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Chapter One
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I WAS BORN A SWAMP rat. My mama and papa, and their mamas and papas before them back farther than I could count, were born out in the bogs of a huge river delta. When they arrived, generations ago, they’d just been regular people. Most of the original swamp rats had been foreign, looking for a new life, a good life. Then the world had moved forward, with cities and electric lights and even a few automobiles, but the swamp rats didn’t move forward. We stayed the same. For years and years and years, our families lived and bred and died in the river delta, away from the world, and nobody knew or cared much about us.

However, that didn’t keep us from living and breeding and dying in the delta. We had our own kind of life, and we never expected things to change. Sometimes our lives stagnated like an old bog, and we lost track of what mattered. Sometimes we acted more like the rats we were called than the people we were.

But sometimes we got a chance to do something new. Sometimes, for reasons unknown, a swamp rat can get a chance to participate in a bigger story. I was one of those, and my bigger story included love and adventure and danger, things my family had long given up or forgotten. It included living a life all the way filled up, where before that life had been empty. Turns out that emptiness had nothing to do with being a swamp rat, really, but finding courage to be what I wanted to be and to fight for the people I wanted to love.

Mostly it had to do with Pierre, also a swamp rat, who taught me how to smile and laugh and be stronger than I ever thought I could be.

[image: image]

“WHAT IS HE LIKE?” I asked Aunt Josie the day Pierre was to arrive. For months I’d lived here in Josie’s little house, learning about herbs and tinctures and healing. I had never heard of Josie until a year ago, when she’d appeared and announced that she was my grandpapa’s sister, and her arrival had changed a lot of things in our lives. When Mama had given birth to my seventh sibling six months ago, and our house was so full I was thinking of moving into a tree next to our outhouse, Josie had asked Papa if I could come stay with her. Papa had said yes, and that had started the changes. Life with Josie wasn’t anything like life with my tired papa and my mama and all her babies. It was better, and I loved it.

Today, Josie had another student coming, a boy we didn’t know, someone she had met at the trading post. I was surprised she would bring a stranger here, and I was intrigued, and I was scared.

“He’s a boy,” she said with a smile when I asked about him. She had no intention of telling me anything more about him. Aunt Josie was like that. She was very old, and she was smart and wise. But she also loved to tease and pretend not to understand things just to make me crazy. “He’s a tall boy.”

“What about his family? Is he from the swamps? The city? Why did you choose him? What makes him special? Will he like me?”

I hadn’t meant to say the last part, but I worried about that. Living with Josie had been the most fun I could remember. Sharing my life and one tiny house with ten other people hadn’t been easy. Here at Aunt Josie’s I felt special. Sometimes she let me cook my favorite foods. She remembered things I said. And when I went to bed at night, in a bed of my own, she had enough candles that I could read.

Not that I read well. Mostly I looked at pictures. Until six months ago I hadn’t read at all. Now I did it every night with my own candle, and I didn’t have to worry about keeping my sisters awake or bothering my grandpapa, who had lived in the room next to mine. If Pierre didn’t like me, this wonderful adventure with Aunt Josie could be over, and I couldn’t imagine he would like me. I was a girl, and I was a deep bog swamp rat. I was so afraid the best part of my life was about to come to an end.

“He will like you very much,” Aunt Josie said. She patted my hand with her cool, wrinkled fingers. “I promise our lives will get better with Pierre here.”

She didn’t answer any of my other questions. That afternoon I tried to focus on herbs. I tried to focus on weeding the medicinal garden and crushing the herbs just right for the mixtures. But mostly I listened to the river, waiting for Pierre to arrive, scared and upset but also a little bit excited, because Josie said over and over that this would be a good thing, and so far she had only brought me good things.

“Hey ho,” a deep voice said from the river a few days later as the sun lowered in the sky. I looked at Aunt Josie, who sat in her chair and smiled at me, making no move to get up. She didn’t move around much, her joints sore from age and, she said, a life well lived.

“Well,” she said, grinning. “Go bring them back here.”

“Them?”

“His brother will be with him, I assume. And they came a long way, so they’ll be tired. We’ll offer them dinner.”

Dinner had been simmering all afternoon. A spot in the barn was spread with a blanket for Pierre to sleep. The weeds around the outhouse had been trimmed to keep bugs at a minimum. And I had put on my best dress and braided my hair down my back, hoping Pierre wouldn’t take one look at me and think me nothing but an uneducated swamp rat, which, sadly, I was.

When I got around the house to the dock, I stopped. I knew Pierre was about my age, but I hadn’t seen many boys. My brothers were younger, and Mama and Papa rarely took us to visit anyone. Keeping up with our family took all their time and energy. I’d gone to the trading post twice with Aunt Josie, but I always felt nervous, and I stayed on the raft or walked past the people quickly, afraid of what they might think of me. I had never stared at boys like I was doing now.

These boys looked much different than my brothers. The older one was broad like my papa, his torso flat and hard. The younger one was taller, slender, the muscles of his arms and legs ropy and lean. The older one had wild blond curls, and the younger smoother, darker hair with waves. They were clearly brothers, and they were beautiful.

“Ah,” I said. “Pierre?”

The younger one laughed and nodded. “That’s me. And you’re Suzette?”

For some reason I was surprised he knew me, although Aunt Josie had likely talked about me. “I am. Come on back. We’ve been waiting for you. And your brother is...?”

“Cree,” the older man said. His voice was lower than Pierre’s, and I liked it. I liked Pierre’s, too, which was filled with smiles. He was happy to be here. And when he saw me, that happiness didn’t go away, so maybe he wouldn’t mind me.

