorts, but they were worn out, and they didn’t look very good any more. I decided to make him two new pairs. I looked at Papa’s shirts and thought maybe I could even make him a shirt, because sometimes when he was chopping wood or chasing frogs he got cuts on his torso. I loved to look at his torso, how the firm muscles moved when he moved, but he would be safer with a shirt. The babies’ shirts still fit, but I decided to make new ones for them, too. It would be a present to them, since Cree did so much for me and I never felt like I did as much for him.

It took me five days to make one outfit for each of them. Cree complained he wanted my company more than my clothes, but I worked each afternoon anyway until I was finished. He spent the afternoons reading in the yard, and I sewed with Mama’s machine until my feet hurt from pedaling and my fingers hurt from pushing the fabric. I got the first shirt wrong and had to cut all the stitches, but after that it made sense to me, and I could picture how the parts needed to go together to become clothes. On the fifth day, when I finished, I ran to Cree’s house with all my outfits, and I held them out to him while he finished cooking crab soup.

“Finally,” he said. Then he shook his head. “Sorry, Princess. Thank you. They look very nice. But, it will also be nice to have you back.”

He smiled, his eyes sparkling, and we put the boys in their new clothes. I held my breath, afraid they wouldn’t fit. They were a little too big, but Cree said that was good, because the boys were growing. He went up to his room to try on his, and when he came down he said his were a little big, too, but they were fine. I laughed and hugged him, and he hugged me back, and then he pulled away and shook his head.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Why?” I asked.

“You should read your dad’s books,” he said. “A man shouldn’t hug a lady unless he wants to marry her. It’s not appropriate.”

I smiled at the word, which sounded very big when he said it. As he read, his words got bigger, and it was fun. 

It didn’t take long for Cree to tear the shirt I made him. He still wore it sometimes, but he was most comfortable just in shorts, and so that’s what he wore. I was good at putting ointment on his cuts, and although he said we couldn’t hug, I could tell he liked it when I tended his cuts. I had to laugh at him, and sometimes I tickled him when I tended him, and he scolded me, but his eyes said he liked it. They sparkled, and nothing made life better than Cree’s eyes sparkling at me.
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CREE CAME INSIDE while I made soup, and he sat at the table and sighed, pulling off his crabbing boots. They were too big, so he didn’t wear them often, but last week he’d cut his foot on a rock, so this week he was being careful. I knew by next week he’d be back to his bare feet. Except for shorts, anything on his skin made him crazy. If I hadn’t been around, I think he would have walked around naked.

“Yuck,” he said, and I turned to see. Five leeches had attached to his legs. “Princess, I hate to ask...”

I laughed. He could kill a muskrat without flinching, but the sight of a leech made him gag. When the babies came out of the bog with any, I always had to remove them, and he really couldn’t tolerate them on himself. I knelt down and took them off, tossing them out the back door, and I got ointment for the little red spots, realizing I needed to cook some more bark for ointment.

“It’s okay,” I said. “You can look now.”

“Thanks. Where are the babies?”

The babies were two, and today they had been horrible, making messes of everything I’d cleaned. “I put them in their cribs while I cooked. They weren’t very good.”

“They’re two,” he said shrugging. “You can’t blame them for being bad.”

I put my hands on my hips and frowned at him. We’d needed to talk about this for a while, and I decided this was the right time for that talk.

“Cree, they have to learn to mind.”

“They mind,” he said, shrugging. 

“No, they don’t. If I make a rule, you let them break it. You work outside all day, but I watch them all day, and all day they don’t mind. Do you want me to go home and stay? Then you can take them crabbing and frogging and keep them away from gators while you chop wood.”

Cree frowned. “You would get lonely at home by yourself.”

I sat at the table and told myself it wouldn’t make this better if I hit him, but I wasn’t sure that was true.

“That isn’t the point. They need rules, Cree. They’re going to get hurt because you think they should do whatever they want. Do you do whatever you want?”

He frowned again. “Of course not. I have to work for us.”

“And so do I. And they can’t pull down the drying linens and play in the mud right after baths and overturn the crab barrel. They can’t make more work for us because you don’t want to make them mind.”

“But I’m not their papa,” he said. He sighed. “That sounds silly. I guess I am their papa. And you’re sort of their mama.”

