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To Carey,

Thanks for always looking out for the rest of us.

With my love,

LRPC
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The Letters

When our letters from the school come, we sit together on the deck at the A-frame to read them. Actually, I’ll be doing all the reading.

Frenchie sits, spine straight, his freckled face tilted up. He works his fingers along the strap of the needlepoint purse he carries. In his other hand he holds his envelope. He squints and blinks at the breaks of the sun coming through the pines.

“Any birds up there?” I ask.

He doesn’t answer. He never does. Not with words. But he arches his back a little.

“I saw your pine warbler early this morning,” I tell him. The mention of birds is my best shot at getting his attention. But it doesn’t always work. It’s possible I will never figure out why. But that’s okay by me.

I tear into the envelope addressed to me: Aurora Pauline Petrequin.

I shake the folds out of my letter as fast as I can. “Come on, Frenchie. Open yours too!” I say. He might not get how important these letters are. But I know, our entire sixth-grade destinies are typed inside.

“Okay . . . we’re about to find out who our next teacher is,” I tell him. I drum the soles of my sneakers on the deck boards.

“Can you feel that? That’s suspense,” I say. “Here we go!” I take a huge breath and hold it while I scan the page. It takes forever to zero in, but then . . .

“Ms. Beccia!” I shout. “Yes! We’re in Ms. Beccia’s class! Whew!” I fan myself with my letter, then go limp where I sit. Here’s what I know: Ms. Beccia is brand-new. This is a small town and the only other sixth-grade teacher is Mrs. Hillsbeck. She’s been around forever, and she’s spoken to me on the playground during recess a good number of times. Her reasons for that have all been unreasonable: dangerous climbing on the climber, running too close to others, handling dirt, clogging the drinking fountain with a pebble and turning it into a sprinkler, which everyone loved. Except Mrs. Hillsbeck. She got soaked trying to make it stop. She got angry too. That’s some pretty bad history. There was a better place for me to spend sixth grade.

“Ms. Beccia. Yes!” I sit upright again and turn toward Frenchie. “Can I open yours now?” He is holding his envelope so lightly it’s easy to take it from him.

I pick the paper triangle open. No need to drum my feet. The suspense is over. His letter will look like mine, right down to the Ms. Beccia part. “It’s so great getting the new teacher,” I say. “I love a fresh start.”

I unfold the page which is addressed to Nathan French Livernois. Makes me snort because nobody ever calls him Nathan. I clear my throat.

“Okay.” I work my way down the page. What I see makes me quiet. (I am not a quiet girl.) I reread it. I look at Frenchie. He’s still staring up into the branches.

“What the heck?” I whisper. I let the letter fall into my lap. Then I yell, “What the heck! How’s that going to work?” I jump to my feet and run in through the open door of the A-frame calling, “Mom! Pop! Gracia! There’s a mess-up of all mess-ups here! Frenchie and I got put in different classes!”
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The First Time We Met Jewell Laramie and I Tried to Play Softball

Mom and Pop are as surprised as I am about Frenchie being in one sixth-grade classroom and me being in the other. Pop even called the school to make sure the assignments are right. (They are.) They all tell me it will work out fine. Frenchie and I will still take the bus together. We’ll see each other at lunch and on the playground.

Mom says things like: “Remember, Aurora, there was a time before Frenchie lived here and you survived just fine.”

I say things like: “Yeah! That was three years ago! I’m not used to that anymore! And what about Frenchie? Can we agree that there is a little bit more to this than just two friends getting separated? Can we?”

I remember the summer before Frenchie and Gracia came. That was the year I tried playing softball, which I only did because the coach came to our house to recruit me. And it was a chance to play something with other kids. I already knew I had a darn-good throwing arm. That comes from me being a rock hound.

I don’t have much of a collection. Yet. I am particular. I’m searching for tourmaline. Parts of Maine offer great gem hunting. I’d give up sour pickles for a month to go digging for minerals over in Oxford or Androscoggin. That’s where the old mica mines are, and the really cool pegmatites. Those are veins of igneous rock, and that’s where you find the good stuff like beryl, topaz, and tourmaline.