They followed me back, and Aunt Josie didn’t rise as the boys approached her. Each one kissed her on the cheek, and she batted her eyes and laughed at them.

“Now, now,” she said. “What would Princess think, Cree?”

“Princess?” I asked.

“My wife,” Cree said.

“And my sister-in-law,” Pierre said. “But mostly my mama, ever since I can remember.”

I cringed at that. He had no mama. That made me sad for him. But if he didn’t remember his mama, maybe he wasn’t sad anymore.

We didn’t talk much for a while. Josie finally found her feet, and she gave the boys a tour, showing them the tiny house with the kitchen where she made so many of her concoctions and the back porch where she had been sitting when they arrived and where she made even more of her concoctions. She showed him the small room at the back of the house where she treated people who came for healing. Then she finished with the huge herb garden, the vegetable garden, and the barn. We had a pig, cats, dogs, chickens, two goats, and a tiny horse.

“Remy would love this,” Pierre said. He looked at me. “He’s my brother. Montague’s my other brother. We’re triplets.”

“Triplets,” I said. I wasn’t sure what that meant. “Triplets?”

“Three of us born at the same time,” he said.

“Like twins, then,” I said. “Only one more?”

“Exactly.”

“And when they’re six, that means three times the trouble,” Cree said, smiling at Pierre. I liked the way they smiled at each other. They knew each other better than anyone knew me. My brothers sure didn’t smile at me like that, but they were little. But my sisters were older, and they didn’t smile at me like that, either. They’d all smiled the day I left, glad to have a little more room, but that didn’t count.

Aunt Josie knew me, though, and she smiled at me like that, and suddenly I was back to being afraid this boy would take her away from me.

“This is great,” Pierre said. “Josette, thank you for inviting me here. I’m glad you want to give me a chance.”

Aunt Josie laughed. “I think it will be one of my best decisions, Pierre. And call me Aunt Josie. Everyone else does, and I’m not sure I’ll remember to come if someone calls my real name.”

“Suzette, are you a student, too?” Cree asked as we returned to Josie’s table, where she had done most of her work today.

“I’m Aunt Josie’s niece,” I said. “My grandpapa is her brother.”

“She stays to take care of me,” Aunt Josie said. “I’m getting older. And yes, I teach her, too. I’m sure she and Pierre will be friends. They need someone to talk to besides an old lady.”

After that we ate dinner, and Cree and Pierre bedded down in the barn. In the morning Cree would start home, and Pierre would stay here, and everything would change.

“Well,” Josie asked as I helped her to bed that night. She didn’t need the help, but I had gotten into the habit of sitting on her bed in my nightgown and talking for a few minutes before I blew out her candle. I knew she could do that herself, but she always wanted me to feel useful. “What do you think, Suzette? Can he stay?”

I felt myself blush. “Aunt Josie, this is your house. You can invite anyone you want.”

“But I want you comfortable, dearling. He’s a very nice boy, isn’t he?”

“He’s smart,” I said. That was a good thing to most people, but I wasn’t sure I liked it. He had been kind, though. A couple times he’d stopped to explain things to me that I didn’t know, like triplets.

“He’s very smart. That’s good in a healer. But he’s also kind, and that’s even better in a healer. But can he stay, Suzette? Will you be happy?”

“He’s very strong,” I said. I grinned. “I have little brothers and an old papa and grandpapa. I didn’t know men could be so beautiful.”

“He and his brothers are quite beautiful,” Josie agreed.

“He can stay,” I said. “I just hope he likes me.”

“He seemed to like you tonight.”

“But he doesn’t know me. By the time I know for sure, he’ll be happy here and learning, and it will be too late to say he can’t stay. But I think he’ll be kind even if he doesn’t like me, so he can stay.”

She patted my hand, again with her cool, leathery hands. “I think that’s a good decision. You won’t regret it.”

I hoped that was true. That night, while I looked at the pictures in my book, I thought about the men in the barn. I wondered what it would be like to learn with Pierre, to eat with him. Could he cook? Did he ever try? Was he like Papa? Or like Grandpapa? Would he mind that I barely knew how to read? That I didn’t know all his words? Or would he work and not even pay attention to me? That might be best, but I wanted to know about him. Boys were mysterious, and I was secretly excited to have one here.

At breakfast, I realized that boys ate a lot. My papa wasn’t as big as either of these men, and my brothers were small, and we never had that much to eat, so I was shocked to see how much they ate. I thought it was unkind of them to eat so much of Aunt Josie’s food, but she said it was wonderful, and she sent Cree away with a smile and then turned that smile on Pierre.

“Well,” she said when Cree’s raft was out of sight, “I think we’ll just get started. Do you need more time?”

“Of course not,” Pierre said. “My brothers want me home, so I need to learn.”

I thought about that. If his brothers were born with him, they were his age. If they got along, it would be like having friends his age around all the time. I could see why they all wanted to be together.

“I should feed the animals,” I said. I didn’t know if Josie wanted me here with him or not. I had no idea what life was going to look like with Pierre here.

“Can I help?” Pierre said. “I’ll carry my weight while I’m here. I can do chores. I do chores at home, of course.”

That morning he helped me feed the animals. I told him their names, and I showed him what they ate and how much they got. He laughed at their names and their antics, and he remembered how much each one ate. He also read the words on the feed bags. Some of those words I didn’t know, but I didn’t tell him that. I laughed with him, and he smiled with his whole face when I made a duck face, telling him about the ducks my little brothers raised at home. I wasn’t sure anyone had ever listened and smiled at me like that before, and my whole self warmed up.