I nodded. “I think your mama and papa gave you rules. Maybe even when you were two. And there were two of them and one of you. We have three of them. They outnumber us.”

Cree laughed. “That they do. So how do we make them mind?”

“Today I smacked Montague’s hand when he tried to overturn the crab barrel. He cried, but he didn’t do it again. At least not for a while.”

“I hate to hit them,” he said, and I knew he was thinking about his papa.

“I didn’t hurt him,” I said. “I just smacked his fingers hard enough for him to know I was serious. Remy listens if you say something sternly. And poor Pierre...” I shrugged, and Cree laughed.

“Yes, I noticed. He does what he wants.”

“So we try everything with him, but we have to try.”

Cree sat forward and absently scratched at a bug bite on his leg. “Okay, I guess. It was almost easier when we just fed and changed them. Princess, would you really leave and not come back?”

The question surprised me. “No, probably not. I’d get lonely, like you said.”

He nodded, and then he furrowed his brow. “I want you to come because you like it here, not just because you’re lonely there. So, I’ll help you make them mind. Remind me, okay?”

I laughed, and I promised to remind him. He helped me finish dinner, and we bathed the bangers together, and he made them avoid the mud on the way back to the house, and I was happy about that. Usually when they were bad he just laughed at them.

For a while we sat on the porch, since it wasn’t dark yet. I only went home at night because he insisted, but I didn’t go a moment before dark. The sky was hard to see through the trees, but I could see the purples taking over the oranges and knew it was almost time to go.

“I hate leeches,” he said, picking at the little scabs. “It’s the only part of the swamp I hate. I can avoid gators, but leeches just sneak up on me, and this year they’re bad.”

Personally, gators bothered me more than leeches, but I didn’t say that. “I need to make more ointment,” I said. “Remy gets red when the bugs bite.”

“I noticed,” Cree said. “Today I was out too long. Tomorrow we’ll put the babies down for their naps and sit in the tree. Okay?”

“Sure,” I said. “I like the tree. I got a lot done today, though.”

“Me, too,” he said. He looked at the river, and I thought he wanted to say something but didn’t know how.

“Is something wrong?” I asked. He shook his head. “You look like something’s wrong.”

“No. You said you’d be lonely at home. I get a little lonely in the bogs, I guess. I’m glad you still come over.”

“Why would I stop?” I asked. “I don’t think you could take care of the bangers all alone.”

He smiled. “No. Anyway, I’m glad you come. And now it’s dark and I need to take you home.

He did, leaving me at my door. Mama had been gone a year now, and I didn’t miss her much anymore. The papas kept rice and grains coming, and Cree found meat, and it was good. And, if he was going to help me turn the bangers into good boys, it was really good. I went to bed that night happy, because once again it had been a good day.

In the morning I went to Cree’s house like I always did, and I found him yelling at the babies while feeding them rice. He looked like he might cry, and I knew something was wrong.

“Princess,” he said when he saw me. “Ah, come with me.”

He took me to the front room, and he put his hand on my shoulders. “The cow died.”

“What?” I asked, although what he said wasn’t difficult to understand. “How?”

He shrugged. “Zac said she was old, and he was surprised she still gave us milk. Can the babies go without milk? Are they old enough? Princess, what if they get sick because there’s no more milk?”

I put my hand on his arm, surprised to see him so upset. “They’ll be fine without milk, Cree. They need it for a year, and they’re two now. It’s okay.”

He shook his head and looked at the kitchen. “Good. Okay, then, I guess we’re okay. I liked milk, though. Good things don’t always last, do they?”

“It’s just milk,” I said, although I suspected we weren’t talking about milk at all.

“I suppose.”

“Cree, we’re going to be okay.”

He sighed. “I hope you’re right. I have rice ready if you’re hungry.”

I ate, and he sat at the table and watched me, and it made me nervous. “Cree, you’re being a little strange this morning.”

He laughed. “I wasn’t expecting to find the cow dead when I walked over there. It startled me.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. Since he killed animals all the time, I was surprised he was taking the loss of the cow so hard. “Did you see Zac?”

“He told me cows die. Didn’t bother him, but nothing bothers him.”

“Except us,” I said, grinning. He laughed, and his eyes sparkled. 

“True. But we can’t complain, since we used all his cow’s milk for the past year.”

