
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Montague

        

        
        
          Triplets on the River, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Jill Penrod

        

        
          Published by Jill Penrod, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MONTAGUE

    

    
      First edition. March 16, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Jill Penrod.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393830535

    

    
    
      Written by Jill Penrod.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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WHEN I WAS NINE YEARS old, my parents left the city and moved us to the river delta. We packed a few things, sold most everything else, and set off. I didn’t know one thing about the river, but I thought it would be an adventure, and I was excited about going. Dad hired a man to drive us down the river in a little motorboat, our belongings pulled behind on a small raft, and that man left us on a patch of dry land in the middle of nowhere. We had a few boxes of food, a few articles of clothing, and some tools. Dad chopped wood to make logs for a house, but he wasn’t very strong. He got tired, and building the house was going to take forever. Mom didn’t know how to live without our stove and our bathroom. Here we were surrounded by trees and strange noises and nothing else. For nearly two weeks we didn’t see another person, and we were running out of food, and my parents were feeling a little desperate.

Then someone came around the river bend, the first river person we’d seen since we’d arrived. His name was Cree. He was young, a teenager, and he was beautiful. He wasn’t like teenagers in the city. He was strong, and he was polite and talked quietly, and he knew things. It seemed to me he knew everything. Then he took my mom and me to meet his family, his triplet baby brothers and a girl who lived nearby. The girl, Princess, also knew everything. For a few days Mom and I stayed with Princess and the little boys while she taught us how to make food and do laundry and avoid gators in the river delta. Cree taught my dad about building and trapping crabs.

Princess and Cree saved our lives. However, they also made my parents aware of how much they didn’t know, so my parents decided to go home. We weren’t ready to live in a world so different from our city life. So we returned, but our lives had changed, and it wasn’t easy to change back. Mom and Dad had both seen something in Princess and Cree’s lives that they envied. The very young couple was strong, and they were kind, and they were wise. When the world outside the river delta continued to struggle with unemployment and financial difficulty, we decided to go back.

Cree helped us. Princess helped us. And the little boys? They were seven. I was almost eleven. I loved to boss them around and play with them. I wanted adventures, and those little boys would never tell me no if I had an idea for an adventure. Because of them I learned to fish and catch tadpoles and swim without being eaten by a gator. I learned to splash in a hot spring after a chilly rain and how to spit berry seeds farther than ever before, and I laughed. The triplets and I were in trouble half the time, grounded more times than I could count, and yet life with them as my friends was amazing and wonderful. I loved them all.

Until we started to grow up. Then I realized I loved just one of them. But that took a while to figure out. And that part, figuring it out? Well, it wasn’t much fun for me, and it wasn’t great for him, but to those around us who figured it out first, it became one of the favorite stories in the family.

It’s a good thing humiliation doesn’t kill a person.
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“HEY HO,” I SAID AS I rounded the bend and the triplets’ docks came into view. I gave the pole one final push off the bottom, and the raft slowly drifted toward the nearest dock. Montague ran from somewhere in the yard and held out his hand.

“The rope,” he said. I frowned.

“I can do this,” I said. He rolled his eyes. He was fifteen, and he had learned well, probably from me, how to put a whole lot of insult into an eye roll. “Just let me do this.”

He took a step back and crossed his arms over his chest, both padded with muscle. The greatest part of living on the river was that boys and men were always padded with muscle, and very few of them ever covered it up with shirts. My triplets didn’t disappoint in this.

I steered the boat toward Montague, but I missed his dock, so I shot for the second one. Again, the raft didn’t go where I wanted. I was completely embarrassed now, especially since Montague was snickering at me, so I worked hard to get to the third. He ran back to the yard and down to the third dock to greet me, except of course I overshot that one, too, drifting past his house and the other two houses on this part of the river and heading toward this year’s best frogging pond.

“Help,” I said. “I’m sorry. Here’s the rope.”

I tossed it toward him, but I was now too far, and he made a shallow dive to come for me. When he surfaced, whipping his head to get his hair out of his eyes, those eyes were sparkling at me. Oh, wow, he was going to tease me about this forever. I was so sure I’d figured it out, but the bottom of the river near his house was rocky, and the pole hadn’t gone where I’d wanted, and once again I’d proven useless poling a raft.

He gripped the rope and turned to swim back to his docks. Bypassing the second two, he tied me up at the first dock, pulling up on the side and sitting with his feet in the water, swinging his legs as I stowed the pole and climbed off the small raft. I had three boxes with me, and I left them there.

“It’s because of the rocks,” I said. “Near my house the bottom is smooth. The pole digs in, and I can do it. I can.”

He simply nodded. I’d been trying to learn to pole a raft for eight years now. I could row a boat, but I’d never figured out rafts. He had no faith that I ever would, and he was probably right. I hated when the triplets were right. “Okay. Ah, now I’m soaked.”

“Like you care,” I said. I sat down at his side. I wasn’t in a hurry, and neither was he. Nobody ever hurried in the swamps. Life here was slow and simple. Well, not simple. Gators lived here. Bobcats. There were no hospitals. People lived far apart. Storms and floods changed the paths around the bogs every few months, so it was easy to get lost.

But it was so much better than the city that I could hardly see those flaws.

“I thought I had it figured out,” I said. Montague laughed.

“I think you’re never going to learn,” he said. “That’s okay, Sheila. We all love to pole the raft. And since you always ask us along when you go to the trading post, it works out.”