“So you have a big family,” he said. “You’ve mentioned both brothers and sisters, plural.”

“I have seven sisters and brothers,” I said. I didn’t want to share that, because he might say something unkind, but I also didn’t want to lie. I was no good at lying. “Four sisters and three brothers. The sisters were all first, and then the boys.”

Pierre laughed. “Wow. That’s a lot kids.”

I cringed, ready for the harsh words. Twice I’d been out with my family, rafting to trade close by, and people had said unkind things to Papa about having so many mouths to feed. But Pierre just smiled.

“I have three brothers,” he said. “No sisters. But I have a friend, Sheila, who was around since we were six, and she’s a little like a sister. I bet it’s fun to have so many.”

“We’re all different ages,” I said. “I don’t think it’s like you and your brothers.”

He looked a little sad about that, but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, we returned to Aunt Josie, and she started the day’s lessons. She gave Pierre some books to read while I worked in the herb garden. The big books about medicine were too hard for me. I understood them, but I couldn’t read the words yet by myself. I didn’t feel too bad about this, because nobody else in my family could read at all. Papa thought reading was useless. Mama was busy having babies and didn’t think about reading. 

That first evening after Cree left, Pierre surprised me. After I helped Josie get into bed, I stepped outside, breathing the moist, cooling evening air, thinking about the changes in my life. Pierre sat on the dock, the sun now behind the trees so he was little more than a shadow. He was curled up, his chin on his knees, staring down the river.

I didn’t want him to know I was staring at him, so I turned to leave, but he heard me and shifted, turning my way.

“Suzette,” he said quietly. His voice sounded sad, and I was drawn to him. Right now he didn’t seem as different from me as he had all day. “Come and sit. If you want to, I mean.”

I sat, far enough that he couldn’t touch me, not that I thought he wanted to.

“I haven’t been this far from home,” he said quietly. “Far from them.”

“Your family?” I asked.

“My brothers.” He tilted his head. “My family, but... It’s strange not to be around my brothers.” 

“You miss them,” I said. “Already?”

Pierre rested his ear on his knee so he was staring at me, and then he sat up straight. “I do. When Cree disappeared around the bend today... This is going to be good, though. I need to know everything Josie will teach me.”

He’d put his sadness aside, and the smile he now wore wasn’t quite real, but I wouldn’t forget it, how this beautiful boy knew sadness and loneliness. I wasn’t the only one, and that made me feel a little close to him.

We fell into a routine after that. Mornings were chores and lessons. In the afternoons Aunt Josie taught both of us how to cut and prepare herbs, drying some and turning some into mixtures and tinctures and ointments. And in the afternoons she also saw patients. Some days they came to us, and some days she went to them. Pierre and I took turns going with her.

One afternoon she went by herself, going to visit a patient who didn’t like people. Pierre had been here eight days, and this was the first time he and I had been alone since our evening on the dock. He curled up under a tree on a blanket and read one of the big books. I was feeling brave and a little bit tired from working in the garden, and I sat beside him.

“What is it about?” I asked. He looked at me with a strange look.

“Ah, bones.” He pointed to the cover. I saw the word bones, but I saw more words, and I couldn’t quite read them.

“Oh,” I said. He looked at the cover and then back at me, and he held the book out and asked me to sit at his side. He put the big book down on both our legs. “See this? All those bones are in a hand. I think that’s amazing. Has she already had you read all of this?”

I cringed. “Ah, I don’t read very well. I just started, and it’s hard. Josie is busy and can’t always stop to remind me how to read.”

“Reading can be hard to learn,” he said. “My brother Montague had trouble with it, but he’s fine now. Princess had to tell him the same things over and over. Show me what you know.”

He pointed to the page, and I read words. I stumbled over the long ones and read the short ones. He smiled.

“I can help you if Josie is busy. Princess taught us to read. She’s not my mama, but we think of her like our mama. Books have a lot of interesting things in them. It’s good to be able to read.”

“Nobody else in my family reads. Josie lived in the city, so she learned.”

“She used to work in the city?” he asked. “She never said that. She just said she was a swamp healer who liked the old herbs and knew some city medicines.”

“She learned in the city. She’s a city physician. I didn’t even know she existed until a year ago.”

Pierre laughed. “So she’s a real doctor. And we get to learn from her. But maybe she’s not very good at teaching you to read. Here. Let’s try this.”

For the whole afternoon, Pierre sat with me and the books. He found a paper and pencils, and he wrote letters. I read the sounds, and then he showed me how some of them went together to make other sounds, things Josie hadn’t taught me yet, and it wasn’t as hard as I thought. I brought out some of my books I read at night, and he sat with me to read them.

“These are kids’ books,” he said. He shook his head. “That’s a good thing. They’re easy, so you can learn the basics. But I think you know all this. You need harder books, but not really hard ones. Princess’s papa collects books. We have a whole bookcase of books. I like the ones about bodies. I also like the adventures. Montague, my brother, likes the adventures best. I think he wants to be a hero. And Remy, my other brother, likes any book with animals. My older brother Cree likes the romance books. He likes kissing and pretty words. He was in love with Princess his whole life, I think.”

I giggled at that, a boy who liked romance. And I wondered where I could find a book that wasn’t too hard or too easy.

“I think Aunt Josie has books in a trunk,” I said. “She wouldn’t mind if we looked at them.”