“I’m not complaining,” I said. “It’s just true. He isn’t as scary as he was, but he still doesn’t like us.”

Cree nodded agreement, and he said he had work to do outside. Before he left he frowned a little. “You’re sure they’ll be okay without milk?”

“I’m sure,” I said. “I read it in a book. Now go and stop being so sad about the cow.”

With a smile he left, looking like he felt a little better. I had to laugh at him, and I went into the kitchen to clean up the babies and start the day.
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“TROUBLE OVER THERE again,” Zac said to me. I nodded, sitting on the porch swing. Cree’s papa had been home for three days, and I’d not seen Cree in all that time. I never went past Zac’s house when his papa was there, and I hoped he didn’t mean to stay forever. Zac was in his garden, and I watched him, listening to the yelling from the next house.

“Zac, I want to grow things,” I said. I’d often watched Zac, and I knew he ate things we didn’t, and I was tired of just eating rice and meat and a few plants and roots from the swamp.

“Well, then, grow things,” the old man growled. I was now eleven, and I knew Zac wasn’t as mean as he wanted us to think.

“I need to learn. Papa has some books about it, but I don’t have seeds, and some things are better with a teacher.”

Zac sighed and rolled his eyes at me. “Okay, I guess you can come help me and learn.”

I sat in the garden all afternoon, and Zac started to talk. It amazed me, for the man seldom spoke, but all afternoon he spoke of dirt and seeds and fungus and weeds. I liked the feel of the dirt under my nails, and it smelled good, and when I left that evening he gave me some seeds and starter potatoes and pointed out a spot in my yard where I could dig a plot to grow.

“We’ve got too much water, too much salt in the dirt,” he said, “so not much grows, but if you pile some dirt right there, over those rocks, and hold it with logs, it will drain well enough. You'll get something to grow.”

The next morning Cree’s papa was gone, and Cree came over. The boys were now three, and they followed him, laughing and talking in a mix of baby talk and real words. I was piling up dirt from all over the area to make my garden, and Cree stopped and looked at me. His eye was black, and little Montague’s arm was wrapped.

“What happened?” I asked.

Cree didn’t say anything, and I thought he would cry. “Papa isn’t coming back. Or at least I hope he isn’t. If he comes back again, I’ll shoot him.”

The words made me shudder, because I could tell he meant them. His papa had gotten him a gun so he could hunt better, and he was good with it. A couple times we’d eaten swamp deer, which was tasty. I looked at little Montague and knew that Cree would indeed shoot his papa if it would protect the boy.

“Well,” I said, seeing his discomfort. “I’m making a garden. Do you want to help? Even the boys can dig a little.”

Cree worked hard, maybe to forget about whatever had happened in his house. We made a very large garden, and Cree found logs in the swamp to put around the edges, and I planted everything Zac had given me. Then I watered it, and I wondered how long it might take things to grow.

“We missed lunch,” Cree said when we finished. Indeed, the little boys were lying in the lawn babbling to each other, as it was nap time. “I don’t always take care of them well.”

I slapped Cree’s arm. “What are you talking about? Look at them, Cree. What’s wrong with them?”

He shrugged. “Papa’s visit was hard.”

“I know. I heard.”

“Do you always hear?”

I nodded. 

“He says mean things to them. How could anyone yell at them? They’re just babies.”

“I don’t hear what he says,” I said. “I just hear him yell. Sometimes I hear you yell, too.”

“When I yell they get scared. I’ll never yell when I’m a papa. Never. And I tore down his still. Mama needs something pretty on her grave, not his still. Anyway, he won’t be back. I’m almost grown now, and I don’t think we need him. But, he brought us vegetables and tools sometimes. What will we do if he doesn’t bring things we need?”

Cree shook his head, and again he looked like he might cry. I put my arm around him, knowing he didn’t think it appropriate but also knowing he needed it. He rested his head on my shoulder for a moment, and then he pulled up straight.

“Thank you,” he said. “But we need to make dinner. We can still do things together? I left you alone for three days. Are you angry?”

I laughed. “No. Zac gave me sweet potatoes for helping in his garden, and I found a soup recipe in Papa’s books. Let’s make soup for everyone. And I think I know how to make your mama’s grave pretty.”