I stuck my tongue out at him, and he bumped my shoulder hard enough that I almost slipped off the dock into the water. Then I went ahead and fell off the dock into the water and came up sputtering and blamed him for pushing me off. He stuck his tongue out at me, and then he gave me a hand, but instead letting him pull me up, I pulled him down, and both of us stood in the river laughing. Right now the river was low, coming just past his waist, which was well over my belly, since I was short, and my triplets, almost four years younger than me, all looked down on me. Pierre was taller than my dad, which was just bizarre, because when I’d met them I’d towered over all of them.

“So,” I said when we finally climbed back to the dock. We lay on our backs and dried, staring into a morning sky, the sun still low to the east, the few clouds colored pink and orange. “You guys can join me today?”

“I can,” Montague said. “Remy is with Augustine.”

I laughed. Remy and his animals. He spent a lot of his life in the barn. Augustine was a goat who had borne several kids in her life, but Remy was still sure she couldn’t do it without him watching her every move.

“And your nieces are with him?”

Montague nodded. “Always. They love animals as much as he does. Genevieve and those kittens. She carries them around like her rag dolls. Remy is constantly prying them out of her chubby little hands to keep the mama cats from having fits.”

“Pierre?” I asked. Usually Pierre poled the raft. With his height, he was good at poling. Of course, if he didn’t go, Montague might let me try again. Pierre refused to let me touch a pole. Since I’d capsized two rafts with him aboard, that wasn’t such a surprise. And since rafts were flat and not easy to flip, that was actually an impressive feat.

Or that was what Montague had said after he’d dried and stopped laughing.

“I think he’ll go,” Montague said. “He was up late last night reading, and he was still in bed a few minutes ago.”

“Wait,” I said. “Pierre is still in bed?”

Montague just shrugged. Pierre had been strange lately, and none of us knew why.

“Let me go check on him,” Montague said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Can I come?” I asked. Montague nodded and led the way.

Cree and Princess, his wife, and their three little kids lived in a two-story wooden house that listed to the right on a small patch of high ground near the river. The old man next door had built a stone house, a rarity in the swamp, and when he had retired and moved to be with his sons, he had left the house for Cree and Princess and the boys. On the other side of that house was a small wooden house where Princess had lived before she and Cree married. They were the only three houses around, all in a row. I had spent as much time here as at my own house growing up, so I barely noticed the surroundings anymore. This was just home.

Not long ago the triplets had moved into Zac’s stone house. Mostly they slept there, spending their waking time with their brother and his family doing chores, playing with their nieces and nephew, eating and living together. So we walked into the stone house, and Montague led us to the little bedroom in the back. Montague and Remy shared a larger bedroom, and Pierre had one of his own. This had been decided by a draw of straws.

“Hey,” Montague said, boldly entering the little room and sitting on the edge of the bed. He shook Pierre’s shoulder through a threadbare sheet. “Pierre, are you going to the trading post with us?”

Pierre moaned and pulled his sheet over his head, and Montague stood and laughed. 

“I think that means no.”

“Can you give me a minute?” Pierre asked from beneath the sheet. “Or maybe three?”

“Sure,” I said. “We’re not in a rush. Can we go visit the baby?”

Montague rolled his eyes again. “Sure. Why not?”

We walked through the tall grass from the stone house to Cree and Princess’s house, finding Princess in the front room sewing while Emile crawled around the sparse room. Princess kept a neat house, and that had a lot to do with them owning very little. My mama tended to accumulate things, decorative things, so our house was never this neat.

“Sheila,” Princess said, stopping and smiling at me. “Let me guess. You’re here to visit Emile?”

I laughed. “I love babies.”

“This baby would love some attention,” Princess said, pushing her long, straight hair over her shoulder. “He wants me to play, but I really need to finish these shorts before all of my men are wandering naked.”

I laughed at that, and Montague blushed. Boys were lucky that they only had to wear shorts, and yet they complained about that. Cree, especially, seemed to hate anything that touched him. Except for Princess. She touched him all the time.

I scooped up Emile, who was almost a year old. He wasn’t walking yet, which worried Princess, but I thought it might have to do with all the people around to carry him. The little boy was sweet and always smiling, but he also loved attention, and there were a lot of people around to give it to him.

We took the baby outside, where Montague spread out a blanket and we sat to watch Emile. He pulled up on Montague’s arm and stood in place, patting Montague with his pudgy little hand and laughing.

“He’s a happy baby,” I said. “Unlike Genevieve.”

Montague laughed. Gen was a very cheerful four-year-old, Cree’s second daughter, but she had been a difficult baby, crying for no reason for her first several months. Once she had learned to walk, she had calmed down, and since then she had never stopped moving. “I thought Gen was going to be the death of us all. Leanna was so easy and fun that we all thought every baby was that way. Then we got Gen. Emile is easy. He just wants to be held all the time. Sometimes, when I don’t want to do chores, I offer to hold him just to get a break.”

“Boys,” I said. “You’re terrible.”

“Hey,” he said, bumping my shoulder. “I know you do the same thing with your siblings, too.”

“True,” I said. Once we’d moved, Mom and Dad had given me two brothers, now three and five. They were adorable. “Do you think Pierre is okay?”

Montague rolled his eyes yet again. The triplets accused me of thinking too much. The one problem with having only boys for friends—and young boys at that—was that they hated to talk and gossip for hours. Of course, our adventures usually made up for that. I’d met a few girls on the river, but none lived close, so the boys were my main companions. And I didn’t hate all the fun things they’d taught me, but sometimes I wanted to chatter.