I led him into the house, and in the front room was a pretty trunk, painted with flowers and butterflies. I opened it, and it was filled with all kinds of books. Pierre looked at several, pulling them out and flipping through them with great care. He did everything with great care.

“What do you like?” he asked. “Stories? Or books about real things? Adventure?  Romance?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “What does she have?”

“She has a lot outside about medicine, but these are mostly for fun. Some are about adventure and heroes. Some are romantic. Some are mysteries. I haven’t read mysteries.”

“What do you like?” I asked.

“I like adventure. But I think I’ll try a mystery. I haven’t read one of those before. I think you could read this. It’s not hard, but it’s harder than the children’s book. It’s adventure. And it’s meant for kids, but older kids.”

I took it from his hand. He was smiling at me, and my hand touched his hand, and it felt nice. Papa never looked at me like that. He never helped me. He never helped Mama, either, not with smiles. He was a good papa, and he took care of us, but that took a lot of time. When he was around, he was worried and sad and tired because there were too many of us. Since there were always more of us, he just got sadder. Pierre was strong like my papa, but he was also kind, and he saw me. All afternoon he’d seen me, and that didn’t make him upset. He didn’t mind taking time to see me and help me. I wanted to touch him, hug him, somehow make him know I was thankful, but I didn’t know what to do.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Not a problem,” he said. “Now we have things to read. I love to read. Cree didn’t read until he was older, because my parents never knew how at all, just like yours. Princess’s mama was from the city, and she knew how, so she taught Princess. After Mama died, Cree and Princess spent all their time together, and she taught him to read. She wanted him to be able to read recipes and books about fixing things, and he can read those. But when he first learned, he started at the top of the bookcase and just read them in order, reading every one of the books.”

“He must be really smart,” I said.

“He is, but mostly he liked knowing how to read.” He paused, and a shadow crossed his face. It happened a lot when he talked about his family. He missed them, but he never said that. He smiled and acted like things were fine, but I knew he missed them. I’d found him staring down the river more than once, early in the morning or late at night, and I knew he was thinking about them when he did that.

“If I can read better, I want to do that,” I said. “I want to read everything.”

“I can help you,” Pierre said with a smile, the shadow gone. “I like to read, and my brothers say I’m good at teaching things. It will be fun.”

Josie didn’t mind that we spent time in the evening reading. Pierre worked hard all day, and he helped with things Josie and I couldn’t do well, like chopping wood and patching the outhouse. He read a lot, and he remembered things fast. I tried not to get in the way, and I didn’t spend much time with him except in the evenings when we read together. Sometimes he stopped and asked me questions. I didn’t know if he wanted me to ask questions, so I tried not to, but sometimes they just popped out of my mouth.

“Why do you want to heal?” I asked one night. “It’s a lot of work.”

“True. My brother Cree was sick once, and we didn’t have a healer. And when Princess had her first baby, she and Cree were alone. It was fine, and everyone was healthy, but if it hadn’t been fine, we didn’t have anyone to help us. We live on a part of the river without many people. I could help all of those people if I could heal.”

“Our part of the river is empty, too,” I said. “We’re not really on the river.”

“The bogs, then,” Pierre said. “You’re deep bog folk. Does your papa trade crabs and fish?”

“He does,” I said. I smiled because he figured that out. Most river people didn’t know much about the deep bogs. And those who did thought we were like animals living out there. But it was our life, and we weren’t animals. “He also makes ale with two big stills.”

Pierre’s smile instantly fell away. “My papa drank ale. It made him mean, so mean that old man Zac had to shoot him. I don’t think I like ale.”

I felt my eyes widen. I had no idea he had no mama or papa. I didn’t know ale had hurt his family. I understood, though. My papa drank too much of it, too, and when he did, calling him an animal wasn’t such a bad thing. But that wasn’t often, and nobody ever had to shoot him.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “So you have no mama or papa.”

“We have Cree and Princess. Cree was eleven when Mama died. Older when Papa died, but Papa wasn’t around much after Mama died. He traded far away, and he didn’t come often. When he did, he was mean. I don’t really remember him. Cree does, though. It makes him sad that Papa died trying to hurt him.”

I didn’t tell him I’d heard stories like that before. Ale made money for Papa, and we needed that, because there were a lot of us. But Mama said it was bad and could hurt people. People like Pierre. I’d never known any of those people before, and it made me sad to know one now.

“We should read,” I said. I wanted to stop saying things that made him upset, or he might stop teaching me. I would be sad about that. Worse, he might stop sitting with me. When we read, we sat under the tree, and sometimes his arm brushed against mine. When he wasn’t looking I would watch him move, all his muscles bunching in his torso and arms, especially when he chopped wood. I loved watching him move, but I really liked when his arm touched me. He was warm.

“Suzette, how old are you?” he asked when we finished that evening.

“Seventeen,” I said.

“I’m sixteen,” he said. He didn’t tell me why he asked, but he went to bed with a smile. Except for those few moments of loneliness early in the morning or late in the evening, he smiled a lot. He seemed very happy, but he had reason to be. He could read. He had brothers. Even though he had no mama or papa, he seemed happy with his big brother Cree and his wife Princess. They were his family.

I had family, too. I had two parents and lots of siblings. I was learning to read. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t feel as happy as Pierre seemed to be, but I didn’t. And that bothered me.
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“IT’S A HOT ONE TODAY,” Aunt Josie said. Pierre had been here for about twenty days, and life had fallen into a lazy routine. He seemed to like me, although we still didn’t talk except while I was reading. He worked hard, reading all the time, doing chores, staying busy. I wondered if he was always busy at home or if he and his brothers ever wasted time. My sisters and I had wasted time sometimes, but Papa and Grandpapa scolded us and told us there was too much to do to run around laughing. “Why don’t you two go to the swimming hole, and I’ll take a nap. Everyone needs a break sometimes.”