He laughed, and the sadness left his eyes. He never stayed sad for long, and we made soup and then put the boys to bed. We had worked a long time and started dinner late, so we couldn’t do anything on his mama’s grave until tomorrow, but we sat on his porch for a few minutes before I went home.

“Princess, I think we need a boat.”

“But you don’t know where to go if you could go.”

“I need to try. We can’t have a motored boat like the papas, but I can make a simple raft and see if anyone is close.”

“If someone is close, we’d see them from the trees.”

He nodded. “Maybe. But maybe not. Anyway, I want to try. I won’t go for long. I need you to watch the babies, though. If I go look for things, I can’t take them with me.”

“Cree, we have everything we need here.”

“Right now we do,” he said. “I’ll just start building it. Then if we need anything, I’ll go look. Not before. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said. It scared me to think of him leaving, because I was afraid he wouldn’t come back. Nothing scared me more than thinking Cree might ever not be here. That night I had a hard time falling asleep, because I was afraid we would need something, and I would lose Cree.

The next day I dug some flowers from the swamp and planted them on his mama’s grave. He thanked me several times for doing it, and for the first time, Cree cried in front of me. I carefully moved closer and put my arms out, and he laughed and let me hug him. He didn’t cry more than a moment, and then he straightened up and looked at the remains of the still, where he’d thrown it after his papa had visited.

“That needs to go,” he said. “I’ll put it in the back, in case we need the parts someday. Princess, the flowers are perfect. Mama would love them.”

“What was she like?” I asked.

“She was wonderful. Papa was different then. You’d have liked him, even. He treated her well, always doing things for her, helping her. She was sick for a long time, and she knew she wouldn’t live to see the babies grow, and that made him angry, but he was never angry with her. It was a little like the books in your papa’s shelf, the way the men take care of the women. He took very good care of her. And when she died, so did he, but he just forgot to stop moving when he did.”

The mix of sadness and anger was strange, and he looked at me and raised his eyebrows. “What was your mama like?”

“She wasn’t very nice to Papa. She wasn’t born in the swamp, and she never liked it here.”

“How did she meet your papa?”

“He traveled for his work, selling things, and she said he was fascinating at first, a wild man who lived in the wilderness. It was exciting that he could chop wood and drive a boat. But she never knew the swamp was so lonely, and she didn’t want a child, and she didn’t want Papa gone so much. He loved her, and when she left he cried the whole night. Sometimes he still cries at night when he’s here. She was always good to me, but it hurt to see her act mean to Papa.”

Cree nodded. “People can be hurtful. The books I read have good endings, but out here the endings aren’t so good. For me it was good your mama left, though. That day I found my best friend.”

He’d never called me that before, and I smiled at him. He was fourteen now, and he was taller and broader than he had been, and he was very nice to look at. His smile, though, still dimpled and sparkled like always, and I couldn’t help but smile in return when he used it on me. 

The babies didn’t nap anymore, but we put them to bed in the afternoons, and they stayed and babbled together, and we used the time to work or play. I’d finished the grave planting that morning, and Cree decided that afternoon was a good time to start his boat. He dragged in logs for two days, and then he said they needed to be turned into boards. We had no idea how to do this, so we looked through both his and my papa’s tool sheds and found tools we thought might do it. Zac was home, and he saw the mess of logs and asked what we were doing.

“We need a boat,” Cree said. Zac was old, his hair mostly white, and I didn’t know anything about him. That was the way he wanted it. He was usually gone three days each week, and when he was home he tended his garden or stayed in his house. “We need to make boards. Maybe the boat will be a raft.”

Zac rolled his eyes, but I wasn’t surprised when he walked to my papa’s shed and pointed out some tools. In a few short words he told Cree what to do, and then he went back into his stone house and slammed the door, making it clear he’d already made a huge sacrifice for us and now wanted to be left alone.

“He’s a very strange man,” I said, and Cree laughed at me. We moved the tools to his yard, and I cleaned crabs while he started to make boards. It was very slow, and almost two days passed before he had his first board. I was in no hurry, not wanting him to leave, but it was fun to watch him, sweating in the sun as he moved around the tools and the boards. The evening found him sore, and I put ointment on his back and shoulders, and he laughed and said girls were dangerous.

“What do you mean?” I asked, knowing exactly what he meant.

“You know some things aren’t appropriate,” he said, “but you bend the rules as much as you can.”

