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Chapter One
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LIFE DOESN’T ALWAYS go like we plan. If someone had told me when I was ten years old that one day I would ride a raft, run barefoot through a bog, dress a pig, chase a cow through a river, or fall in love with a swamp rat, I would have laughed.

I’m really, really glad life doesn’t always go like we plan. I’d have missed all the best things to happen to me.

“You’re sure,” I whispered to Charles as we watched a man put our belongings on a raft. Our life had been filled with changes for the past few weeks, most of them horrible, but something about this one was different. A father in jail was one thing. A mother who’d overdosed on sleeping pills, either by accident or on purpose, was another thing. Losing our home, our friends... Somehow those seemed to go with the territory. But this, standing on a rickety dock facing a man on a rickety raft, about to leave everything we knew, felt a little bit crazy.

“It’s an adventure, Natalie,” Charles said with a sickly smile. As children, before he had gone away to university, we had played in the neighborhood, and both of us had invented adventures. However, this was the first time either of us had honestly attempted a real adventure. It was scarier than I’d ever imagined.

“Okay,” I said. I swallowed, and when the man on the raft offered his hand to help me onto his raft, I accepted and carefully stepped down. The raft bobbed in the water, and I held my breath, but when I sat beside our single crate of belongings, I didn’t get wet and didn’t fall. Charles sat at my side, and the man pushed off the dock with a pole and started us down the river to look for a relative we didn’t know with only a name to go by.

“I can take you to the first post,” the man said with a nod as the raft drifted past the wooded shoreline. Quickly the geography was changing, with large trees, heavy underbrush, and strange birds I’d never seen before.  The air grew humid, puffs of mist hanging over the quiet river here and there. We were only an hour out of the city, but this was a different world. “There you can ask around. Don’t know if you can find your aunt or not. Depends what kind of lady she is. A lot of folk go deep and never come out. You know anything about her?”

“Father said she once had cows,” Charles said. He winced, hating to admit that anyone in our family had ever worked in agriculture. “She loved her cows.”

The man grinned, because it was clear from his voice that Charles himself held no love for cows.

“Around here, cows means a person has wealth,” the man said. He had told us his name, but he spoke with a strange accent, and I hadn’t quite caught it. Again, this was another world, and I’d had no idea until a few days ago that it even existed. “That will make her easier to find. A woman with cows. Older woman?”

“She would be in her forties,” Charles said. “Father said he didn’t think she had married, but he wasn’t sure of that. They hadn’t spoken in many years.”

The man grinned again. He found Charles amusing, and that made Charles scowl, which just made the old man smile more. Days ago we’d been wealthy. Our home was huge, and our lives were important, at least my mother felt our life was important. Now a man in ragged shorts and no shirt, a man with no shoes, was amused with us. 

The first trading post turned out to be nearly a whole day down the river, along some tributary far from the main river. I was lost, but the man poling the raft seemed to know what he was doing, so I simply watched the shoreline pass, fascinated by everything I saw. The post building was small, standing on a small patch of ground with less scrub than some patches of ground, and many people had set up rickety tables outside to sell wares. I stared, because the people looked completely unlike Charles and me. Their faces were darkened from the sun. The women wore ragged dresses that barely reached their knees, some without sleeves. The men wore shorts, and very few wore anything else. Not one soul wore shoes. 

In the city, Charles and I stood out in the crowd because of our dress, only that was in a good way. We were wealthy and privileged. Here, we stood out more, but it didn’t feel good. I felt like an outsider. And, since Father was in jail and Mother was gone, we were most definitely outsiders in our world. We were outsiders everywhere. Here it was just more obvious than at home.

The man docked his raft and stood on the dock with his hand out. I hesitated, not sure what would happen once I stepped off. This man had helped us for coins. Surely someone else here would do the same. Could any of these ragged people be trusted? Would someone take our coins and abandon us? I’d seen gators along the way, and I’d seen miles of empty land. We could easily disappear in the swamp, and nobody would ever be the wiser.

The man patiently stood on the dock, his hand outstretched, and I took it and stepped out, my ankles bobbling on the floating boards below. The man tightened his grip until I found my feet, and then he let go and reached for Charles. Charles didn’t take the man’s hand, although he almost fell trying to avoid it. The look on Charles’ face said he felt he had been betrayed, that he thought this man had brought him to a terrible place on purpose. The man then retrieved our crate, and he carried it to the shore and set it on the damp ground.

“I suggest you visit the trade master,” the man said. “Name of Yvon. He can point you to a guide. Maybe he even knows your aunt, although that would surprise me. The delta’s bigger than you realize. Yvon can help you trade for clothes. You don’t want to be looking dressed like that. Folks out here don’t all like the city dwellers. If your aunt is deep bog, you’re going to need help finding her, and that means you have to look like you belong out in the bogs.”

With that the man tipped his head, returned to his raft, and set off the way he had come. I watched his muscles bunch and stretch as he poled across the lazy current and out of sight around a bend.

“Well,” Charles said, clearing his throat. He looked scared. That made me feel better, knowing I wasn’t the only one, but he hated to be scared, so he replaced that look with a frown. I was sure his angry frown was not the way to find help, and we needed help. I knew that killed my brother, to need help from people he considered so much lower than himself.

And I hated that he thought like that. I hated that I was thinking similar things. Mother had died to let Father know she didn’t want to live in the world of poverty and sullied reputations, and I didn’t want to think I was almost as snobbish as she had been. I was going to be better, kind and friendly.