“I don’t know,” he said after a long moment. “I don’t know what changed.”

“Don’t you talk to him?”

“Sure,” Montague said defensively. “And Princess talks to him. She gets us to say things we wouldn’t normally say, you know? She’s like our mom and our sister all at once. Mostly our mom, I guess. She was always there. When we got sick, or when we got scared or cried, Princess was there to make it better. For a while I thought she took care of us because of Cree, because she loved him so much she would do anything for him. But it’s not that. She loves us, too. I’m not sure why.”

“Because you were adorable,” I said. His face got pink beneath his tan. I giggled, because I’d made him blush twice in one day. “Oh, come on. You were. Three little boys, all filled with energy and mischief. And I didn’t meet you until you were six. I can imagine as babies you were too cute for words.”

Montague looked at the river, a smile on his lips. “Sometimes I hate that you knew us back then. And we’re not that much younger. You were just a little girl, too. Ten wasn’t that old. You thought you knew everything. Then you left and came back when you were eleven, and you thought you knew even more.”

I laughed. “Because I knew city stuff, and you didn’t. I thought the only measure of smart was how well a person knew the city. Now the city seems far away and completely pointless. You guys were little and knew more than I did, and that was hard to take. So I was bossy.”

“You say that like you outgrew it,” he said, flashing me a dimpled smile. I laughed and bumped his shoulder. He was warm. Of the triplets, Montague was always the warmest. And he had a great smile. The boys all looked similar. Remy looked the most like Cree. Pierre was the tallest, and he was strong but skinny. Montague was the middle in height, and he looked like Pierre but with more muscles. Compact, Dad had once said. Montague was compact. And he was the most likely to let me pole or to sit around talking. 

Well, Remy would talk for hours if the subject was animals. Pierre was more likely to follow me into trouble than sit and talk.

“Hey.” Pierre’s voice cut through the morning stillness. “Thanks for waiting up. I was up too late reading.”

“We’re not in a hurry,” I said. “And we got to play with Emile.”

Pierre folded down to sit with us, reaching his fingers to Emile, who latched on and took two staggering steps toward him before falling on his bottom and laughing. “What do we need to do today?”

“Mom made more cranberry jam,” I said. “I need to take it to the post and trade for sugar, lard, and flour. I was hoping you could come to help me carry it.”

“And because you hate the trading post,” Montague said.

“True. I don’t know why. I saw bigger crowds in the city all the time. But I hate the idea of going to the trading post alone. I love to go with someone else.”

“Well, I’m game to go,” Pierre said, yawning. “As soon as I eat something. I’ll be fast. Want me to take Emile back inside? Montague, do we have anything to trade?”

Montague shook his head. Cree stayed close to home, trapping crabs and gigging frogs and doing repairs. Remy took care of the animals, which provided eggs and milk and sometimes meat, although Remy hated to kill anything. And Montague and Pierre traded, selling crabs or berries or frogs at the trading posts or to neighbors. Mostly to neighbors, since the post was so far away. But sugar and flour were hard to get anywhere but the post, so today we had to make the trip.

“We’re okay,” Montague said. “But you can ask Princess before we go. She’s sewing, so see if she needs fabric or thread. We have money on account.”

“And where is Cree?” Pierre asked. Nobody had to answer that, because the sound of an axe suddenly rang through the area. “Oh. More wood. I hate chopping wood.”

“Because you’re a bean pole,” Montague said. “I don’t mind it, but one day I’m going to chop better than Cree.”

“Nobody chops better than Cree,” Pierre said. The boys looked at each other with a strange smile, and Pierre grabbed Emile and walked into the house.

“Thanks,” I said. “For going with me. I thought you would have something to trade.”

“No,” he said. “It’s been slow. But it’s okay. Cree and Princess lived here alone for a long time without trading. They’re really good at living with what we have.”

“So what do you do when there’s nothing to trade?” I asked. Montague got a dark look in his face. It wasn’t a common look for him.

“I want to help out. Cree is about to repair the roof on the stone house. It’s a big job, and we live there, but he doesn’t want us to help. He doesn’t see that we’re not babies now. We’re not his kids, and we can help.”

“You help with some things, right?” I asked, knowing the answers. I knew just about everything about the triplets, and they could say the same about me. Cree had raised his brothers, so he was as much a father as a brother, and sometimes that gave them all trouble.

“Sure, trapping, fishing, small repairs. But the houses need some bigger work, and sometimes Cree just needs to slow down. He gets tired. I don’t want him to lump us in with Leanna and Gen and Emile. We want to know how to do more. One day we’ll have places of our own, you know? We’re ready to learn more.”

I had never once heard Montague this frustrated, and I simply stared at him. He pulled his brows together.

“What?” he asked angrily. “Why are you looking at me like that? You asked.”

I nodded. “I did. I hope you guys can figure it out. It must be hard since he raised you. You’re not his kids, but you are his kids, too.”

“I know.” Montague sighed. “He was eleven. He was a dad, sort of, doing everything for us when he was eleven. I can’t imagine that. And I know he wants to protect us. But we’re not the babies any more. I don’t always want to be indebted to my brother. I want to be his brother sometimes and not his son. Does that even make sense?”

It did, but I knew it was complicated.

“Do you miss them?” I asked. “Your parents? I don’t think of you boys as orphans, but you are.”