“You need to wear a shirt,” I said, laughing back at him. “You look very good out there with your shirt off. I can’t help how I feel.”

This seemed to surprise him, and for the next three days he wore his torn shirt. He was uncomfortable in it, though, and it kept getting in his way, and on the fourth day he took it off and said I would just have to control myself. I couldn’t stop laughing, and he pretended to sulk. It was a very good day, but of course all days with Cree and the bangers were very good days.
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​​Chapter Three
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THE NEXT MORNING brought rain. Rain wasn’t uncommon in the swamp, but this rain was hard, and it felt different. The winds blew, and the rain hit everything hard, and as soon as I rose I ran through it to Cree’s house. I noted Zac’s boat was missing, meaning he wasn’t here, and I figured the rain would keep him away, as he hated to travel in it.

Cree was on his porch watching the rainfall, and he had a towel ready for me, wrapping me in it as soon as I arrived. We went inside, where he had rice cooking over the wood stove. The bangers were all eating.

“This is a bad rain,” I said, and he nodded and passed me a plate of rice.

“I hope it doesn’t last,” he said. “I want to work on the raft.”

I took a bite and looked at him. “Cree, we’re fine. It still scares me to think of you leaving.”

“The papas and Zac leave and return all the time, and you don’t worry about them.”

I nodded. “True. But I don’t need them like I need you, so I don’t want you to go.”

He smiled. “Thank you, I suppose, but someday we’ll need more things. The boys keep growing, and we’re running out of clothes to cut up for them, and the house needs shingles, and I have no idea how to make a shingle. It’s made of something strange. And it would be nice to have a new stove. This one has rusted almost through.”

“I don’t know if you could carry a stove on a raft,” I said. “And, you don’t have money. How would you buy anything?”

He shrugged. “The papas sell things. Maybe someone out there would let me sell things, too.”

Without meaning to, I grabbed his arm. “No, Cree. Don’t be like them. Don’t leave and only come a few times a year. I couldn’t bear it.”

He shrugged me off, clearly angry. “Zac only leaves a few days at a time. Perhaps I could do what he does.”

“But today it’s raining, so he can’t get back. We don’t need to be trapped here alone in the weather because you can’t get back. We’ll just make due with what we have. My stove isn’t rusted through; we could bring it here. Same with the shingles. And Zac’s roof is different; maybe his is made of something from the swamp.”

Cree still looked angry, and I hated to know I was making him upset. “Princess, a man has to work for his family. I can’t just live out here and do nothing.”

I looked at him for the longest time, feeling many strange things. “Do nothing? Cree, you work all the time. The only time you stop is when the babies rest in the afternoon. You do more than either of the papas ever did. You do more than Zac does. You chop, and you wash and build and fix things and make things. You papa these boys, even though they’re your brothers. Nobody works harder than you do.”

He scowled. “And yet we wear clothes that are falling apart, and the roof is sagging, and the stove is old. You need better things.”

I took a deep breath. “You think of me as your family.”

Clearly the words startled him, and he smiled a little. “I guess I do. And you work too hard, too. Maybe some money and better things would make life easier. In the books the man makes the woman’s life easier.”

“The books are books,” I said. “Stories. Mama always wished she had things in stories, too, and it made her mean to Papa, and it made her leave us. Read them for fun, Cree, but if they upset you, don’t bother with them. I like having you here. It’s the best thing you could do for us.”

He nodded, and he glanced at the window, which whistled in the wind. “Okay, I won’t look for work out there, at least not yet. But I want a raft. Someday we may need something, and if we do, I want to be ready.”

The rain kept falling, and it was the scariest rain I’d ever seen. The river that ran in front of our homes rose, and the water came into the house, and we took the boys upstairs. They were unusually quiet, and I knew the groaning of the house and the sound of branches battering the wood siding scared them, and we sat on Cree’s papa’s bed with all of them in our laps. Cree had many of Papa’s books here, and he read some of the simple ones to the boys. 

An especially loud crash startled us, and Cree set Montague aside and ran toward the door.

“Stay here,” he said, and I obeyed. I heard the front door open, and I hoped he hadn’t gone out into the weather. He came back quickly, soaked. 

“Well?” I asked.

“I’m not sure what the noise was, but the house and shed are still standing. Zac’s house is fine, of course. I can’t see yours in the weather.”