People watched us walk up the hill to the small building. I tried to look straight ahead, my chin high, but I was too curious to keep that up. Eventually I slowed down and looked over the tables. Someone close sold wire boxes that had no meaning to me. Next to that, someone sold fabric and needles and thread. I stopped and ran my hand over the fabric. It was light and soft, good for the hot, damp air here. The fabric came in many muted colors, most with small designs.

“It’s lovely,” I said to the shop owner, a young woman with a child on her hip who smiled at me. I gestured at my gown. “And much more practical than this.”

The woman smiled again, and Charles nudged me to continue forward. We passed a tent with wood furniture inside as well as a table of knives, bows, and rifles. I wanted to stop, and I smiled at the shop owners, but Charles scowled at everyone and made sure we continued forward as fast as possible.

In the building we found a small auction going on. Several people were bidding on three large pigs. An old man stood in the middle, a paper and pencil in hand, and I suspected he was Yvon, the owner of this post. I backed to the wall to wait and watch, and Charles placed our crate on the ground and glowered at everyone who looked our way.

“Charles,” I scolded. “You want to ask these people for help. Glaring at them won’t help us.”

“We don’t belong here,” Charles said. “These people will know nothing. That man took us to the wrong place.”

I looked around. It seemed to me these people knew everything. This was their world, and they quite easily lived within it. We were the ones who knew nothing.

“Look,” I said to distract him, pointing to a wide board covered with papers. I read over the pages, most in nearly illegible script, and realized this world was more complex than I’d imagined. On the wall some people had posted land for sale. Some had listed hay or animals for sale. Some had posted warnings, spots where the river was filled with debris, places where trees had fallen across the water. A few marked homes ready for squatters, although I wasn’t sure what that meant. Furniture makers, trap makers, traders, and one healer had posts about their services and wares. “It’s like their newspaper,” I said. 

Charles read the pages, still frowning. “Squatting?”

“What does that mean?” I asked. He said it like it was a criminal activity.

“If a person lives in an abandoned place long enough, he can make it his own, I think,” he said. “Why would a person put up a note for a house like that? What are these people?”

I cringed. This was cold Charles, the one who had returned from school too wise and sophisticated to romp in the yard, too educated to talk with the servant children. I wondered when he would realize that after our father had ended up in jail, the servants had all found work elsewhere, that their families were currently doing better than we were. His belief that he was better than any of these people could only get us into trouble.

When the auction was over, Charles approached the owner and told him what we were looking for. The man looked us over, head to toe, appearing amused by our clothing and maybe by our request.

“Perhaps we need to begin by purchasing new clothes,” I said when the long silence grew awkward. 

“Some will trade your outfits for new,” Yvon said. Like many people here, he had a strange accent, but he was easy enough to understand. The accent simply stressed how different this world was from our own.

“Natalie,” Charles warned. Clearly he didn’t want to lose his clothing or dress like the men here. And since the men here wore very little, I could understand that. I would be comfortable in the soft, short dresses. But Charles would never be able to wander around without a shirt.

“Ah,” Yvon said, looking behind us. “Here is Ambrosia. She will help you with clothing. I will look for a guide. I have an idea, if he is still around...” The man wandered off, and I turned to a woman standing in the doorway. She looked at my dress and smiled.

“You wish to trade,” she said hopefully. “I can make many items from your gown.”

I cringed, imagining my dress cut into many items, but it couldn’t be helped. We had to fit in if we expected people to help us. We couldn’t fail here, because we had no world to return to. My father had loved being rich and powerful, but he’d made few true friends that way. When he’d been arrested for defrauding his customers, all those people he’d slighted along the way had turned their backs on us, and frankly we’d deserved it. 

“Yes. I need a few dresses like yours,” I said.

It took little time for me to trade all my clothing for new dresses. I slipped into a pale blue one, which looked good with my dark blond hair and light blue eyes. Ambrosia let down my hair and bound it in a loose ponytail low on my head, and she stepped back and smiled at me.

“Perfect,” she said. “You will make a good swamp wife one day. You have the feet for it.”

I looked down at my feet, pale and vulnerable, and wondered what made a good swamp wife foot. I hated to part with my shoes, but I could tell they weren’t going to help me walk through the brush and the mud. However, I couldn’t imagine my bare feet would do better.

“I think,” the woman said, gazing at my toes, “you need slippers for now. But not for long. You’ll be strong before long.”

She found a pair of light leather shoes, possibly made from gator skin. They fit well, and I wriggled my toes and laughed. I liked them.

Charles was more difficult to dress. He felt his wool had more value than it did, but wool was too warm here, so Ambrosia had less use for it. He also insisted on a shirt. Ambrosia gazed at his pale chest and grinned, which made Charles turn red with embarrassment, because the men here, young and old, were all stronger than Charles was. He looked skinny and sickly, like a man who needed sunshine. Ambrosia seemed to agree, because she found him several shirts. He refused to part with his shoes, and he wore his leather loafers and wool socks with his shorts. I tried hard not to giggle at him, some odd combination of city and swamp.

When we finished, I realized Yvon and another man stood behind us, watching Charles’ humiliation. The man’s eyes sparkled with amusement. He was young, maybe only a teenager like I was, but his body was firm, his chest broad and muscled, his arms thick. A long cat slept around his neck, and as he watched us he absently stroked her tail, which curled around his collar bone. His hair was like mine, dark blond, but it waved around his head, much longer than a man would wear his hair in the city. His eyes were deep and sad, like they had seen more than this young man could bear. Even the amusement couldn’t shut out the sadness.