“I don’t miss them. I never knew my mama. Even Cree says memories of her have faded, and he was eleven when she died. I wasn’t even one. And Papa...” Montague shook his head. “I don’t think I have any real memories of him. Just stories Princess tells. He wasn’t nice. He had a still, and when he drank he was mean. That got him killed, when he got so mean he tried to kill Cree and old man Zac shot him dead. Is it bad that I’m not sad? That I don’t miss him? I think he hurt us. I have a strange memory of that, of anger and pain, but Princess and Cree won’t talk about that. Because they still think of us as babies.”

“They don’t think you’re babies,” I said. “They lost their parents, too. Well, Princess still has her dad, but they lived mostly alone out here. I think it makes sense they want to protect you. Mom and Dad want to protect me. Dad told me if you wouldn’t go with me today, he would go. So, I guess he doesn’t think of you as babies since he thinks you can protect me.”

Montague smiled at that. “I guess not.”

“And my mom let you help with the outhouse last week, so maybe you can learn a lot of that stuff at my house.”

Montague smiled again. “True. I guess Cree will always be our brother who is our dad. It’s just strange.”

Pierre came back, pushing a flapjack into his mouth. Like Montague, he wore only shorts, and he walked past us toward the raft without a word. He stopped and glanced at the boxes, and then he arranged them differently. He had told me that weight on the raft needed to be balanced, but I had never figured out how to arrange things so I could steer right. He always rearranged it. Grabbing the pole, he looked back at us.

“So?” he said. “Are we going?”

Montague laughed and stood, reaching down so I could grab his hand and pull up. We ran to the dock and climbed on, sitting near the center while Pierre stood at the back with the pole. This was our family’s small raft, so it didn’t fit us well. I should have brought the bigger one, but it was even harder to steer. I never would have made it.

“Oh,” Pierre said. “Did we bring something to eat?”

I pointed to one of the crates. “I did. Mom said it was only fair to feed you guys since I make you run all my errands with me. Do you mind? Running errands with me? Maybe I should grow up and learn to do it on my own.”

Pierre rolled his eyes. “Sheila, when it comes to driving a raft, always come get us. Easier to pole than to pull you out of a gator’s mouth when you get yourself in trouble.”

“Hey,” I said, feigning indignation although I was laughing. He was right. I was one of the only people I knew who couldn’t figure out how to steer a raft. “Anyway, thanks. For not getting tired of helping me.”

Pierre simply tipped his head and focused on the river. Montague was so close our shoulders touched, and he pointed out bullfrogs and green herons. Both of us had seen all kinds of river creatures a million times, but we never got tired of it. The river always changed, so every journey was a new journey. That was one of my favorite parts of living out here. But really, it was hard to find anything I didn’t like about living out here.
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Chapter Two
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THE TRADING POST BUSTLED with people. It had taken us most of the morning to get here, as we lived on a less populated arm of the river delta so nobody had ever built a post near us. This post wasn’t old, having been a tiny little bartering station until the troubles in the cities had sent so many people to the river. In this area, many had succeeded and stayed, so a larger post had been built.

Pierre and Montague each grabbed a couple boxes and walked them down the long dock to the small patch of high ground where the post building stood. Around it many people had set up tables of tools and fabric and other things difficult to make in the swamp. Also, people visited and laughed and met with friends. Young women flirted with young men, looking for mates. Old men talked about how the swamp used to be before so many city folk had moved in.

Montague and Pierre walked past all of it and entered the building, because I wasn’t going to set a table and barter my own wares. Instead, my dad had an account with Yvon, and he kept track of our purchases and sales and kept a small fee to follow our accounts. When the boys placed my crates in front of the wooden counter, Yvon smiled at me.

“Sheila,” he said. “It’s been a while. Everything okay out there?”

Yvon was old, his hair white and his leathery skin brown. He had a bright smile with browning teeth, and he always remembered everyone’s names.

“We’re good,” I said.

“And Montague and Pierre,” Yvon said next. “You have things for me today?”

“Just Sheila,” Montague said. “I think I’ll wander while you figure this out.”

The boys walked away, heading back outside, and I worked with Yvon to figure out our account and purchase what Mom needed. It didn’t take long, and since our account had a nice balance on it, I splurged and purchased three penny candies from Yvon’s big jars. Most of us never used coins, bartering everything, but the main exception was penny candies. Everyone kept a few tiny coins in their pockets to purchase the sweets, which Yvon’s wife made in her little kitchen next door. 

I found the boys outside looking at tools, and before I asked them to help me carry my wares back to the raft, I held out my hand. Montague laughed.

“I had coins in my pocket,” he said. “I was going to buy one for you.”

“I got it first,” I said. He plucked a red candy off my hand, and Pierre snagged the green one. The boys liked adventures and new things, but they always ate the same candies.  

“My favorite,” Pierre said, sucking on the little sweet.

“And you got mint, right?” Montague said. I held the little candy between my teeth so he could see it, and he laughed. “You always get mint.”

“And you always eat the red one, and Pierre always gets green,” I said. “So don’t make fun of me. You just don’t like mint.”

“Can’t stand it,” Montague admitted. “You’re done?”

“The bags are waiting. But we don’t have to rush.”

“Let’s walk,” Pierre said. He yawned again.

“I can pole on the way back,” Montague said. Pierre shrugged.

“I got it. I don’t have to be awake to pole.”

“It bothers me that you pole better half asleep than I do awake,” I said.

“It would help if you were taller than a green heron,” Pierre said, laughing.

“I’m taller than a green heron,” I said, giggling. “But I know I’m not tall. Is that my problem?”

“You have a lot of problems,” Pierre said, always ready to tease. “But your biggest problem with the raft is probably your height. And the fact that you’re a terrible rafter.”