“You need to dry off,” I said, and it was my turn to get a towel for him. I dried him off, and he put his legs beneath the blanket and pulled Montague back into his lap. Remy and Pierre sat on either side of me, and they giggled at Cree when he came back to the bed.

“I’m worried,” Cree said as the wind shook the entire house. “This house isn’t strong, Princess. And the water is now in the living room. Everything will be ruined. I don’t know what to do.”

I knew the last sentence was the important one. Cree liked knowing what to do. To be trapped in the upper story of the house was unbearable to him, for there were no actions that could help us.

“We’ll just wait,” I said. I smiled at him and put my hand on his arm, and he reluctantly smiled back at me. I thought about what he said, that I was family. I guess I knew that, as we spent every day together, but it still felt good to hear it, and the words gave me something to think about beyond the rain and wind beating on the ancient house around us.

By evening Cree’s nerves had had it. He snapped at the boys, and he wouldn’t let any of us go downstairs, although the water had not risen past the first step on the stairwell. He went down to bring up bread, and he told me I could sleep in here, for it was clearly not safe for me to go home. Before bedtime he made the bangers cry twice, and finally he angrily closed himself in his room and said he’d be out in the morning.

I put the boys to bed by myself. His papa had made three cribs for them, and then recently Cree had changed those cribs into low beds so the boys could climb in and out on their own. They were still quiet, and I kissed each on his cheek and told them the rain would stop tomorrow.

“Cree,” Pierre said in a pitiful voice. “Cree is gone?”

“No, little one,” I said gently. “Cree is tired. Tonight he just went to bed first. He’s here, and tonight I’ll be here, too. You’re all safe, so just sleep well in your warm, dry blankets.”

They didn’t get up, and I returned to the largest bedroom and sat on the bed looking out the window. The rain hadn’t let up, and it was very dark out. I could see almost nothing, and when branches blew close to the window they startled me.

After a time I found myself looking toward Cree’s room. I’d never been in it, as he said surely my papa wouldn’t approve of that. He was right, but I’d always been curious. I realized he’d never been in my room, either, but of course I knew what my room looked like, where his had always been closed to me. I hoped he was okay. I’d never seen him as upset as he’d been today, and I knew our conversation about him finding work had something to do with it. I was eleven, and he was fourteen, and we were growing up. We’d read enough in Mama’s books to understand some things about men and women, and I knew this desire to protect us and care for us came a little bit from her stories, and I doubted that was a good thing. From what I knew of my parents and Cree’s, I suspected lots of things in the stories were just stories with no truths behind them.

Eventually I lay down, but I didn’t sleep well, for the house groaned and rattled, and I heard water downstairs. At some point Cree’s door opened, and he stood in the hallway with a lantern in his hand. I watched him walk into the bangers’ room, and then he stood in my doorway and lifted the lantern, squinting toward me.

“I’m awake,” I said. “Cree, are you all right?”

He nodded. “The rain hasn’t slowed. I’m going downstairs to check on things.”

I nodded, and he left. I heard him sloshing across the house, and then he was back in the hallway.

“Well?” I asked.

“I hope it dries well. Princess, what do we do if the houses are lost? Where will we go? How will we get there?”

His voice was sad, and I rose and moved toward him, but he backed away.

“Cree, why don’t you go back to sleep?” I asked. “We’re safe and warm here. The house is stronger than it seems, and in the morning we’ll see what happens.”

“The babies need me to take care of them,” he said. “They don’t have anyone else.”

I touched his arm, and again he backed away. “They have both of us. We’ll do our best, Cree. It’s what we always do.”

“What happens when our best isn’t enough?”

“I don’t know. But right now it is enough.”

He smiled a little in the dim light, and he touched my hair and then backed up a step. “I guess so. Goodnight, Princess. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I lay back down and closed my eyes, and with a smile on my face I went to sleep. 

When I woke in the morning, I was pleased to find the rain quiet, although the sky was still dark and frightening. Cree’s door was closed, and I didn’t disturb him. I looked in on the bangers, who still slept as well, and I walked downstairs. The house was wet, but the water was lower than the first step, meaning it was draining. The furniture had marks to show how high the water had come, and I was pleased it hadn’t gone far. I thought about my house, and I knew the lowest shelf of Papa’s books would be ruined, but here at Cree’s house nothing was kept low. The floors might rot, and the fabric on the sofa might spoil, but we’d not lost anything vital, and that made me happy.