“There’s so much to do, Aunt Josie,” I said. I was behind with one of the medicinal gardens, and weeds and bugs were going to get some of the plants. And the little horse had been chewing on her stall, starved for attention. I had spent too much time watching Pierre work and not enough time doing my work.

“Nonsense,” Josie said. “Go and play like the children you are. Now.”

I didn’t think I was a child, not at seventeen. And Pierre wasn’t a child at sixteen. However, maybe to Josie’s old eyes were we still young enough to splash away a hot afternoon.

I changed into my lightest dress and met Pierre at the dock since the best water hole was down river a little way. He stepped onto the raft and took the pole. “Tell me where.”

I pointed and sat down, and soon we were there. I hoped he didn’t pay much attention to my dress, which wasn’t very nice. His shorts all looked new. He said Princess had sewed everything. In our house Mama sewed while I helped take care of my little brothers and cooked and did laundry. I thought sewing looked like a peaceful hobby, much easier than chasing down little boys and cooking over the hot stove for so many people. But it took Mama a long time to sew even a few items each for so many of us, so my clothes were worn and torn and stained, not like his new shorts.

“This is a great spot,” he said as I told him to stop. “Where I live the river is shallower, and the drought is hurting us. I like it here where it’s deeper.”

He tied up the raft and took a shallow dive into the water, all his muscles bunching when he did. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, especially when he moved. And he was graceful. He didn’t stomp around or slam things or get angry. He simply did his work, studied hard, and smiled.

“Come on in,” he said when he surfaced. He shook his hair back and swam to the edge of the raft, hanging on and smiling at me. “Or I can dump you in.”

“No,” I said, and I jumped in behind him. The water was chilly but not cold. I went to the bottom and came up face first to slick back my long hair.

“You have a lot of hair,” he said when I surfaced. 

“My papa says a girl’s hair should be long. I’ve never cut it.”

He touched the end. “What if it keeps growing so long that you step on it?”

“Then I’ll cut it,” I said. “And I don’t think that will happen. It hasn’t gotten much longer in a long time. It sort of stops here.”

It came down to my waist, and usually I braided it to keep it out of the way. I’d taken the braid out to swim, so this was the first time he had seen it like this.

“Race you to the stump,” he said, pointing to a broken tree across the river. “Go.”

I hadn’t raced before, but I knew what he meant. Startled by his fast start, I didn’t get very far before he finished, and I hoped he wouldn’t be angry that I had done so badly.

“I’m sorry,” I said, bobbing in the center of the water. “I didn’t get very far.”

He swam toward me and stopped. When he stood, the water was nearly to his shoulders. “Suzette, it was just for fun. It’s okay.”

I nodded. “Okay. I never played many games. Once with my cousins, but then we didn’t see them again for a long time.”

“You never played games? But you have all those sisters and brothers.”

“I’m the oldest. I help out. Papa says that’s what kids are for. We make things easier. Except there are too many of us, and feeding us is hard, and I don’t think we make things easier. I don’t know why they keep having more and more.”

I had no idea why, but I felt like crying. This was supposed to be fun, and I didn’t know how to play, and I felt like crying.

Pierre shook his head. “Suzette. That doesn’t matter now, because we’re going to play some games.”

He taught me a bunch of silly games that day. He said most games were better with more than two people, but he changed the rules to make them work for us. My favorite was the freeze game. I made him fall into the water twice while making him freeze in funny poses on the raft. Before long we were laughing so hard we had to get out to keep from drowning.

“My big brother needs to be here for this,” Pierre said as we stretched out on the raft to dry. “He had to take care of us, and sometimes he forgets how to play, too.”

“But he’s grown up,” I said. “He plays?”

“Everyone should play,” I said. “My friend Sheila is three years older than me, and she still plays. She’s a happy person. She made up all kinds of silly games for us when we were little. Now she’s supposed to get married, but I don’t know if she wants to do that.”

I wasn’t sure what to say about this. I didn’t know anyone had a choice about getting married.

“We met a girl whose papa didn’t want her to get married,” he said. He rolled to his stomach and propped his chin on his hands, gazing across the water. “Her name was Eudora. Her papa wanted her to work all the time, and he hid her in the bogs and didn’t let anyone know about her. But she met a trader and fell in love. Sheila thought that was a romantic story, but I felt bad for her. She never played, either. I don’t understand men like that, papas that are so rough with their children. Cree told us children are a gift, and they make life fun. We didn’t have parents, but our lives were all about laughing and playing and enjoying things. Probably because he had so much fun. He didn’t play, but he loved Princess, and he loved us, and that love spilled over on everything. It still does.”

I said nothing. I had a papa like he was describing, one not like his brother Cree. Like everyone else, Pierre thought my kind of papa was wrong and bad. Sometimes I did, too, but I didn’t want to hear that from him. I didn’t want to hear that from anyone. I didn’t want him to talk about me like people did at the trading post. I wasn’t an animal.

“What is it?” he asked. I wondered what my face looked like to make him ask that.

“Nothing,” I said. “Are you still sad? About your parents?”

“Not really. I don’t remember them. And Cree was a better papa than my papa ever was. I don’t remember Mama at all, but Princess is a good mama. I don’t get sad about my family, except sometimes I think it was hard for Cree. He would never say that. He protects us from anything hard. Which is good for little kids, but now I wish he’d let us help more. He makes Montague crazy. They are very much alike, so they don’t always get along.” He sighed. “I miss them. It’s good here, but I still miss them.”