Around home, I pick up rocks all the time. They’re mostly granite, and I have collected enough of that. I throw them far as I can so I don’t refind them. Why let a rock disappoint you twice? Pop says the lack of tourmaline in our part of Maine (fact) could be my ticket to the majors (joke). He says my arm gets stronger every time I don’t find a piece of the good stuff, which is, so far, all the time. I like choosing targets. Mostly boulders so I don’t hurt the trees—or anything else. Underhand, overhand, I’ve got good aim, and I can put enough speed on a rock to make it zing.

Our town has a girls’ softball league, and Coach Jewell Laramie wants every girl in town to play. That’s why she came to see me. She thought we were new here because the A-frame was newly finished. The door was open because of the stinky new paint smell, and because Mom and Pop were bringing in the kitchen cupboards that day. Jewell called hello. Then she walked right in and thunked a hunk of something frozen all wrapped in plastic on our kitchen table.

“Hey, neighbors! I’m Jewell Laramie.” She tipped her cap, which looked to be trapping a pouf of pale golden hair.

“I’m Aurora. Aurora Pauline Petrequin,” I told her.

“Ah! Just the girl I’m looking for,” said Jewell.

That was an even bigger surprise than seeing her sweep into our new house. I waited while Mom and Pop introduced themselves—Rene and Ed—and pronounced our last name twice over.

“Brought you folks some dinner!” Jewell nodded toward the hunk in the bag. “Venison tenderloin,” she added.

“Oh, we don’t eat that,” I said. “That’s deer meat. Deer are mammals. We don’t eat mammals.”

Jewell looked at Mom and Pop. “Oh. Tells it like it is, does she?” She cocked her head in my direction.

“She does,” said Mom, and Pop nodded.

“If it makes you feel any different, there was no suffering. I took this deer during bow season. Had a clean, double-lung shot. The only shot I’ll take.”

Clean, double-lung shot.

How can that not cause suffering? I looked at the package on our table and thought about pointing out that it was dead.

“We appreciate the gesture,” Pop said.

“Doesn’t offend me,” Jewell said, “and I hope I haven’t offended you.”

“You haven’t, and we don’t mean to be ungracious,” Pop explained.

“But we still don’t eat that,” I repeated. “Oh. That sounds ungracious, doesn’t it?”

“A little bit,” Mom said.

I looked at Jewell. “I blurt things. I do that a lot,” I told her.

“Nothing wrong with honesty. I like it,” Jewell said. “Tell me, what do you eat?”

“We say feather, fin, and flora,” Pop told her. “Local dairy and a little seafood.”

“Yut, yut . . .” (Some Mainers will say yut instead of yes.) Jewell Laramie nodded like she was really paying attention. So when she started to tell us all about her girls’ softball league, I listened to her. She practically begged me to come play.

“All levels are welcome, and U-eight is all about learning the game and having a good time,” she said. “Think about it, Aurora. I bet there’s an athlete in you.” She picked up her frozen deer meat, held it under her arm, and gave it a pat. “You folks should know . . . hunters are a fact of life in Maine.”

“Acknowledged,” said Pop. “We aren’t new to Maine.”

“Yeah, I’ve been here all my life,” I said.

“And I’ve been here half of mine,” Pop added.

“And about a third for me,” Mom said. “We’re not even new to town. Just new to this spot.”

“Yeah, we moved out of our house on the bay, and now we rent it out to folks from away,” I said. (If you are from away, it means you don’t live in Maine; you are a visitor.) “And maybe you saw that little house right next door here?” I pointed. “We’re going to rent that one out too.”

“Gotcha,” said Jewell, and she put up her thumb, which had one of those purple nails on it. Like she’d whacked it with a hammer or pinched it in a wood splitter, probably months before. There’s something about a purple thumb like that—always makes me like the person who’s got it. Enough to go try playing ball.