I walked into the water and went to the kitchen. The wood stove was up on bricks, and it was dry, as was the wood stacked on the back of the bricks, so I lit the stove and started to cook water for rice. Perhaps a hot meal would calm Cree today. I felt the limited damage would also calm him. The yard was surely soupy, but perhaps he could work on his raft, and that would calm him as well. It bothered me for him to be so edgy, because it wasn’t like him.

He came down just as I finished, and he was smiling. 

“The rain is finished,” he said. “And the water is retreating.”

“Yes,” I said. “And here’s food.”

“Thank you,” he said. He stood at my side, and I put rice on a plate and gave it to him. “Princess, I wasn’t good last night. I’m sorry I was harsh.”

“You were scared,” I said, shrugging. “It happens.”

“I made the babies cry. Sometimes I wonder how long we can live out here. There are people living in cities, and they have motors on their boats, and they drive cars, and they have toilets in their homes. It’s in all those books. We live out here alone, and it isn’t good.”

“It’s perfect,” I said. “We’re young, Cree. Who knows how things will change when we grow up? Just enjoy the good things we have now.”

He nodded, and he took his plate out of the kitchen. I heard him open the front door, and when he came back he frowned.

“The raft is gone,” he said. “The tools are here, but they moved. And the river is different. All the paths are different.”

Together we walked outside and looked around. Living in a swamp, we were used to the landscape changing, but he was right; this was a dramatic change. Branches and leaves littered the ground, and deep in the swamp we could see some of the huge, ancient trees had broken, and broken trees changed waterways. When the babies got up, we fed them and then went out to explore. As I’d expected, some books were wet in my house, but the damage was minimal. We then wandered all around the houses, although the high water kept us from going far. When Montague nearly got snatched by an alligator, we returned to Cree’s yard, and he sat in the soaking wet grass and looked around us.

“It’s like we now live on an island,” he said. “And the gators are close and bold.”

“The water will lower,” I said. “It will be okay.”

“We need to keep a close eye on the babies.”

“We will.”

He smiled. “You’re not going to let me panic, are you?”

“Nope.”

He chuckled. “Okay, then. What can we do today?”

“We can open the windows in both our houses to start them drying, and we can take out the wet furniture. The sun is coming out.”

He nodded, and it helped him to have something to do. We pulled out furniture, and the little boys enjoyed sitting on the indoor furniture outside in the sun. Cree even tried to rescue Papa’s books, opening them in the sun as well, and although they were warped, they were still readable. He chose a few and took them into his house, and I had to smile at his love for books.

The next day the furniture hadn’t dried, so we left it outside, and Cree started again on his raft. We’d found two of his boards yesterday during our explorations, and now he worked on another. I checked on my garden, glad to see little green heads poking from the ground. I also checked Zac’s garden, since I wasn’t sure how long it would take him to get back, but it didn’t need anything but a couple weeds pulled. Some of the dirt had washed away, and I pushed it back, but the plants seemed okay. The new plants around Cree’s mama’s grave had washed away completely, so I found more and planted them, with the little boys digging in the dirt around me.

That evening Cree came to me with a giant smile on his face, his dimples crinkling his cheeks like a little boy.

“What?” I asked. The sofa was dry, and the little boys and I sat on it reading a picture book.

“You’ll never guess what the storm brought us,” he said. “Come with me.”

He took two little boy hands, and I took one, and we walked behind his house. The ground had shifted, so what had been water was now a bridge of boggy ground, and we carefully crossed it to an area that had once been out of our reach. In the center was a spring, spilling water out into a creek, and he stopped and smiled at it.

“Cree, we live in a swamp. Water isn’t that exciting.”

“Feel it.”

I did, and then I laughed. The water was warm, almost hot, and I put my hand into it and sighed. It was wonderful.

“A hot spring,” he said. “Maybe it’s been here all along. We can wash here, even when it’s chilly. The storm brought something good.”

He couldn’t stop smiling, and I laughed at him. The boys all splashed in the water until their clothes were wet, so I stripped them and let them play. The spring wasn’t deep, so they could stand up to their hips, and Cree laughed at them as they played. When they were clean, I let them run through the shallows of the creek until they dried a bit, and then we dressed them and took them back to the front yard.