“Ah,” Yvon said. He smiled and looked us over. “Now you belong.” He raised his eyebrows at Charles when he said it, but he didn’t comment on my brother’s strange combination of clothing. “I found you a guide. Remy was born here, and he knows the area. He hasn’t heard of your aunt, but he knows how to look for someone. If she’s in this part of the delta, he’ll find her for you.”

“And if she’s not in this part of the delta?” Charles asked. “What do we do then?”

“I can take you to another post,” Remy said. He had a deeper voice than I expected, and he stroked his cat again. “Or I can take you to the north or west myself. I don’t have any place to be right now. Can’t guarantee she’s here. People leave the swamp all the time. But if she has cows... That will make her easier to find.”

“And what will this cost us?” Charles asked. He spit the words, like he felt it was cruel for this man to charge us to take us across the delta. I wanted to step on Charles’s toes. He needed to change his attitude before these people fed us to the alligators.

Remy tilted his head. “Not sure. I haven’t done this before.”

Yvon named a price, and Charles nodded. Remy looked surprised, and I wondered if the price was more or less than he expected. But he nodded, too, and coins changed hands, and Remy led us outside.

“Anything you need before we go?” Remy asked. I looked at the tables and then back at the boy.

“We have no idea,” I said. I could feel Charles boring an angry hole in my back with his eyes. The first rule of business, he always said, was not to admit weakness. Here in the swamp, we were the weakest people around. “We have nothing but the clothing in this crate. We’ve never spent a night in a swamp. What will we eat? Where will we sleep? I assume we won’t find our aunt in an afternoon.”

Remy smiled at that. His smile was bright, his eyes sparkling. Instantly I liked him. I felt like he wouldn’t hurt us. He wouldn’t feed us to gators or leave us to die. “Ah. Let me round up supplies, then. Do you still have coins?”

The question surprised me, but maybe it shouldn’t have. He seemed to realize we were in trouble. But really, who would come here in the wrong clothes and ask for a guide if he had any other options? Who showed up in the swamp in woolen clothing looking for an aunt they’d never even heard of until three days ago? It didn’t take a genius to realize we were in trouble.

“We do,” Charles said tightly. I wondered if Charles was lying. I had no idea what we had left.

“You need blankets,” Remy said. “I’ll deal with food for us, but you need your own blankets. If you can get those, it will help. Wait.” Remy held out his hand. “Let me see your coins.”

Charles stepped back. “Why?”

Remy smiled again. “You have city coin, right? That’s what you just gave me. You need something else. One city coin goes far here. A blanket costs less than one of your coins. You might need to trade some coins.”

Charles narrowed his eyes. “And I can trust you?”

“I’m all you have,” Remy said. He didn’t look offended by the words. I was offended by the words, but Remy simply smiled. “Make sure you get a variety of coins. And then grab a piece or two of penny candy from Yvon’s wife before we go. She makes the best penny candy.”

Remy walked away from us, and I watched him disappear among the people at the tables.

“He didn’t tell us where to meet him,” Charles said. “He didn’t tell us anything. I wonder if he’s a guide at all or if he simply means to rob us. We could look for another.”

I sighed. “We should do what he said. I don’t know how long he’ll want to wait for us.”

“We paid him plenty of coins,” Charles said. “He can wait as long as we ask him to wait.”

Charles tugged at his shirt and headed into the rows of tables, asking around until he found someone to change his coins, after which we bought blankets, small pillows, and penny candy. Charles didn’t want to give me a coin for that, but I begged, and he rolled his eyes at me and put a tiny coin in my hand. Sometimes the brother I’d loved as a child was still in there, and as we sucked on our candies, I felt he was sitting at my side again. It gave me hope.

“I wonder what he plans to feed us,” Charles said as he watched someone at a nearby table sell crabs and crayfish. “We don’t belong here, Natalie. I can’t imagine us finding Auntie here. And even if we do, what kind of life will she have for us? Their houses are tiny shacks, falling down in the weather. They have no roads, only this overgrown river. This isn’t the life we need.”

“But the life we need is gone,” I said. “Mother and Father are gone. If we don’t find Auntie, then we have nothing. What will we do, Charles?”

I hadn’t meant to get teary. I missed my parents, and yet I hadn’t been close to them. I missed the security they represented more than the people they were. I had played with the servant children in my youth, so I knew families could be warm and comforting, even families with no money. My family had wealth and status, but we had no warmth. I knew my childhood friends would have mourned the loss of their poor servant parents much more than I mourned the loss of my wealthy, important parents, and I felt guilty about that.

“Are you ready?” Remy’s voice said from behind us. We were sitting on a giant tree root, and I jumped, startled, and turned to find him smiling at me. Charles, also startled, glared at him.

“We are,” I said. I took a deep breath, still thinking about my parents and my life and how terrified I was if this didn’t work out. What if my aunt was long dead or simply didn’t want us around? There had to be some reason Father hadn’t ever mentioned his sister until he’d been convicted of a crime and knew his children were about to be alone in the world. I pasted on a smile. “I think we are.”

Remy’s face softened. “It’s okay, Natale. We’ll find her.”

“Natalie,” Charles corrected. “Her name is Natalie.”

Remy licked his lips and tried to say my name as Charles did, but he kept ending up with a variation said in his strange river accent.

“It’s fine,” I said. “I like it your way.”