But, sheeshy-sheesh! That game is full of rules, and you stand around that diamond for hours and nothing happens. Ugh. Then if someone finally does hit a ball and you decide to run across the diamond to stop it, your own teammate by the name of Darleen Dombroski could decide to cry because you got in her way on the play. And stepped on her ankle. And gave it an accidental grinding. Never mind you made a perfect throw to first base and got the hitter out—which I did. That night Darleen got her mother to call my mother. (Darleen’s mother has been calling my mother since we were in kindergarten.) This time, Mrs. Dombroski told Mom that there are positions in softball, and that maybe she could help her daughter (me) understand that so no one else would get hurt.

Well, Coach Jewell tried playing me everywhere. Not like a punishment. She tries everyone everywhere. She rotated me to the outfield, where there was less than nothing to do—except handstands. I pulled my glove off and kicked my feet into the air. I tried cartwheels next, and I figured out the cool trick of pulling up grass on the way over. Then throwing it like confetti.

Coach Jewell leaned out of the dugout, calling, “Aurora! Aurora P.! No gymnastics out there! Be ready! A hit could come your way.”

“Yeah, I won’t hold my breath about that,” I called back. “I could take a nap out here.” I faked a yawn, but it turned into a real one—noisy too. Some of my teammates giggled. They snorted and covered their faces with their gloves. “I could grow a year older waiting out here . . . am I nine yet? Am I ten?”

But before the game was over, my teammates, who were also my classmates at school, started to whisper that I was “not funny” and “so annoying.” They were tired of me, and I was tired of softball.

Jewell Laramie came to the house the next day. She brought us a brook trout. She set it down and said, “Feather, fin, and flora, correct? Well, here’s some fin!” Then she showed me how the game of softball works by putting all our mugs and the salt and pepper shakers on the table in a diamond. She said teamwork at least five times. I propped my chin on the table and tried not to interrupt.

Finally, I said, “Coach, I know all that.” Because I did. “But it takes way too long for something to happen. I can’t stand it. I need more to do!”

Jewell looked me over a second. She nodded and said something nice about me and my raw talent. Mom gave Jewell a bag of apricot muffins. Muffins for brook trout. Like, all good. We’re friends. But my days on the softball diamond were done.

I didn’t miss it. Plenty of rocks to inspect and throw, and that’s what I did pretty much all summer long. On my own. I didn’t have my little brother, Cedar, yet, and I was the only kid living on our road. But that was about to change.
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Mainstreaming Frenchie

The first time I met Frenchie Livernois we were waiting for the bus at the end of the long driveway we share. That was three years ago. Third grade.

I ran, jumped, and hopped all the way there, rip-ready for the first day of school. Another whole summer gone, and now the bus was coming to get me again. I loved going places. Still do.

In fact, we’d just come back to Maine after a vacation with Gram and Gramp in Connecticut. That’s why we weren’t around to see our new neighbors move into the little house beside the A-frame. But Pop had said there was going to be a mom and a kid living there. A change like that is pretty big news where we live.

I remember feeling my heart leap when I spotted them at the end of the drive. I ran and skidded to a stop right next to the woman and sprayed little stones over her clogs and against her bare ankles. Mom pulled me back.

“Careful, Aurora,” she said.

“Oops! Sorry! Sorry!” I said.

Our new neighbor was nice. She laughed and her brown curls bounced. I waited for the boy to laugh too. But he stood a few yards away from us, back turned, almost like he hadn’t heard us come up at all. Weird, I thought.

I wanted to get to him, but his mom was talking to my mom, and I was working on being a good listener. Sort of my life project. She explained that her name was Gracia, and that her boy’s name was Nathan French Livernois. But she had called him Frenchie from the day he was born.

There we go, I thought, because if she had not explained, I was going to have to ask about that name.

“I’m Aurora Pauline Petrequin,” I said. I bopped from side to side and gave myself a knock on the head. “That’s Pet-ruh-quin, just so you know. It’s easy. But nobody gets it right. They say Ped-a-guin. And Peterkin. Pfft! Every year, I have to tell my new teacher, sound it out!”

“You would think they could do that,” said Gracia. Total twinkle in her eye.

Mom stood behind me, her hands cupped loosely on my shoulders.