This was a safer subject, and for a while we talked about his brothers. I wished I’d had triplet sisters, because I didn’t talk about anyone like this. I didn’t know anyone as well as he knew his brothers. And I was jealous of this girl Sheila, too, who got to grow up with the boys. Her life sounded wonderful.

[image: image]

USUALLY I WAS THE FIRST one up in the morning. I started rice or grains on the stove and headed to the river to clean up. I never went into the barn while Pierre was asleep, because I knew Papa wouldn’t want me to see a boy sleeping.

When I got to the river, I jumped, startled to see Pierre on the dock, his feet hanging into the water. His arms were curled in front of him, and he leaned forward like he was sick. I ran toward him and sat down, suddenly forgetting to be nervous with him.

“Pierre,” I said gently. “Are you well?”

He turned away and ran a hand over his face, nodding. What a liar, I thought. I couldn’t tell what was wrong, but he wasn’t well.

Boldly I put my hand on his face to see if he had a fever, freezing when my fingers found tears. He yanked his head away and leaned to one side like he was going to leave, but I grabbed his arm and held on. Again, I had no idea where the boldness came from, but I couldn’t let him hurt alone.

“Pierre, what is it?” I asked, using the gentlest tones I could muster. “Are you hurt?”

“I had a dream,” he whispered. He ran his hand over his face and took a deep, shuddering breath, staring down the river in the direction of home. I was sure, if he wasn’t sick, this had to do with home. “Ah, bad dream. I’m sorry. I’m fine.”

I sighed and leaned my head on his shoulder. “It’s okay if you’re not fine. I’m not always fine, and if you’re not always fine, maybe we can...” I shrugged and had to smile at the strange way this sentence was turning out. “We can not be fine together.”

He grinned and ran his hand over damp eyes again. “I should be stronger than this.”

“You’re upset because you miss your family?” I asked. “Pierre, it’s good to miss your family. What did you dream?”

He shook his head and didn’t look me in the eyes. “No. It bothers me that my mind even thinks such dark, horrible things. Ah, it was Cree. He was hurt. Montague called me for help, and I wasn’t there. I was supposed to be there to help Cree.”

I put both hands around his upper arm, pausing at the softness of his skin over the hardness of his muscle. The strange thought crossed my mind that this was a real person, another human who was here with me, sitting and talking like I mattered. He mattered, too. 

“That’s why you’re here, so if he’s in trouble again, you can help.”

“I guess so,” he said uncertainly. I’d never heard Pierre uncertain before. “He wanted me to come. My triplet brothers were angry when I decided to come stay here with Aunt Josie, but Cree said this was a good thing. He wants us to be more than he is.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “He sounds like a good brother.”

“He’s the best,” Pierre said. “He won’t say, but Princess said once that people weren’t always kind to Cree. He was living alone in the swamp with Princess and us little boys, and they thought he couldn’t do it. They called him a swamp rat, and they hurt him. I think they hurt him a lot. I can’t really imagine that. He spoiled us and protected us from everything.”

“Aunt Josie is like that for me,” I said. “She takes care of me. I feel bad sometimes, because I like it here more than home. Too many people at home. Ah, nobody reads with me there or sits on the dock talking.”

Pierre smiled at that. “It’s nice here. I’m sorry I’m homesick. It isn’t that I don’t like it here, or that I don’t like you or Josie. I just... I always had them. Montague and Remy were part of everything. Always. I don’t know how to be just me.”

“You do a good job,” I said. “But I think it’s okay to miss them, too. I think your family sounds nice.”

He took a few deep breaths, and I let go of his arm, even though I wanted to keep holding it. He always seemed happy, and it made me feel a little better to know he could feel other things, too.
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“I READ THIS,” I SAID to Josie. I put the book on the table and laughed. It was just a book about a boy who climbed a mountain, but I felt like I’d done something important. “I finally figured it out. It was hard for a long time, and then it just made sense.”

Josie picked up the book and looked at the spine. “I love this one. This is from my trunk?”

I cringed. “I’m sorry. Was I not supposed to look in there? You showed them to me once, so I thought it was okay, and I’m—”

“Dearling,” she said, laughing. “It’s a book. A children’s adventure book. You don’t have to apologize for reading a book. You’re welcome to any books there. You’re welcome to anything I have. Use my things. Even if you lose or break things, you’re welcome to them. This is your home, darling girl.”

“I don’t break things at my home,” I said, almost indignant. “I would never break anything here, Aunt Josie.”

“Things break. You aren’t at your papa’s house, Suzette. If I have my way, you’ll never be at your papa’s house again.”

This startled me, her words as well the anger behind them. I had no idea she felt that way about my papa.

“I can’t go home?” I asked. “Don’t they want me back? Mama said she wasn’t throwing me away, but it felt a little like they were throwing me away. They told me they needed my help, and then they sent me here.”

Josie pushed slowly to her feet, and she wrapped her arms around my head and pulled me to her chest. She was broad, her chest soft and warm, and I wasn’t sure why she was holding me like this. She’d never held me like this before.

“You’re here because my brother is an idiot,” she said. She shook her head. “And you are a beautiful young woman who needs a life of her own. Of course you can go back if you want, Suzette. And you’ll visit your family. They’re your family. But I hope you see something out here that you want more than you want to hide in the bog with ignorant men.”