Remy smiled at this, and Charles glared, and I followed Remy to a raft at the end of the third dock. It was large enough for the three of us as well as three crates. The cat jumped off Remy’s neck and settled in the top of the smaller crate, curling into a blanket. Remy reached for our crate, and he positioned it with the others as though the positioning mattered.

“I asked around,” Remy said. “This area hasn’t many cattle owners. I don’t know if we’re looking for milking or meat cows, but I think I know where to start. Getting there will take us almost to nightfall. Keep your feet on the raft and not in the water. Ah, if you need to stop, let me know.”

He gestured for us to sit, and I curled my legs into my short skirt, although my feet and lower legs were exposed. Charles shucked off his shoes and piled them on top of our crate. The air was hot and sticky with little breeze, and bugs buzzed around us, but once we started to move it felt cooler and drier.

For the first hour Remy said nothing. We also said nothing. The cat daintily stepped out of its crate and rubbed against my side, finally climbing into my lap and curling up to sleep. I wasn’t sure what to do about that. I had never been close to a cat, and I didn’t want to get bitten or scratched, so I simply sat very still and tried not to antagonize it.

“She won’t hurt you,” Remy said with a grin a while later. I looked up and found him gazing down at me, his eyes alight. “Her name is Zella, and she won’t hurt you. You’ve never had a cat before?”

“I’ve never touched a cat before,” I admitted.

“Run your hand down her back,” he said. “She’s soft.”

“Will she bite me?”

Remy laughed. “No. Try it.”

I ran my hand down the sleeping cat’s back, and the cat lifted its head and simply stared at me. I had no idea what to make of that look. Then it started to purr. I’d never heard a purr, but I was sure that strange, vibrating noise was a purr.

“What’s it doing?” I asked. “Is she angry?”

“No. She does that when she’s happy.”

“She travels with you?” I asked. Remy looked across the water, his face suddenly closed.

“She does,” he said shortly, and the conversation was over. He returned his focus to the river, and I stroked the cat and then simply let it sleep in my lap. The warm weight was more comforting than I expected.

Remy’s short answer made me wonder about him, because thinking about him was less painful than thinking about myself. I was tired of Charles and me, our situation, our losses, our fears. Remy was unknown. He wasn’t much older than I was, but instead of living with his family, he was taking people down the river with a cat. Would he go home after this? Did he live in one of the tiny, broken-down shacks with a family? Was he alone? Why did a question about his cat make him stop talking to us? He had said he hadn’t done this before, but I wasn’t sure what he hadn’t done. Been a guide? Looked for a missing person? Remy was a mystery, and I needed a mystery right now.

“Are there roads?” Charles asked after a long silence. Remy glanced down at us.

“Not many. They flood. We travel by water, either the tributaries or the bogs.”

“The bogs?” I asked. “What are bogs?”

Remy pointed. “See the water out there? Around the river are pits of water, all loosely connected. Grasses and spots of high ground separate them. In times of drought, they’re individual ponds. When the river is high, like it is now, they blend in with the river itself, and a raft can travel both bogs and rivers.”

“In drought, then, nobody can go anywhere,” Charles said. “Right?”

“Right,” Remy said. “We had a long drought a year ago, and it was hard. We handle floods better than droughts. Right now, the river is normal.”

“Will we have to travel bogs?” I asked.

“I assume so,” Remy said with a shrug, like this was no problem. To me it sounded difficult and a little bit scary. “A lot of people live deep in the bogs. But cows need land, so we’ll find your aunt on high ground. The closest high ground I know is this way. I know there are cattle out this way, too, but I don’t know any of the owners.”

We fell silent again. The landscape fascinated me, because we weren’t far from the city, but nothing here looked anything like our city. Trees let in very little sun, and plants grew everywhere. I asked Remy about the sounds, and he said mostly we heard crickets and tree frogs.

“In the deepest bogs, where there’s no sunlight, fireflies light day and night,” he said. “And of course the crickets there are so loud it’s hard to hear yourself think.”

We passed alligators, most basking in the tall grasses at the edge of the river. Some were in the shallow water, only their eyes and snouts visible. I pulled my legs close, feeling exposed here, and I noticed Remy grin at me. He found Charles and me entertaining. That should have made me angry. It certainly made Charles angry. However, I only found myself amused as well, knowing this boy who had nothing but shorts, a raft, and a cat found me silly and ignorant. Mother would have fainted dead away to see us now. She wouldn’t have let me talk to Remy, let alone sit on his raft. In fact, without his shirt, Remy wasn’t even allowed in my line of sight.

Personally, I didn’t mind the lack of shirt. And I wondered over and over why Charles without a shirt looked so lacking and Remy looked so beautiful.

Remy pushed the raft to the edge of the wide, slow river and bumped into a giant root. He tied the raft to it and reached out for Zella, who climbed to his shoulders and stretched across the back of his neck.

“We need a break,” he said. He pointed. “You can go out there, but watch the plants around you. Find a spot without much growing. City people can be allergic to things out here. I’ll get us something to eat.”

I hadn’t noticed my hunger until he said it. I figured out how to bathroom here in the wild, and I returned to find chunks of bread and cheese laid out on a smooth root. Zella was gone, and Remy said she had gone after a lizard.

“I’ve never seen her catch one, but she keeps trying,” he said.

Charles warily eyed the food and then ate every bite. For the past couple days we’d eaten little, saving our coins because we didn’t know where our next coins would come from. When Father had been arrested, everything we owned had been taken from us. I was hungry, too, and Remy watched us stuff ourselves with more amusement.