“Anyway, you can call me plain Aurora,” I said, and I roared my name to be friendly, and because Aurora is a name that likes to be roared, and I thought if I was loud enough that boy Frenchie might turn around.

Gracia leaned down and smiled. “I’m going to guess that there’s nothing plain about you.” She had a voice like butter.

“You might be right,” I said. Then I skittered away from the moms and went over to Frenchie. Who in this world doesn’t turn around to say hello? I shuffled up beside him. I took a good look at all his edges—his profile—and the way his dark hair was trimmed around his ear. His skin was light like seashells and sprinkled with summer freckles.

“Hey. I’m Aurora,” I roared, but not too loudly. “Good to meet ya,” I said.

Frenchie stared straight ahead.

“Hellooo?” I tried again. He didn’t answer. I knew plenty of kids in town who were not too interested in me. But, sheeshy-sheesh, this was a brand-new one. Wasn’t he even going to give me a try? I leaned in. “We’re neighbors now, ya know.”

That boy did not move.

I walked all the way around him. Took a good look at those tan pants of his. He had them pulled way up, belted so tight his plaid button-down shirt puffed out almost like a costume. That’s all he has ever worn, for as long as I’ve known him.

Frenchie Livernois: plaid mushroom. I stood beside him. Tried to stare at whatever he was staring at. Was it our mailboxes on that post across the road? Something in the field? Maybe he’d seen something crawling around in the ditch.

“You know,” I said, “there’s a wood rat that travels along there. You like animals?”

Frenchie’s elbows straightened by his sides. His hands twitched. Then stopped. He didn’t quit staring, except to blink his long dark eyelashes—like slow motion.

“Wood rat.” I said it again just to see if he’d move. Nope.

I spun on one foot, grinding the gravel. I leaped and landed in a lunge, arms wide, right into the middle of Mom and Gracia’s conversation.

“Hey! What’s with him?” I blurted. I pointed my finger behind me.

Mom said, “Aurora, try not to—”

“Interrupt,” I said. “Yeah, sorry about that. But what the heck?” I jabbed my finger back toward the boy again.

Gracia smiled. She used her butter voice again. “Oh, Aurora, I was telling your mom, Frenchie doesn’t talk. Not in words. But he does hear you.”

I pulled my chin back. “Oh. Hears me, huh?” I wasn’t so sure. Not that I thought she was lying. But I wondered if she was one of those moms who would say the thing she wanted to think was true even when it wasn’t. Like Darleen Dombrowski’s mom who kept saying all through second grade that Darleen was “a kind and patient soul.”

I had news for her. Even way back then.

Darleen is a difficult acquaintance of mine. I’m not alone there. Other kids don’t play with her, and since they don’t play with me either, the school has been trying to pair us up for years. Exhausting is what that is. Unsuccessful too.

But I was heading into third grade that very morning. Fresh start coming up. I had my strategies. For one, I was aiming to do less blurting. (I aim for that every year.) It’s tricky for me. Pop says I should be me, and that people learn by living and doing. Trouble is, I end up having to undo a lot of stuff that I mess up.

Anyway, I went up to Frenchie that first morning and stood close to his ear. “Sh-should be here s-s-soon,” I told him. I put those s’s right into his ear. “The bus-s-s, that iz-z-z . . .” He twitched and pulled his shoulder up. Kept staring. I stepped back. His mom was right. He could hear. He was also ear ticklish.

“I bet you don’t get in trouble, do ya?” I said, watching those eyelashes again.

I took two giant Mother-May-I steps toward the road and looked. Still no bus, which meant I had time to scratch open a few of my Connecticut-vacation mosquito bites. Or maybe they were from when we’d made a pit stop in Massachusetts. I started counting off the states we’d driven through on our way home the day before. So I was thinking about states when I heard Frenchie’s mom tell my mom, “So, I decided to bring him here, where I could Maine stream him.”

I quit digging my skin. I popped straight up. I looked at that woman hard. Was she saying she’d moved here to Maine and was going to put Frenchie in a stream?

“Well, hey,” I called. “Can he swim?”

Mom and Gracia both laughed.

Mom said, “Mainstream means Frenchie’s going to attend public school and go to class like you, Aurora.”