Grandpapa had told me Aunt Josie was crazy as a loon, but I hadn’t believed him. She was smart and funny, and she looked right in my eyes and talked to me. But maybe he was right.

However, when she said something out here might appeal to me, Pierre’s fine body came to mind, as well as his wide smile and the single lock of hair that always curled around his ear. For now I would stay and help my aging aunt, even if she was crazy as a loon.

“I wonder if you’d want to try reading harder books,” Josie said. “I can teach healing, but I don’t teach reading very well, I know. Seems Pierre is good at it. Do you want to learn any healing? Look through any of those books?”

I looked at the open tome at her side. It was old and yellowed, and it held recipes for all kinds of ointments and tinctures.

“Let me try,” I said. I turned the book so I could see it better, and I read the top lines of one recipe. The names of herbs were complicated, and I didn’t know if I could read any of them.

“Yes, the herbs,” she said when I stuttered over one of them three times. “Most of them have simpler names that we know, like cat’s cradle and lung flower, but this tome uses the old names. Try the rest of it, though, about how to mix them.

It wasn’t easy, but I read a few lines, and Josie smiled at me when I finished.

“Bravo, dearling. Keep practicing. I don’t see as well as I did, and I’ll need help soon. I hate to get too old to help people, but with you and Pierre here, I can last a little longer. I might ask a couple others to come if they want. We have good healers nearby, but I’ve had a little more training than most, and I’d love to pass it on before I go. Pierre will go home when he’s done, and nobody will be left in this corner of the delta.”

I didn’t like to hear her talk like that. I also didn’t like to hear her talk about the men in my family, mostly because I agreed. I didn’t always like how they made me feel. But Mama had taught me how to be a good wife, and part of that included not calling my elders ignorant men. Even though she talked about things that made me uncomfortable, I loved my Aunt Josie, and I hoped she would be around for a long, long time.

In the morning, Josie brought a plucked chicken to the table and set it down, smiling.

“No book work today,” she said. “Go rouse Pierre. I want to get started before this starts to stink.”

I had never entered the barn while Pierre slept, and I was uncomfortable now. I suspected Papa had no idea how few of Grandpapa’s ideals his sister held, because if he did, he never would have let me come here. I ate with a boy, slept on the same property with him, and now entered his sleeping room. Papa had told me when I was older he would find me a husband, but until then, I was to stay away from boys. They didn’t need to be bothered with me. A woman was here to bear babies and take care of a man so he could work, and until that point, a woman was to be invisible, working in silence, doing what she was meant to do.

I thought Pierre wouldn’t like that. I had no idea anyone out there felt differently from Papa. But Josie did, and Pierre did, and I wondered who was right. Josie had never married. She had gone to the city, become a doctor, and now lived alone in the swamp taking care of patients and teaching her skills. Maybe she knew nothing of what a girl was supposed to be. But that made no sense since Pierre agreed. Not for the first time, I wondered what had happened that made my family send me here.

I entered the dim barn and stopped. Pierre lay in a corner on the hay, a sheet twisted around him. One of the cats curled up at his side against his bare skin. I’d seen Papa’s bare skin all my life, but for some reason Pierre’s made me feel strange. I either wanted to touch it or look away, and I wasn’t sure of the reason behind either reaction.

“Pierre,” I said from the doorway. “Pierre, Josie says she wants to start early.”

He didn’t move. One hand was tucked under his chin the way my little brothers slept. But my little brothers’ hands weren’t connected to strong arms and muscular torsos.

I took a step forward and tried again, louder this time. Nothing. Not until I moved halfway into the room did he hear me. His eyes fluttered open, and he smiled, like it made him happy for me to wake him up.

“Suzette?” he said. His voice was deeper when he first woke up, and my name sounded strange. I wanted to get closer and touch him, so I took a step back.

“Josie wants us to start early. She says no book work today, and whatever she wants us to do, it has to do with a dead chicken.”

He sat up, the sheet falling to his waist. He wore his shorts, of course, and he tossed the sheet aside and followed me. I was tall, but he was taller. He was the tallest person I’d ever seen.

“What are we doing this morning?” he asked when we got to the table. Josie now had needles and thread beside the chicken, and I had no idea what she meant to do with them.

“Stitches,” she said. “Out here, people need a lot of stitches. Usually wounds heal without them, but they heal faster with them. Less scarring. Less infection.”

Pierre nodded. “My older brother was bit by a gator. He had a fever for two days, and he has a scar. Big, ugly scar. It was scary.”

Josie raised her eyebrows. “He survived a gator bite?”

“Small gator,” he said. “It bit low on the back of his leg.”

“Stitches might have helped,” Josie said. “Cree is a very lucky man. Ah, let’s get started.”

“Me?” I asked. “Josie, I don’t think I’m meant to be a healer.”

She gave me a long look, and I was sure I had disappointed her. Would she send me home? Every time I read through the books, though, or looked at the pictures, I felt sick. Injury and illness made me feel queasy.

“I don’t think you were meant to be a healer, either,” she said. “But I want you to watch. I want you to see the tools, the techniques. I want you to be able to mix the medicines. Sometimes a trained healer isn’t available, and in that case, it helps to know a little bit. If you go home, you’re far from a healer. You can help if someone in your family is hurt.”

I sighed. I didn’t want to sit here and learn stitches on a dead chicken, but because she asked, I would do it.