“How did you end up here on the river?” he asked when we finally slowed down our eating. “I know you’re looking for someone, but why now?”

Charles glared at him. “Our purpose is our business.”

Remy smiled at that. “Fair enough. We’ll get to the high ground by nightfall, I think. The current here is faster than I’d heard, so I’m not moving as fast as I’d hoped. We’ll bed down out here and talk to people in the morning.”

“We’ll sleep out here?” Charles asked. He looked around, his eyes narrowed. “Is it safe?”

Remy shrugged. “Safe enough. We’ll build a fire. I’ll watch for us. The big fear at night is bobcats, but they don’t usually go after adults. They prefer smaller prey. We might hear wolves or coyotes, but they won’t bother us.”

“The alligators,” I said. “They’re dangerous, right?”

Remy’s face hardened. “They are. People are hurt all the time by alligators. People are killed. I’ll keep you safe. I promise that.”

I’d noticed the long firearm on the raft, and I wondered if that was what he meant. How far would he go to keep us safe? Did a guide on the river usually need a gun, or was that just a precaution?

“I hope...” I stopped, not sure what I meant to say. Charles didn’t want to talk about our reason for being here, but I wanted Remy to know. He understood this world. If we let him, he could truly help us. It was stupid for us to act like we knew anything about this journey, because we had little more than a name and the word cows.

Remy raised his eyebrows, gesturing for me to continue.

“Auntie Babine might not know us. She might not believe us. She might not want us to, ah, visit her. I hope she’s happy when we arrive.”

Remy said nothing for a long moment. “You have no other place to go.”

“We’re fine,” Charles said. “We’ll be fine.”

“No,” I said. “No, we have no other place to go.”

“Your family?” Remy asked.

“Mother died,” I said. Charles grabbed my arm and squeezed to shut me up, but I kept talking. “Father cheated people. He had money, and he was important, but that was a lie. He cheated to become wealthy. He’ll be in jail for many years, and everything we had went to pay back what he took.”

Remy nodded. “I’m sorry. We’ll find her. And if she doesn’t want you, we’ll find something. I won’t leave you out here for gators.”

“For a price,” Charles said, his voice dripping with venom. I had no idea why he hated Remy. Maybe he just hated the situation, and Remy was an easy target.

“Would a guide in the city help you for free?” Remy asked. “Guides don’t buy food or need supplies?”

Charles simply glared at him. “We know nothing of this world. You could easily cheat us.”

Remy smiled. “The way your papa cheated? I won’t. I’m not wealthy or important. I have nothing to gain by cheating you. But I do need to eat, and I do need supplies. If I tie myself to you, it’s not wrong to ask that we help one another.”

Charles softened at that. “I had no idea who he was. I didn’t want to believe for the longest time. But it was true.”

Remy said nothing to this, finishing his bread. “We should get back on the river, get as far as we can in the daylight. Night falls early under the trees.”

He called Zella, and she ran back to the raft and jumped aboard, again curling up in her crate. Remy stretched his arms and shoved off the edge, and I watched him steer the raft. His motions were elegant, his arms moving slowly as he found a spot on the bottom and gently pushed with his entire body. His legs were spread, the muscles of his thighs thick and firm as they helped to guide him. Poling the raft looked like a slow, gentle dance, and yet I knew it was a dance filled with power as he moved us against the current of a wide, mighty river.

I realized I didn’t care how long this search took, as long as I could watch Remy raft and let the sight distract me from all the scary things in my life.
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Chapter Two
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“I’M SORRY,” REMY SAID as we sat at a fire. The air was still and hot, the fire unwelcome to my skin but welcome to my heart, because I felt safe here. All three of us sat around it, cooking a small pot of soup, eating hard bread, and talking in quiet tones about the swamp around us. Charles asked questions about the plants and the bugs and the birds, and Remy seemed to have the answers to every one.

“For?” Charles asked.

“That you lost your mama. I lost mine, too. Don’t remember her. I suppose it’s worse if you remember.”

“She was...” I said. I shook my hands. “She wasn’t an easy mother.”

Charles let out a quiet bark of laughter. “No, she wasn’t. The doctor suggested she died just to spite Father, to let him know that she was very disappointed in him. She was disappointed in everything.”

“So you don’t miss her?” Remy asked.

“I do,” I said. “But maybe I miss our life more than the people in it. Do you miss yours?”

Remy hesitated, and I wondered if he would answer. “No. I suppose I don’t. I wonder sometimes what she was like. But I don’t think it’s right to say I miss her.”

“So you were young,” Charles said. Remy nodded, his eyes dark in the firelight. 

“I doubt we’ll find your aunt tomorrow,” Remy said, changing the subject. “I’ve not heard of a woman who owns cows nearby. Do you know if she’s married?”

“We don’t,” I said. “We don’t know anything. I didn’t know we had an aunt until Father was found guilty and he realized we were about to be homeless.”

“Then she doesn’t know you, either,” Remy said.

“No,” Charles said. “This might be for naught, but what else could we do?”

“We’ll find something,” Remy said. I thought about the shacks I’d seen out here, the outhouses, the rickety docks. I suspected nothing out here would ever feel like home. I didn’t want to be dirty and damp all the time. Dressing like a swamp person was fine for a few days, but I didn’t want to live like this forever. I’d told myself I was a fair person, not prejudiced, that I played with servant children and enjoyed it and therefore I wasn’t like my mother. But I was exactly like my mother, and I didn’t want to live out here with these swamp people. I didn’t dislike them. Remy, for instance, was one of the nicest boys I’d ever met. But that didn’t mean I wanted to stay here in his world.