Gracia Livernois said, “But you ask a good question. Frenchie doesn’t swim.”

“Uh, well, knowing how to swim is a smart idea for anyone living around here,” I said. “We’ve got a place where we can teach him.”

Gracia knotted her hands together. She brought them up under her chin. “I want him to learn,” she said. Then she added, “So many things.”

She seemed hunched up and nervous, like she was worried about all the streams in Maine, and the ponds and the ocean too. But I get it now. It was more than that. She had a no-talk boy, heading off for a new start at a new school in a new town.
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She Was Aurora

Frenchie Livernois stared at the field beyond the mailboxes. Birds were there. Low, in tall grass.

The girl came up from behind. Running, spinning, jumping. She landed beside him. She spoke at him.

“Wood rat.”

Quiet is good for seeing birds. So Frenchie kept watch, while the girl hissed right into the hole of his ear.

She told him, “S-s-soon,” and “Bus-s-s.”

The girl’s voice was one. Single. Clear. It gave Frenchie the feeling of birds without seeing birds. Lightness in his fingers. It moved inside him on the path up his arms. Down his ribs. It made his shoulder inch up. A tug from somewhere inside him.

Pretty soon he knew she was Aurora.

She looked where he looked. At the field. When the birds flew up, Aurora called. “Whew-a whew-wheee! Did ya know those were there, all this time, Frenchie?” She flapped her arms.

Arms are like wings. They are not wings.

Hands are like wings. They are not wings.

Frenchie watched the birds put dark flicker shapes on the pale sky. They drew loops, then grew small as dots.

When the birds were gone, Frenchie flapped his hands. He meant to make birdsong. He thought he had. But there was a rumble—down-road from where he stood. It juddered the bottoms of his feet. He felt it at his middle.

Aurora called. Her one clear voice.

“Frenchie! It’s coming! Bus-s-s-s!”

She was Aurora. And Frenchie was going with her.
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The Special Person

I remember Mom sticking a bunch of dot Band-Aids on my bites right before the bus came. (She still carries them in all her pockets.) She gave me a quick hug (because I don’t like long ones), and I followed Frenchie onto the bus. He proved again that he could hear. How else would he have known what our driver, Helene (same one I had since kindergarten), meant when she told him to take that nice seat right behind her?

“And where do you want me?” I asked.

“Aurora, baby, sit anywhere you’d like.” (Helene calls everyone baby. She draws it out real long, like, baaaay-bee.)

The bus was full of the kids who were always splitting off to make tight circles of themselves at school. And at the playground. And at the town beach every summer.

I picked the seat across the aisle from Frenchie. I waved to Mom with both arms, and she waved back with one because she had the other around Gracia’s shoulders. Those two were going back to our house for coffee before work, and to become best friends.

I liked being back on the bus. I liked the smell of the rubber floor mats, and I loved the jiggly ride. I liked kicking my Band-Aid-dotted legs out in front of me and wiggling my butt to make the seat squeak. I liked humming a hum that was not a real song, and shouting up to Helene to ask how her summer was, and did she see that cat at the side of the road just now? How about that tractor tire full of black-eyed Susans in that yard right there? Was she surprised I didn’t live at the beach anymore?

I liked feeling as if the year was new. No mistakes yet. When I looked over at Frenchie, he seemed pretty much the same as when he’d been staring off across the end of our road at the mailboxes, but now he was staring out the window. Made me wonder, does this kid know what new is? Does he feel that? Does he care? If I watch him real close will I be able to tell?

When we got to school, there was a classroom aide there to meet him, right off the bus. That was Mrs. Kingsley.

“He doesn’t talk,” I said. “Hope somebody told you that.”

“Yes, Aurora. Thank you,” she said. “Here we go. This way!” She was very cheery. She marched Frenchie Livernois down the hall with one hand on his back. I didn’t think he liked that. He kept hurrying forward and scooting over. I ran up to try to tell Mrs. Kingsley that she should maybe stop doing that, and I accidentally stepped on her heel.

“Ouch!” she said, and she hopped twice.

“Sorry!”