He laughed and dodged behind Montague while I swatted at him. I hit Montague on the shoulder by accident, and Montague grabbed my shoulders and held me still while Pierre tickled my side. When I shrieked they let go, and we headed down the path to the docks, gazing at tables while we did.

Two older people stood at a table of bright fabric, and I found myself listening to their conversation while the boys walked on to a table of slingshots.

“Haunted,” one woman said. “I heard it was haunted. And it’s a strange house. Doesn’t belong on the river.”

“Just old stories,” the other woman said. “Any time a tributary opens up after so long, there are stories.”

“True,” the first woman said. She sighed. “I remember what it was like to be so young, looking for treasures in the swamp, adventures. And the boys might have made it up, but they came home shaking and pale and said they heard the ghosts and saw it in the house.”

They realized I was listening, and I felt my cheeks heat as they both turned to me.

“Ah,” I said. “A haunted house?”

“Past the bayou pond,” the first woman said. “My nephew said he and his brother found it, a haunted house. Big and alive. The tributary closed off so long ago I didn’t even know it was out there.”

I said nothing else, catching up to the boys, and we returned to the post to grab our supplies. Pierre took the pole, and I wondered how he could do it. I knew I was strong, stronger than I had been when I lived a lazy life in the city. But my triplets were really strong. They never seemed to get tired. Cree was the same, probably stronger. Even my dad was now that way, able to work without slowing down from dawn until dusk.

“Home?” Pierre asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Thanks, boys.”

“Not a problem,” Pierre said, yawning again.

“What were you reading that kept you up so long?” Montague asked.

“Just books,” Pierre said. He didn’t look down at us as he said it, clearly evading the answer. I had no idea what a boy could read that would embarrass him.

“But whatever it is, it’s making your face turn red,” I said. “Oh, wait. Did you find a magazine? That one of those men brought from the city?”

Now Pierre turned redder. “No. Wow, Sheila, no. Not anything like that. I was reading the medical books from Princess’s papa’s house. They’re interesting.”

Montague raised his eyebrows like he thought that was the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. “Medical books? Why?”

“I don’t know. When Emile was born, I just...” Pierre shrugged. “I sneaked in and saw it.”

“We all saw Leanna get born,” Montague said. He turned to me, although I already knew this story. “We were just little and didn’t know it was supposed to be private. I mean, Princess was in the hot spring, so it was easy to watch. It was pretty yucky.”

“No,” Pierre said. “It’s amazing. Little people growing inside bigger people. Not everyone wants her husband to watch her have a baby. I didn’t know if I’d ever get to see it, you know? So I peeked in on Princess and Cree in the hot spring, and I got to see Emile get born. And that made me curious about everything else, all the stuff our bodies do.”

This surprised me. I mean, Pierre was fifteen. He liked adventure and tickling and making fun of people. I had no idea a future physician might lurk in his head.

“So, you should be a doctor,” I said. “The delta could use some doctors.”

“No,” Pierre said. “You have to go to the city to learn. I’m never going there.”

“A doctor,” Montague said. “That’s what you want to do?”

“I never said that,” Pierre said. He sounded angry. “I just like to know. Do you two want me to dump you in the river?”

All three of us glanced at the slow-moving water around us. Pierre was hard to embarrass, but we had done it. I felt bad about that.

“I heard something today,” I said, looking to change the subject. “A tributary past the bayou pond opened up, and nobody around here remembers it. Some boys went back there and found a haunted house.”

“No such thing,” Montague said.

“But it would be great if it was true,” Pierre said, looking around like he might see a ghost right here on the water. “Wouldn’t it?”

“No,” I said. “It would be scary. But they said the house didn’t fit on the river. I don’t know what that means.”

“It means those boys were lying,” Montague said. “A haunted house that doesn’t fit on the river?”

“Today I have to go home,” I said. “But maybe one day we can go see it.”

“I want to go,” Pierre said. 

“Sure,” Montague said. “Sounds like it could be fun.”

I grinned. I wondered if Remy would join us. Me and my triplets. When we’d first met, I’d had no idea how much fun three little boys would be. Nor did I have any idea what role a haunted house beyond the bayou pond would play in our futures. 
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DAD MET ME AT THE DOCK, and we carried supplies into the kitchen, where Mom stored them in wooden cabinets. Our house was in better shape than Cree and Princess’s house, because it was newer, but already it had the shabby swamp look to it. The air was always lightly salty and humid, and everything aged out here. But with trees everywhere to supply wood, everything could be repaired.

Once the food was put up, Mom grabbed a basket of laundry and headed out, where the boys played under a huge tree. I followed her out.

“Care to help me?” she asked. “Or you can take a break. You had a long day.”

I laughed. “Mom, I sat on a raft. Pierre did all the work. Montague joined us, but Remy stayed home to see Augustine deliver.”

Mom laughed. “Poor Augustine, always delivering with an audience.”

We scrubbed the wash in the river and then hung it to dry between two trees. Mom hummed while she worked, and the boys giggled and wrestled while Dad pounded nails, building a small playhouse for the boys. The sun was hot today, but we were all in the shade of the trees, moss hanging low and blowing in the breeze. The river gurgled as it rounded the bend and slowed a few yards past that, opening into a wider, slower area where we swam sometimes when Dad felt certain no gators were nearby.

“Did you enjoy your outing?” Mom asked. I cringed, knowing what was coming next.

“I did,” I answered.

“And did you talk to anyone?”

“Montague and Pierre,” I said. “And Yvon.”