We slept around the fire in blankets. I heard Zella purring, and Remy said a few quiet words to her. Charles shifted from my other side, and then his breathing relaxed. I thought I wouldn’t be able to sleep, because the ground was damp and lumpy, and tonight I missed Mother and our old life, but today had been exhausting, and I closed my eyes to darkness and opened them to the sunshine angling through the trees, low on the horizon.

Remy’s spot was empty, and Charles lay in his blanket simply staring around him.

“This is real,” he said, sounding surprised. I laughed.

“You hoped it was a dream?”

“I dreamed I was home. What a strange way to wake up after dreaming of home.”

“I haven’t dreamed of home,” I admitted. “I dream of Mother sometimes. When we were little, she was easier, wasn’t she? Warmer?”

Charles shrugged. “Maybe to you. She was never that warm with me. How long do you think our guide will drag out this search?”

“What?”

“Come on, Natalie. He told us he was taking us to visit people today even though he thinks our aunt isn’t with them. He’s going to drag this out and get as many coins from us as he can. These people are poor. They see someone rich and well dressed and can’t help themselves.”

I gaped at my brother because that was kinder than slapping him on the head. “Remy is not out to take all our coins. We don’t have that many coins. You think we are rich and they are poor, but in their world, we’re the poor ones, Charles. We have the wrong clothes. We don’t know how to pole a raft. We know nothing of cooking over a fire or trapping crabs or avoiding gators. Remy has been laughing at us this entire time.”

“I know,” Charles said bitterly. “He doesn’t know his place.”

I laughed out loud. “No, it’s the opposite. He knows his place completely. We’re the ones who know nothing.”

“They live in hovels,” Charles said. “We’ll be lucky if we don’t end up sick from living here with them.”

“We can say the same of Father now,” I said quietly. “He lives with the riff raff, too. Only maybe they’re just people, Charles. Don’t be like our parents. They were wrong. Mother chose to die rather than live with Father’s mistakes. Father gave up his freedom to look wealthy and important. Why do you want that life?”

Charles glared at me the way he’d been glaring at Remy, and I ignored him and rose, rinsing my face in the river to wake myself up. The hard part was that many of the things Charles had said were also things I’d been thinking. When I heard the words from Charles’ mouth in all their ugly darkness, I was ashamed of myself and him both.

“Careful,” Remy said, suddenly at my side. He roughly pulled me to my feet, and I shrieked, startled. Then Charles was at my side, his hand on Remy’s arm, fire in his eyes.

Remy didn’t react, simply nodding at the water, a faint smile on his lips. I turned where he nodded and saw a small alligator drifting through the grasses.

“I didn’t want her to end up gator food,” Remy said with a shrug. “But this is your trip, so carry on.”

He wandered away, and Charles simply growled after him, like it was Remy’s fault I hadn’t looked around before bending over the water.

“Charles,” I hissed. “Be nice. This is his world, and if we let him, he’ll keep us safe.”

“You say that because he wears no shirt,” Charles said. I shook my head, hoping we could find Auntie Babine quickly, because I didn’t think Charles would ever accept swamp people with any kind of kindness.

[image: image]

“HEY HO,” REMY CALLED when we found the first farm, just before midday. He pulled up to a long dock and climbed off the raft, gesturing for us to stay put. From here we could see very little, just fences up the hill along with one cow that was close to this edge of a field.

Charles ignored Remy and followed him up the hill, and I hesitated before I followed as well. I wanted to see what a farm looked like out here. I wanted to know if my aunt was here. Mostly I didn’t want to be alone on the raft.

The land opened up to a wide field dotted with cows. Bogs lined the outside edge of one fence line, but on the other sides trees grew out of dry ground. A small house stood here close to the river, as much a shack as the rest that we’d seen, although it was two stories tall. A barn and some other building stood behind the house. Except for the huge trees, it looked like farmland anywhere else.

“Can I help you?” an old man asked as he ambled out of the house. His hair was white, and he moved stiffly, stooping over with each step.

“I don’t know,” Remy said. He gestured back toward Charles and me. “We’re looking for their aunt. She might not even know she’s an aunt. All we have is her name and her age, and we think she owns cows.”

The man laughed. “Not much to go on. So, tell me what you know.”

Remy told the man, and he shook his head. 

“Not one of the farmers around here. Is she married?”

“We don’t know,” Charles said. “Our father just told us about her. We didn’t know he had a sister.”

The man nodded. “A lot of people disown their swamp relatives. We don’t quite measure up. People in the cities just don’t know a good thing when they see it.”

Charles opened his mouth like he was going to say something to that, but Remy cut in, thanking the man.

“Where is the next closest high ground for cows?” he asked as we turned to go. The man gave directions that meant nothing to me, but Remy nodded like he understood, and we headed back to the raft.

“I told you to wait,” he said, his eyes dark as we boarded. This change startled me, Remy’s simmering anger. “Some people don’t want to talk to strangers. We don’t need you getting shot.”

“So people shoot guests out here?” Charles shot angrily.

“Sometimes,” Remy said. “Like sometimes in the city they cheat one another.”

Charles clenched his fists but said nothing more, and Remy exhaled. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Recently I ran into a few dangerous men. I’m sure cities and rivers both have their share. Most people are friendly. They want to know the latest gossip, exchange a good recipe, share the location of the best crab bogs. But some don’t want to be bothered.”