Frenchie was hauling ahead of us. Mrs. Kingsley hustled after him.

Turned out we were all going to Mr. Ritter’s room. Frenchie was going to be in my class.

The best thing about the first minutes of the first day of school is nothing has gone wrong yet. I bolted into that room to see if I could find kids to match up with. Like, get a spot at their table. That’s always kind of hard for me. Trying to fit in does not work. It means folding yourself up into some shape that doesn’t feel like you.

School is tough, and I don’t mean the learning part. I do okay with that. But I’ve always had too much to say. I have trouble keeping still—big-time. Even way back in kindergarten, kids didn’t like me doing frog-legged cartwheels across the little red rug and crashing through their board games. All my ideas were the loud kind. Hard to keep inside.

Every year, my teachers worked on good strategies for me, like:

Look at your friends when they’re speaking.

Let them finish their sentences.

Listen to what they say.

I tried. I really did. At home, Mom and Pop tried to help too. They always said, “First things first, Aurora: you get to be who you are. Everyone does. The trick is to see if part of you can take a little time. Watch other people, and see if you can tell how they feel. Be aware.”

I actually like that idea. But I’m not sure how well I did it. Until I met Frenchie. I did watch him. The great part was, he didn’t care if I talked my head off while I was at it. You can do that; you can talk and watch at the same time. But I’ve noticed that it works better if I am quiet every once in a while.

The kids in our third-grade class watched Frenchie the first day. Stared at him, is what I mean. Probably wondering what was up with him, same way I did when I met him at the bus stop. I guess nobody was used to a kid who didn’t talk and who seemed to like birds more than humans. He looked into the trees a lot. He flapped his hands like little wings, and it turned out he had a mess of bird pictures stuffed into his backpack. But kids stared at Frenchie, then looked away before they had to say anything. Then they stopped noticing him at all. That’s what I saw. They leaned left or right to talk around him. They rushed past him to get to one another. Like he wasn’t there. Frenchie Livernois. Invisible boy.

But for me, something started to happen those first weeks of third grade. Every time I turned around, there was Frenchie, right behind me. Staring. Not at me. Just at whatever. But he stayed near. Our families were spending time together at home, and like I say, our moms are best friends.

One day, Mrs. Kingsley said, “You do very well with Frenchie, Aurora.”

“So do you,” I said. It was true. She had stopped rushing him down the hallway. She’d quit putting her hand on his shoulder.

“Well, thank you. But what I mean is, you’re very good at reading his behavior.”

“What’s that mean?” I asked. “You mean seeing how he feels?”

“Exactly,” she said. “I think he’s chosen you. You are Frenchie’s special person.”

I smiled. “Yeah. I am.”
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Pebble Nest

Pebble Nest belongs to us. That’s our big old house on Flanders Bay. Not fancy. Just awesome. The place can sleep ten people as long as they like each other. If you do two cartwheels down the lawn, then jump the scruffy hedge, you will wind up on a half-circle beach that is covered with a bazillion smooth pebbles, all colors and all kinds of rock. Pop always says there’s no better spot for a salty swim and a nap in the sun.

We used to live there. Now we have the A-frame in the woods and we rent Pebble Nest out by the week from May to October. Mom and Pop say the money helps butter our bread. I say Pebble Nest is a reason to love Saturdays. That’s when it’s ours again. Saturdays from 10:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.

There is a price to pay. We have to clean. The whole place. From top to bottom. Some people wouldn’t like the work of it. But it’s different when you love a place. Besides, we go at it like machines. We’re almost always done by noon. (Best thing we ever did was buy doubles of all the linens so we can take the washing home and bring it back clean the next week.) Then, as long as the weather is even close to good, we can hit the beach to swim, hunt for rocks, or dig for clams. We have lunch up on the lawn. Feels like we live there again. We pack up at two thirty because there has to be no trace of us by three, when the next renters arrive. Sometimes it’s families. Sometimes it’s a bunch of yoga people or watercolor artists. It’s always people from away.