She sighed. “Sheila, this is no place for a woman to live alone.”

“So you’re making me leave?” I asked angrily. “Because I’m not married? I’m eighteen, Mom. In the city nobody gets—“

“We’re not in the city,” Mom said firmly. “And you’re almost nineteen.” She sighed. “You’re right. There’s no rush. And no, we’re not making you leave. I just want you happy. I want you to belong and fit in. And I wouldn’t mind grandbabies.”

She laughed when she said that part. 

“I don’t see that many people,” I said. “I don’t worry about fitting in. I have friends.”

“You have the triplets,” she said. “Sheila, they were born here. Raised here. They’ll find wives young. Then where will you be, when your best friends get married? Very few wives will let their husbands have a girl for a best friend. You’ll have to move on.”

I had never thought about that. Not once. Someday each of my triplets would have someone else. I would just be the friend from their childhood. I could still be friends with Princess, but maybe Mom was right, and I needed to think like an adult. My friends were still boys, so sometimes I didn’t think of myself as older, as someone truly ready for real life.

“I don’t know how to find someone,” I said. “I don’t feel like I need someone. The boys won’t get married soon. I don’t want things to change. We’re going to go look for a haunted house. And it will be fun.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “You confuse me. Out here we work hard, and you’ve never complained. Girls living in the city don’t do half the work you do, and you do it well. At the same time, they think of their futures, and you never do that. You’re a strange mix of mature and immature. And as much as I want to push you do what I want, I also envy you.”

“You envy me,” I said, surprised to hear this.

“You’re happy,” she said with a shrug.

“And you’re not?” This bothered me. I wanted Mom happy. I loved my life and wanted her to love hers. But she smiled, a bright smile that lit her entire face.

“I’m very happy. Coming here was the best thing that ever happened to me. I guess I wish I’d started earlier, like you did.”

“Imagine James and Will,” I said. “They’ll never know that other life.”

We both stared at my brothers, who chased each other around the gnarled roots of an ancient tree, giggling. They had the best lives ever.

“But it’s not perfect here,” I said, thinking about my conversation with the boys. “I was talking to Montague today about his parents. He’s an orphan. I never think of him that way. Having Cree as both a brother and a father is difficult sometimes.”

“Finding one’s place in the world is always hard,” Mom said. “Harder when things get broken. I don’t think of them as orphans, either. Those boys are very loved.”

“And they know that,” I said, hearing a defensive tone in her voice. My mom would defend Cree and Princess to the death. They were her dearest friends, and they had saved us and helped us, and she loved them. That always made me smile. She felt protective of them, because even though the pair knew more than my parents did, my parents were older. Princess and Cree were in their twenties and had three kids, but Mom and Dad still thought of them as children, just like Cree and Princess thought about the triplets.

It was all a little bit confusing.

“They do,” Mom said. “They’re good boys. Good people. I’m glad you’re friends with them, Sheila, but maybe look around a little bit for other friends. Girls, maybe, who can stay your friend when they marry. Or older boys looking for someone. I think you’ll like being married. Find a man to love, one who loves you, and be happy.”

This wasn’t unusual in the swamp, marrying for love, but it also wasn’t the only way things were done. I had to smile as I thought about it. Sometimes parents married their children off to gain access to better trapping or to farmland. Grazing land was hard to find in the swamp, and those who owned any were powerful. But on this subject I knew I would always be like my parents, thinking that marriage had to include love and romance.

Princess and Cree had married out of love, too, best friends from their childhood, so I suspected the triplets would do the same.

And wow, thinking of my triplets as husbands was the strangest thought ever. They were my friends, but somewhere in my head I also still thought of them as the little boys. Just like Cree, I didn’t want to let them grow up, especially if that meant they would marry and not be my friends anymore.

I felt bad for the boys that day. It seemed nobody wanted to see them grow into men. And yet, whether we wanted that or not, they were already nearly there, much closer to men than boys. And that would change everything.
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Chapter Three
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“SHEILA,” MONTAGUE SAID as I stepped off my dad’s raft at the dock. “I almost missed you. I’m about to leave.”

He stood on his raft, the one he and Pierre usually took trading, with four large crates piled at his side. The pole was in his hand, and he had the end of the rope in other his hand, ready to shove off.

“Can I join you?” I asked. I had come because I was bored. I had been thinking about what my mom had said, and now I just wanted to see the triplets and have them be boys. I had this strange idea that they would grow up if I was gone too long, and they would get married and leave me all alone. I wasn’t ready for that. “Where are you going?”

He laughed. “You can join me. But shouldn’t you have asked where I was going first?”

“Is Pierre going with you? Or Remy?”

“No, neither one. Pierre hurt his arm, and Remy is with the animals again.”

“Augustine dropped her kid, right?”

“Twins,” Montague said. “Really cute. But the barn needed some work, and he and Cree are doing that.”

“And Pierre? He’s going to be okay?”

“He is. He and I traded twice this week, so his arms were tired. Lately he wants to do all the poling alone. Anyway, he was tired, and it didn’t take much to pull his elbow. It was swollen, so Princess told him to stay in today. He’ll mostly hold Emile and read books.”

“Still the medical books?” I asked.

“I think so. Maybe he really should be a doctor. But that means the city.”

Montague stuck out his tongue, and I climbed onto the raft and sat down. I waved to my dad, who was going to see Cree about something and then probably help with the barn, and we started up the river.

“Up,” I said. “Where are we going?”

“Deliveries,” Montague said.