Charles nodded. “We’ll be more careful.”

“Thank you,” Remy said. “The next location is fully bog, so it might not be a comfortable trip. I suggest we stick to the river today and camp again, and then tomorrow we can get into the bog and back out before dark.”

“Is it dangerous?” I asked. 

“Not dangerous,” Remy said. He frowned, looking for the word. “The bogs aren’t easy to navigate. Everything looks the same. Some of them have very little dry ground, so we might not find a place to camp. And in some spots the bugs are bad. I don’t want to sleep out there with the bugs.”

His description sounded awful, so we didn’t fight his plan to waste time today and take on the bogs in the morning.

I woke not long after the sun rose. I didn’t sleep well on the ground, damp and chilled and a little disoriented. Mother would have disowned us for this adventure. But in a way, I felt Mother had disowned us anyway. We didn’t know for sure if she had taken the sleeping medicine to sleep or to die, but Charles, Father, and I agreed that the dramatic gesture wouldn’t be beyond her.

I wondered sometimes if I was as cold as she was, as cold as my father. I’d been numb since the night men had taken Father away, unable to feel much of anything. Even here, surrounded by new sights and smells, new people, I didn’t feel any excitement. Once I’d loved to play and romp and do new things. Now I simply moved from one day to the next with little care if another day rolled around or not.

Remy sat on the raft, leaning back on his arms, his long legs stretched in front of him. Zella sat on his lap, washing her back. Remy’s face was tipped up to the sun, a single beam that shined down through the wide, heavy leaves overhead. I rose and slowly approached, not sure I should invade his moment. He looked completely at peace.

When I sat down, he turned to me with a serene smile.

“Did you sleep?” he asked.

“Some.”

He nodded. “I prefer a bed, too, but it’s been a while.”

I wanted to ask questions. The only thing I had felt in weeks was curiosity about this boy. Instead, I looked at his legs, strong and hard, and I smiled at his feet.

“What?” he asked, wiggling his toes as I looked at them.

“You have interesting feet,” I said. He laughed.

“Is that an insult?”

I giggled. “No. How do you do it? Why aren’t they cut to ribbons? How do all of you survive without shoes?”

“I’m told feet get tougher the more you walk around on them,” he said. “I grew up with a girl from the city, one who used to wear shoes. Now she walks around barefoot, too.”

“Your feet are fine,” I said. Insulting a man’s feet—Mother would do something like that. I didn’t want to be like her. “They’re nice. I’m not used to seeing naked feet. All of them look a little strange to me, even mine.”

He said nothing, pulling forward and petting Zella with one strong hand. “I won’t drag this out to take your coins.”

I cringed. “You heard him.”

“He’s not working hard to keep his feelings to himself. It’s okay. Not like I don’t know how the city folk think of us. I have a question, though. What if you find her?”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “You don’t think we’ll find her?”

“No, I’m afraid we will. Then what happens? Charles doesn’t want to live here. I don’t think you want to live here. What do you think will happen when you show up on your aunt’s dock and you hate her world?”

I cringed again. He saw things very clearly.

“I don’t hate it.”

He raised his eyebrows, not believing me.

“I don’t want to hate it,” I amended. “Charles is angry because he had plans. He was going to take Father’s business. His life was planned. This world you live in is very unlike ours.”

“I know,” he said. “So why waste the coins you have looking for a life you don’t want?”

I had no answers. Personally I hadn’t thought past finding Babine. Having family would somehow make things better, although I didn’t know how.

“I don’t know if I can live here,” I admitted. “I’m ashamed to say that. Is it all like this?”

He raised his eyebrows again. He was going to make me spell it out. 

“Little houses that, ah, look like they might fall down? Ragged clothes? We had an automobile. We had electric lights.”

Remy looked across the water. “It’s all like this, or all that I know. I haven’t been that far from home.”

“But you have a home?” I asked. This was what I wanted to talk about. I wanted to understand this boy, maybe because then I wouldn’t have to think about how much I was like my mother.

He continued stroking Zella. “I’ve been away for a while.”

That told me nothing.

“How old are you?” I asked. He quirked one lip into a half smile. 

“Seventeen. And you?”

“Sixteen,” I said. “Charles is twenty.”

He leaned forward and set Zella aside, pushing gracefully to his feet. Everything he did was graceful. Charles would kill me if I developed feelings for a swamp boy. But Remy was right, and if we found Babine, we might end up here. Eventually both of us might develop feelings for swamp people.

“Make sure your brother truly wants to find this woman,” Remy said quietly. “I don’t want to take your coins for no reason. We poor swamp people have more honor than that.”

He stepped off the raft more roughly than normal, leaving it bobbing, and I watched him disappear into the trees. Zella rubbed her head against my bare arm.

“Did I make him angry?” I asked the cat. “He has secrets. Or maybe he just doesn’t like to talk to city folk. If I were him, I probably wouldn’t like to talk to us, either. We’re not very nice, are we?”

Zella hopped off the raft, and I stood and stared at the water. A long gator stared back at me from the other shore. Not far from that, a heron picked its way through the grasses. Bugs and frogs called, filling the air with sound. I didn’t want to live in a hovel, but I didn’t mind the swamp itself. I’d never been anywhere so alive before.

Soon after Charles rose, Remy returned, handed us each a chunk of bread, and began to break down our camp. The sun was still low when he poled us back onto the river and then turned the raft to the bogs.