Frenchie comes to Pebble Nest with us every week now, without his mom. But it didn’t start out like that. The whole first year, Gracia came too, and she barely let Frenchie out of her sight. Gracia helped us learn to watch him, to see all the different ways Frenchie can be. He can get upset. Not often, and he’s not a tantrum kid. But if he gets overwhelmed, he shuts down. He tucks up on the ground and wraps his arms over his head. Gets me right in the heart. But Gracia says it’s Frenchie’s way of claiming the space he needs to get through the upset. The best strategy is to catch it before it happens. But if it does, we let Frenchie know that we are there for him. I think he gets that.

Frenchie’s comfortable with us. For two summers now he’s been showing up at the door to the A-frame every Saturday morning, ready to go to Pebble Nest.

“It’s nice for us and nice for Gracia,” Mom says. “It isn’t easy being a single parent.”

I get that. Pretty sure all parents like breaks. Gracia beams when she sees Frenchie hop out of our van at the end of a Saturday. She gets him back again, and it’s like her boy is all her eyes can see. Makes me smile even when I’m not thinking about smiling.

I love it that Frenchie comes to Pebble Nest. He helps! He knows to take the bin full of recycling out to our van. He slides the empty bin under the kitchen sink, right where it belongs. There are some things Frenchie gets. Can’t tell you why.

In the upstairs bedrooms, I play tornado. I whip the sheets off the beds and spin the pillows right out of the cases. Frenchie piles the linens into the basket. I always take a few bounces on the naked mattresses. The twin beds are great for a back-and-forth. Of course, I’m not supposed to do that. Frenchie sees me. But he’d never rat me out. When the beds are done, we dust. He’s not the best at it, but he follows behind me with his own cloth. Good enough.

The beach at Pebble Nest is where we taught Frenchie how to swim. We got right on that, like Gracia wanted. Mom knew what to do. She said Frenchie should learn two things first: to hold his breath underwater and to float on his back and breathe. The beach was perfect because he could wade into the chilly water nice and easy. I was super excited. I wanted to splash like a sea lion. But I kept calm for Frenchie, and Gracia too. We walked him out just far enough that all we had to do was bend our knees and lower ourselves underwater. I did all the demonstrating.

“Breathing place!” I said, stretching my arms high. Then I pointed down and said, “No breathing below.” I took a breath and lowered myself under. It felt like baby steps. But then one Saturday, Frenchie did like I did. He went under! He never choked, not once. I laughed at the way he kept his eyes open, even in the salty water. He was mostly a stare-at-nothing boy, but it seemed like Frenchie looked right at me whenever he was coming up for air. When he did the same with Gracia, she didn’t just laugh, she cried.

Teaching him to float was harder. I’m not sure the idea of lying down on top of the water made sense to him, even though I showed him a hundred times. “Sit back, then lie back.” Even with Mom and Gracia on each side of him and their good old mom hands underneath him, he would not lie back. He kept sitting.

“Sheeshy-sheesh! Way to give yourself a good dunking!” I said.

Our skin was starting to wrinkle. Frenchie’s lips were blue. He shivered. I watched him sit back and sink one more time. Enough, I thought. Time to warm up in the sun.

The sun!

“Oh! Wait! I got it,” I said. “Frenchie, watch me.” I motioned Mom and Gracia out of the way.

“Aurora, he’s been watching you,” Mom said.

“He’s been staring,” I said. “Frenchie. Look, look.” I tilted my face up. “Are ya watching? Do you know what I feel right now? The sun. On my face. It’s up there. You know it is. Now I’m going to sit a little, then I’m going to lie back. And I’m going to keep the sun on my face. I’m going to rest my whole self on the water.” I slowly lay back. With my ears underwater and my eyes half-closed, I told him, “Here I am just lying on the water. Relaxing. Breathing. And there’s the sun up there. Betcha I’ll see a bird fly by. That’s right, a bird! You’ve gotta try this, Frenchie.”

Well, he did it. Face tilted up to the sun, he lay back and made his body straight.

“That’s it, Frenchie! Relax and breathe.”

He floated and floated, while Mom and Gracia and I clapped our hands and celebrated.

If there is one thing Frenchie loves as much as birds, it is the sun.
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