Pierre found the morning fascinating. Josie demonstrated sewing skin, muscles, and even tiny stitches to close blood vessels. He wanted to try everything, and he wanted to do it all perfectly. I didn’t do any of it well, and mostly I wanted to finish the day without vomiting. I could kill a chicken, clean it, cook it, and eat it without a twinge. But sewing it together made me feel sick, mostly because I knew the goal here had to do with sewing a person. I didn’t think I could sew a person.

Finally Josie took pity on me and let me fix lunch, and we ate inside, away from the dead chicken.

“It’s not as hard as I thought,” Pierre said. “My brother Montague has a few scars that would look better if someone had stitched him. We don’t live in deep bogs, but we live on a small tributary away from people, so we don’t see healers. Cree delivers the babies, so we don’t even see midwives. Sheila’s mama calls the midwife. She’s from the city and can’t quite imagine her husband delivering her babies, but she’s far away and it’s a lot of work for her to get there.”

Josie smiled at that. “And you still want to deliver babies.”

“I got to sit in on Jules’ birth. He’s my youngest nephew. He was born right before I came here. I held Princess’s head and shoulders against me, and she said that helped, having me there with her.”

“Often I put a husband there like that,” Josie said. “Comforts the mama and keeps the husband from seeing too much. Some husbands won’t come into the room until the baby is born. Some want to help. Some think they want to help and then faint. Those make me smile. Such sweet men.”

She laughed, and I hoped they didn’t want me to help deliver babies. I was happiest with the garden, cutting herbs and making them into medicines.

“Do you think I can learn about delivering babies?” Pierre asked.

“I will teach you anything you want to know,” Josie promised. “I have a few ladies near to delivery, and we’ll see what they say. A few won’t want a man to deliver. In the city, most babies are delivered by men, but out here it’s different. So be ready for that, and don’t let it bother you. Not much you can do to change the mind of a river family. Traditions linger here. Sometimes that’s a good thing, and sometimes it’s not.”

She glanced at me when she said it, and I knew she was talking about my papa. I wasn’t sure which of his traditions she didn’t like, but I knew she didn’t like my papa in general. And she had no great love for her brother, my grandpapa, either.

For the next few days, Josie and Pierre stitched chickens. They also broke and set their bones. I spent most of this time in the garden avoiding anything to do with chickens. In the evening, Pierre sat with me on the dock, and we read books or talked.

“I had no idea, when Josie asked me to come, that she was once a doctor in the city,” he said. “Do you know why she left? Why she came back here?”

“No,” I said. “Her brother is my grandpapa. They don’t get along well. I don’t know why my family let me come, except they didn’t know what to do with me. I help with the babies, the laundry, the cooking. But I also eat, and it’s hard to feed so many. Still, this isn’t the life Papa wants for his daughters, so I know something happened that I don’t understand. It scares me.”

He nodded. We sat on the dock at the river’s edge, our feet in the water, and a heron slowly stepped through the cattails across from us, his motions like a dance. The sun was low, almost gone, and shadows covered the whole river. Everything about the evening was peaceful.

“What does your papa want for his daughters?”

I didn’t want to tell him. I suspected he wouldn’t understand. He would make fun, like people did when they knew about my huge family. Animals, they said. Breeding out of hand like muskrats and hiding in the bogs. A boy had once suggested my papa hid us out there because he was a criminal. Or maybe he was crazy. They didn’t know he was just sad because he couldn’t always take care of such a big family.

“He says one day he’ll find me someone to marry. When I’m older. Until then, I help them. There are a lot of kids, a lot of work. Everyone works.”

“That doesn’t sound so different than what you do here,” Pierre said.

“Except they wanted me to help, and now I’m here. It’s because the river is low and there’s not enough to eat. And Mama keeps having babies. Papa gets sadder all the time because he can’t find enough crabs. And Grandpapa is getting old and doesn’t help much. He complains, tells Papa he’s not doing things right. But we’re not animals.”

Pierre looked surprised. “Suzette, I never said you were. But someone did?”

“Because there are so many of us. Breeding out of hand like muskrats.”

“I suppose a person could say that about my brother,” he said. “He’s had four babies in eight years. But Cree won’t choose who Leanna and Gen marry. Sheila is older than us. She wants a husband, and she can’t find one. She thought it might not be so bad to have her papa help her. But her family wants her to marry someone she loves.”

I blinked. “Josie said that once. I know Papa would never think like that. He doesn’t talk about love. Nobody talks about love.”

“But you know what it is, right?” he asked. I looked into his eyes and wondered why this was so important to him.

“I do,” I said, but I wasn’t sure that was true. Mama talked about love sometimes, but not in connection with Papa. Not really in connection with people at all. “Mama and Papa don’t talk about it much, but Aunt Josie does. And I love Aunt Josie. I like to be with her. She said that’s an important part of it. It’s how you and your brother were. You smiled at each other.”

“I love my brothers,” Pierre said. “But love for marriage is different. I’ve never felt it, but I’ve seen it. Cree and Princess love each other. She smiles at him. She always touches him, and she worries about him. They would do anything to make the other one happy. I guess I want that someday.”

I wasn’t sure what to think about that. I had never thought about a husband being anything but my duty. I would take care of him, and I would take care of his babies. I would be like Mama, and I would work. Sometimes Mama and Papa laughed. Sometimes they wanted to be together, maybe. But it wasn’t like Pierre said. And I didn’t know if I even thought that was real, except he said he’d seen it.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know what I want, I guess. But Papa knows. He’ll find me a husband, and I’ll do what a woman is supposed to do. Papa wouldn’t want me talking to you, though. Not alone. Not at all. Only the man I marry, and only when he brings him for me. I don’t know why he
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