“Not much traffic this way,” he said after we’d sat in silence for some time. The bogs were eerie, sounds bouncing off the water in strange directions, bird calls and cricket songs filling the air. The trees filled the sky with so many branches that sunlight rarely came through.

Some bogs looked like ponds surrounded by grasses, but in some spots grass covered the entire surface, and Remy had to work hard to push through those spots, his muscles glistening with his effort. I tried not to stare at him, but I’d never seen a man work this way before. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I almost smiled at that thought. I didn’t want to be like Mother, and in this I was accomplishing my goal. Mother would be appalled to see a man unclothed and coated in sweat. She would never allow her daughter to ogle such a man or consider him beautiful.

With that in mind, I smiled and watched him all the more.

“You’re sure this is the right way?” Charles asked after a while.

“I hope so,” Remy said with a grin. “I won’t get us lost. Well, I won’t get us too lost.”

“You’ve never been here before?” Charles asked, the words cold and hard.

“Nope,” Remy said unrepentantly. “I promise not to charge you extra coins if I get us lost. Anyway, you have some things to think about.”

“Like what?” Charles spat at him.

Remy raised his eyebrows at me. He assumed that I had spoken to Charles of this morning’s conversation, but I was a coward and had said nothing.

“Apparently nothing,” Remy said, his eyes twinkling in amusement. “I think I hear something.”

All of us grew still, and Remy was right. Somewhere in the distance a cow lowed. We were heading in the right direction.

“Do you think our aunt will be here?” Charles asked.

“I don’t know,” Remy replied. “I don’t have much dealing with the cattle owners. Most are to the north. I suspect we’ll end up going north before this is over. However, I hate to skip over the closer farms in case I’m wrong. They all know one another, so we’ll just let them point the direction to the next ones, and eventually we’ll find her.”

“Unless we don’t,” Charles said. “Unless she’s not here.”

“That we can’t predict,” Remy said. He shrugged, and he looked at me. I knew what he wanted, and I took a deep breath.

“Charles,” I said. So far so good. “What happens if we find her?”

“What?” Charles asked angrily. “What do you mean?”

“If we find her, she won’t be wealthy, not the kind of wealth that matters to you. To us. All she might be able to offer is a home in the bogs. Is that our goal, to move to the bogs?”

I looked around as I asked it. I didn’t mind the river, but the bogs would take more work to get used to.

Charles’ face fell, because he, like me, hadn’t thought that far. We had simply latched onto the idea of family. “We’ll decide when we find her.”

“So it’s worth using your last coins,” Remy said quietly. “I can take you back if you want to try something else. I don’t want to take your money and leave you here if this isn’t where you want to be. Maybe there’s a plan that will use your coins better.”

Charles was angry with me. He was angry with Remy. Mostly, I knew he was angry with Father, but he didn’t want to admit that. He had idolized Father, wanted to grow up to be just like him, and he had no idea how to deal with the changes in our lives, all revolving around Father’s deceit.

“We’ll finish what we started,” Charles said angrily. “It’s not your place to decide what we need.”

Remy took a step back, nearly stepping off the edge of the raft. Then he smiled, a relaxed, serene smile that didn’t mock, simply accepted. He returned his attention to the river, and I continued to watch him.

We found three farms that afternoon, all deep in the bogs. I wondered how they got cows to market from out here, but one man said the back of his property connected to a road. None of them had heard of our aunt, although one said he thought he remembered a story of a woman who owned her own farm to the north. Remy got directions to the next set of farms, and we headed back toward the river. When we arrived, just before dark, Remy tied up the raft and dived off the edge, startling us. He shot through the water like an arrow, again beautiful as the water parted ahead of him and ran off his body.

“You’ve spent the whole day staring at him,” Charles said. “Not a good idea, Natalie. You don’t know what he wants with a girl. He’s all alone out here. Maybe he does whatever he wants. Maybe he would hurt you.”

I sighed. “Perhaps. Charles, he wasn’t wrong. If we don’t want to stay here, we shouldn’t be here. What do you think Babine can do for us?”

He watched Remy, who disappeared around a bend, well out of earshot. “I don’t know. I’m angry because he thought of that question and I didn’t. I want another guide, one who will stay out of our business.”

“No,” I said. “I mean, I’m sure you do, but you’re avoiding the question. Can we live here? Do we want to?”

“I don’t know that we have choices,” Charles said. “Father was well-known. I don’t know if I can find a place to work where his name won’t be known, not someplace close. And I don’t know if we have the coin to go far from here. Train tickets cost money. Travel costs money. Starting in a new place costs money.”

“Except starting here,” I said, remembering the signs at the trading post. “People can even get old homes for free out here. Here we could start over, with or without Babine.”

Charles looked around. “I can’t imagine life here, but at least it’s life. I’d rather sleep out here with the blanket than sleep in a park with nothing, and that was what I feared at home.”

“If we think we’ll stay, then we need to learn,” I said. “He can teach us, Charles. If you’d stop hating him, stop thinking of him as a lesser man, he would teach us about his world.”

Charles grimaced. “You say this because you like the way he looks. Remember, most men here wander around undressed. Don’t limit yourself to this one just yet. Maybe you can find one who has a home and family.”

“He probably has a home and family,” I said. “This is ridiculous. He’ll help us because he’s a nice boy.”

“He’s not a boy,” Charles said. “Don’t let yourself think that, Natalie. There’s something dark there, something you’re not seeing, something he’s hiding.”
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