“What? You said you just went trading. What are you delivering?”

“Just wait,” he said, his eyes sparkling.

It didn’t take long for us to get to a tributary I’d never seen before. He made a couple turns, and he shot through a bog at one point, which turned me around entirely. I had no idea where we were.

“Are you making this up as you go?” I asked, sitting cross-legged next to the smallest crate. He laughed.

“Nope, although out here it’s shallow, so things shift all the time. Cree found this years ago, one of the first areas he ever travelled. And this is one of the reasons he and Princess felt so alone on the river. Almost nobody lives out here.”

I watched the landscape pass, giant tree roots like spider legs along the edges, moss hanging low, the canopy overhead so dense that crickets and tree frogs chirped in the foliage, unsure if it was day or nighttime.

“This is creepy,” I said.

“It is,” he agreed. “Look ahead.”

I did, and we came upon a tiny shack. Out front floated a tiny dock with a tiny raft attached. I half expected a family of muskrats to live here. “Are there people small enough for this?”

He laughed again. “It looks bigger when we get there, but not much. Josephin lives here. She’s a nice old lady.”

Montague pulled up and tied off, calling in a singsong voice when he did. He had a nice voice. The front door opened, and a tiny lady exited. She had white hair and wrinkled skin, but her eyes twinkled when she saw Montague. She was the smallest lady I’d ever seen.

“Josephin,” he said. “How are you?”

“Good, good,” she said, toddling forward on a cane. “And what do you have today?”

Montague rummaged through the boxes and brought out a pile of Princess’s flapjacks, a jar of my mom’s cranberry jam, and something fabric. He also handed her a small bag of rice and another of salt pork.

“Do you have anything for me?” he asked. She held the jar of jam against her chest and smiled at him.

“Of course I do,” she said, and she turned to the house and nodded. He seemed to know what she meant, walking to the edge of the house and bending down.

“Sheila, can you bring me that smallest crate?”

I looked at the crate and realized it was filled with dirt and then covered in a square of linen. I had no idea what we were doing with a crate of dirt. However, I lifted it and carried it to his side, and he grabbed a small trowel off the ground and started to dig.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Seed potatoes,” he said. “And it looks like... Josephin, what is this?”

“Rosemary. Good for medicine. And take the flowers. They make the best tea.”

Under Josephin’s watchful eye we dug up everything alongside the house and carefully planted it in the crate. Then Montague carefully covered it with the light fabric and hoisted it to his hip.

“I’ll bring you more next time,” he said. “This should cover several visits. You’ve been busy.”

“The Good Lord grows things, not me,” she said with a shrug. “How are Princess and those babies?”

“Good,” Montague said. “Next time they’ll come and visit, I promise.”

“It’s okay,” Josephin said. “I stay busy here. Patches keeps me company. And you have company today.”

“This is Sheila,” he said. The woman laughed.

“Ah, you’re the Sheila. Very nice to meet you, sweetie. You take care of my boys now.”

I simply nodded, not sure what I was seeing. I honestly didn’t realize my triplets had a life I hadn’t heard about. But clearly visiting this old lady was normal.

We put the crate on the raft, waved to the old lady, and started forward, deeper into the bogs. We were far from the river at this point. The water was only inches deep, and it seemed to go on forever, broken by gnarled trees and tall grasses.

“Patches is a cat,” Montague said. “Josephin lost her husband five years ago. I don’t know how she survives out here. Cree brings her things all the time, and Princess brings the babies and visits so she won’t be so lonely. They’re a little too good to be true sometimes. You know how hard that is? Being raised by perfect people?”

He groaned the words, but his eyes also sparkled, because he had a lot of respect for his family.

“I had no idea you all visited people out here. How do you find time to do that?”

“We’re not that busy,” he said, looking baffled. “It’s just something we do. We have for a long time. Wait until you meet the next one. I think he and Josephin ought to get together. The last one, though...” He frowned. “You’ll see about the last one. I don’t know how I feel about that one.”

The next stop was the house of a very old man who indeed looked like he would make a good match for Josephin. His name was Rafe, and he spoke with a deep swamp accent, since most of the original residents had been foreigners hiding from trouble generations ago. He had a full head of steel gray hair and dark eyes, and he traded Montague some nets for supplies. The man’s hands were twisted with age, but he said he hand wove the nets and would until his dying day, his hands be damned.

When we got back onto the bog, Montague looked around.

“Problem?” I asked.

“Not sure. Things change out here. Last time Cree was with me. And before that, Princess. She lets me pole the raft so she can hold onto the kids, but she feeds me directions. I think it’s that way.”

We poled a long time. Then Montague stopped, tied the raft to a tree, and sat down on it.

“Sorry,” he said. “I need a break. And I’m afraid I’m lost. This is not a good place to be lost. This is deep bog, and it’s not seen a lot of humans. Usually the water is filled with leeches, and gators hide in the foliage, and I’ve seen bobcats in the trees. Cree suggested I do this with him today, but I wanted to prove I could do it. I want to lighten his load.”

“Is Cree okay?” I asked. “You’ve been extra worried about him.”

Montague ran his hand across the back of his neck, dislodging several flies as he did. This area was sticky with still, stagnant air, and the bugs were thick. I had pulled my legs in so my skirt covered them, and my hair covered my neck, but they were getting into my eyes. I desperately wanted to be out of here.