“It’s a good find,” I said to Cree. “I didn’t think anything good would come of that storm.”

“You led me to believe it was all fine,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

“You were panicking. In a hard situation, one of us has to keep a clear head. During the storm, that was me.”

He laughed and put his arm around me in an unusual gesture. “I’m glad of that, because it certainly wasn’t me.”

The floors dried without incident, and the furniture dried, so we put it away. The books weren’t pretty, but they survived, too. My house had a small hole in the roof that Cree fixed with a new smooth board and some tree sap, and it worked well enough. Zac didn’t come back, which made us wonder how much the river had changed, but it didn’t worry us, because we didn’t use the river like he did. And Cree continued to make boards for his raft. I hated to see it, because I feared he’d use it, but there was nothing I could do.
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​​Chapter Four
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THE BOYS WERE about to turn four, and they started to talk, and suddenly they were very hard to handle. They all wanted to talk all the time, and Cree and I didn’t have time to say much to one another, and that made us sad. Before, Cree always sent me home at dusk, but now we spent more time together after dark, because that’s when we could talk without interruption.

“Zac isn’t back,” Cree said one evening. “It’s been weeks. I don’t know what to think about that. Your papa hasn’t been back, either, and we’re almost out of rice and pork.”

I nodded. Papa was now coming four times a year, and he’d missed one visit.

“The raft is almost finished,” he said. I nodded again, knowing what was coming next. “I could go see what’s out there.”

“You could,” I said. “I don’t want you to.”

“I know. I’m fifteen, Princess. That’s almost grown.”

“Well, I’m twelve. That’s not almost grown. I don’t want to be alone here with three little boys if something happens to you.”

He nodded. “I know. I could take crabs. We have lots of crabs. Maybe I can sell them.”

I sighed. He wasn’t hearing me, and he was going to go. I needed to accept it.

“Anyway, you’re grown enough. You do everything a mama does. There’s nothing the boys need you can’t give them.”

“How about a papa to care for them?” I snapped. He leaned back and smiled.

“Princess, sometimes we sound old.”

I smiled. “Maybe. Anyway, go. You’re going to go, so just do it. And know that if you get eaten by an alligator, I will hate you forever.”

He smiled. “Thank you.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re not hearing me at all, are you?”

“I hear you, but you’re just talking like a scared little girl.”

“I am a scared little girl.”

“Princess, you haven’t been a little girl since your mama first walked out on you. You’re more grown up than half the women in your mama’s books.”

I slapped him on the arm. “Cree, those books are going to be the death of you. Papa has some better books in there.”

“Oh, I know, and I read them, too, but something about your mama’s books keeps me coming back. Maybe because of you.”

He touched my hair, and suddenly he looked very grown up.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean we pretend like we’re a mama and papa to these boys, and sometimes I wish we could grow up a little and do it for real.”

This scared me, and I leaned away from him. “Cree, I—”

“I know,” he said. He stood up. “I still send you home every night, Princess. Don’t be afraid. But I’m fifteen. Sometimes I have to wish for things.”

I laughed at him, but the laugh wasn’t real, because right now I was afraid of him in a way I’d never been before.

Cree spent the next day crabbing, and Zac came back while he was out. I was washing linens in the river when he floated in, his motor turned off, and he nodded in my direction as he poled to his dock.

“The river changed,” he said. I was surprised he said anything. “Can’t use the motor for half the river now; too shallow. Dang storm. I see your houses made it.”

“We’re fine,” I said. 

“I’m sure,” he said with a little harumph sound in his throat. He looked at his garden and then back at me. “Did you work in my garden?”

“The dirt washed out, and I put it back,” I said. To my surprise, he smiled.

“Thanks. I see your boy has a raft.”

I nodded and wondered if I looked upset.

“Right now, that’s more useful than a boat.”

“Is anything out there?” I asked. “He wants to find other people, maybe sell things. Is it safe? Will I lose him out there?”

Zac’s face softened. “There are people. Some are okay, and if he goes any distance at all he’ll find some. But nothing really to sell. There are trading posts, but not around here. We’re too far from everything to make it easy.”

“He wants to trade crabs.”

“He finds good
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