“He seems tired lately,” Montague said. “He goes to bed earlier than normal, sometimes before Princess and the babies. That’s not like him. He never used to go to bed alone. I don’t know what it is, but it has me worried. And I wonder if that isn’t part of Pierre’s sudden study of the medical books. What happens if Cree is sick? What would we do without him? I gripe about him, but this is Cree...” He almost sobbed the last part, taking a deep breath to calm himself. I put my hand on his arm, which was warm and damp with sweat and coated with small red bug bites.

In a moment he shook his head. “We need to get out of here.”

He stood and looked around, and then he stepped off the raft onto a large network of roots at the base of an ancient tree. Gazing up, he moved around the tree and started to climb.

Montague was a good climber. So was I, but I didn’t follow, instead watching him get higher than I’d ever seen any of the boys go before. I was actually afraid for him.

“Do you see anything?” I called.

“No,” he said. “We need to get home. This is not a good place to get stuck. We didn’t even bring supplies.”

He climbed back down and stood on the raft, looking around in frustration. “If we don’t come back, Cree will look for us. That can’t happen. If he’s working too hard, the last thing he needs is to come looking for us in the dark. And he’ll do it. He loses all sense when he thinks someone is in danger.”

He looked angry, and he spun in a slow circle twice. From here it was even hard to tell where the sun was, everything bathed in shadow from the heavy foliage cover.

“It’s kind of pretty,” I said. “I can’t breathe, and when I do I’m breathing more bugs than air, but look at it. It’s beautiful. So, who were we going to see?”

“Oh,” he said. He frowned. “Ah, a little family. I don’t know their story. They haven’t been here long. They don’t say much. Two adults and two kids, only the adults aren’t really adults, I don’t think. Princess thinks they ran away from mean parents. She has giant eyes, and every time you move she cringes. He’s protective of her, always standing in front of her and looking around for danger. He can’t be older than I am. She’s maybe younger. And they have two little kids, really little. One was new the last time we visited. Princess told her to come out for help when she had that baby, but she didn’t. He delivered them, I guess, or she did it alone. I don’t know. Part of me always wants to drag them out. Their house is shabby, the worst I’ve seen. Holes in the roof, broken windows... Bugs are everywhere out here. They get everything from the swamp, so Cree thinks they might be native. They were raised out here and then ran away.”

“And Cree and Princess leave them out here?”

“They want to stay,” Montague said with a shrug. “People wanted Cree and Princess to leave, too. They were young, and they were alone, and they had three babies to take care of. Princess’s papa tried to take her away all the time, but this is their home. This is the only place they’d ever be happy.”

“So you think this couple out here is happy?” I asked.

“Hard to say. They love Princess and her kids. I mean, Jean-Raul smiles and holds Gen, and Eudora lets Princess help her with chores. They’re more nervous around Cree. They seem fine with my brothers and me, like they don’t see us as a threat. I don’t know, maybe they think we’re babies, too, since that’s how Cree treats us.”

I almost laughed. He complained about Cree, but he was also worried to death over him. I hoped Cree was okay. But I got a sick feeling in my stomach, because it was true that Cree didn’t go to bed alone. He always took Princess. No couple loved each other more, and I had learned a lot about the adult world asking my parents about Cree and Princess, who were strangely intimate all the time. She never stopped touching him, and he never stopped smiling at her.

“So,” he finally said. “We’re getting out of here. I think we came from that way, so we’ll go back that way.”

I thought we’d come from another direction, but I was known for being lost and capsizing rafts, so I kept my mouth closed. A lot more time passed, and poor Montague’s skin bled from tiny bites, and then a shack came into view. Montague groaned.

“We should be home by now,” he grumbled. “Instead, we just found Jean-Raul and Eudora’s house. Well, let’s finish up.”

Montague tied up the raft, and a deafening roar split the air. Montague pushed me down, and he fell after me, both of us hitting the stagnant water with a splash. The water was barely two feet deep here, and I instantly pushed up and swept my hair out of my eyes. Montague was rising, too, but he had blood on his arm.

“Jean-Raul,” he called, shaking his head. “It’s Montague. Stop shooting.”

Something rustled nearby, and a young man’s head popped out of the bushes. The boy’s eyes widened with surprise and distress, and he tossed the gun to the ground and ran forward.

“Montague,” he said, his voice frantic. “I didn’t mean that. He was here, so close, and I thought you were him, that he figured it out. He’s going to come back for her. Are you hurt?”

Montague stood and then wavered, placing his hand over the blood on his other arm. The blood mixed with swamp water and washed down his arm. “You shot at us?”

“Let’s see,” I said. I was the oldest one here, and I was confused and scared and zinging with a lot of anger because of the fear, so I shoved Jean-Raul aside and pried Montague’s fingers off his arm. He had several small wounds, and when I pushed on the area, he yelped. I turned his arm and grimaced. I didn’t know anything about guns, really. Dad had one in case gators got too close. Everyone had one in case gators got too close. Sometimes men used them to hunt deer or shoot a bobcat. But I did know that if a bullet went in, it needed to come out. This was buckshot, and at least five bits of it were lodged in Montague’s skin.

“We need to get this out,” I said. 

“He’s coming back,” Jean-Raul said. “You can’t be here when he gets back. The only thing to do is kill him.”

“Who?” Montague asked, pushing my hand away and placing his own over the wounds again.

“Her papa. He said he’d kill us. Both of us. And he might. He was here yesterday. He was in the back bog, and I guess he never spotted the house, but he was close, yelling out threats. Eudora had to keep the babies silent, or he’d have found us. He’ll be back. For him to get this close means someone told him we were here. I need to get us out, but I don’t know where to go.”
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