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TWO WEEKS AFTER MY twelfth birthday, Mama died. Papa killed her, but nobody believed that. I didn’t tell them, either, because then he’d kill me. I didn’t want to live with him, didn’t want to be his daughter, but I also didn’t want to be dead, so I kept my mouth shut and did what I’d done for years. I just obeyed. Whatever he ordered was what I did, because if I didn’t, life in our big, empty house became unbearable.

Sully and Claudia, my new neighbors, saw the monster in Papa. I didn’t know adults could see it. When I looked at him, the beast was so clear, staring back at me from dead, black eyes, but when anyone else looked, they smiled. They told him stories and asked for his business and took him to lunch, and I thought it was a monster only children could see. Sully and Claudia, though, knew from the minute they met him, and they became my friends.

Two weeks after my twelfth birthday, they became my salvation. And my kidnappers. Two weeks after my twelfth birthday I left my wealthy city home and moved into a shack on a river, and my life became richer than I ever could have imagined.

[image: image]

“DO YOU THINK THEY’LL like me?” I asked Claudia as her husband steered the wide, flat boat down the river. “What if nobody wants me? What if you can’t find someone? Papa will know I left, and he’ll be angry. This wasn’t a good idea. He’ll be so angry. What if he hurts you because you helped me? Maybe we should go home, but it’s too late, and he’s going to know.”

Claudia put her hand on my arm to shush me. “Yeardleigh Sutton, you need to calm down. Sully and I know what we’re doing. Lived our whole lives in the swamps, and we know exactly how to keep you safe. And your papa won’t do anything to us. We’re not going back. Didn’t much like it there, anyway. We’re going farther down the river after this, head closer to our son. Should have done that at first. So, we’re helping you and helping ourselves as well.”

“And we won’t leave you in a bad place,” Sully said. He and Claudia were old, having retired to the city when Claudia’s health made it hard to live on the river, but they didn’t look old. Sully was strong, his arms thick as he shifted his hold on the motor of the boat and turned into a wide tributary. The river here was a delta with miles of twists and turns, and he claimed he knew exactly where he was going, although to me it all looked similar. Huge trees with roots like thick spiders, moss hanging low, gators on many of the banks. The water moved slowly along the wide channels, the wake from the boat the only obvious motion in some places.

After another tributary, he turned off the motor, lifted it forward, and set the oars in the water, claiming this area was too shallow to use the little engine. I hoped we didn’t have far to go, because rowing looked hard. Sully’s arms bulged with the effort, but he set a rhythm and didn’t slow down, and he still talked to us like he wasn’t doing any work at all.

“Look,” Claudia said, pointing, and I looked at the shore, where an old shack stood near the water’s edge. It had a dock with two rafts tied out front, and chickens roamed around a narrow yard. I didn’t see any people.

“I’ll stay someplace like that?” I asked. The shack was small and looked like it might fall down. Papa had always said the river people were poor and stupid, that if they had any minds they’d move to the cities and get jobs, be a part of society. I didn’t know entirely what that meant, but I knew better than to trust Papa’s word on anything. If he hated river people, they were likely not worth hating. But it appeared they truly were poor. I didn’t want to be poor, but I also didn’t want to be dead, and it seemed those were my only choices.

“Likely,” Claudia said. “You can help feed chickens or milk goats. Maybe we’ll find a house with a little land, and you’ll help with cows, but those are rare. Not that much dry land out here. Papas out here fish and crab and gig frogs. Mamas milk and make cheese and collect eggs.”

“Nobody has a job?” I asked, remembering what Papa had said. Sully laughed.

“Living in the swamps is a job,” he said. “You raise your food, barter for what you can’t make yourself, work from sunup to sundown. It’s a real life, Yeardleigh. Whatever your papa might have told you, there’s nothing wrong with taking care of yourself. Different kind of life out here, but it’s a good one.”

I looked at my bare feet and pulled my dress a little farther over my legs, not comfortable with the soft outfit Claudia had given me. “And I can’t wear shoes any more?”

“Sometimes, but not city shoes. They’d sink into the mud and disappear forever.”

I tugged at my dress again. “So, do I look like I belong?”

“Not quite yet,” Sully said. “But it’s no matter. You’ll learn fast, Yeardleigh. Someday you’ll grow up and become a real swamp wife, and you’ll find this was the life you were missing all along.”

I didn’t quite believe this, but I knew Sully and Claudia had loved living here. I also didn’t tell them I was never getting married. Watching Mama and Papa, I knew marriage could go terribly wrong. I didn’t need that kind of life. I wanted to be alone and safe. But for now, I was twelve, and I couldn’t live alone, especially out here. So I sat on the edge of the raft and watched this strange new world drift by, wondering what would happen when Sully stopped the raft and tried to find me a home. I didn’t think it would be as easy as he thought, but I could hope. I hoped he’d find me a nice family that didn’t care that I couldn’t always do things right. And I hoped he found me a family whose papa wasn’t a monster.

After half a day of twists and turns on rivers and creeks and streams of all shapes and sizes, Sully slowed down in front of a small white house with a porch that listed to one side, and he tied up at the dock, which already had two rafts tied to it. Thick trees grew here, as they seemed to grow everywhere. The land was a little higher than the river, and I could see a garden to the side and behind. Some chickens wandered, and I heard a goat, and I’d already seen enough houses today to know this was a very ordinary house for the river, poor and broken.

“Hey ho,” Sully called, giving me a hand off the raft and then doing the same for Claudia. She moved slowly. I didn’t know what was wrong with her, why they’d had to leave the swamp, but she always moved like walking hurt.

We walked up the gentle slope toward the house, and a woman came out and smiled. Then she seemed to realize who she was seeing, and she laughed and ran toward us, throwing her arms around Sully and then more gently around Claudia.

“I didn’t think we’d see you again,” she said. She had dark hair that hung in a long ponytail down her back, and her skin was dark like she was outside a lot. Her dress looked like Claudia’s and mine, soft cotton with small prints that came to just below her knees. Her feet were bare and a little bit dirty. Seemed everything here in the swamp was a little bit dirty.

“And who is this?” she asked, looking at me. She smiled at me, and I forgot about dirt and sagging porches. Her smile was warm and inviting and filled with a friendliness I’d rarely seen in my life.

“This is Yeardleigh Sutton,” Claudia said. “Is Emile here, Marie? He and Henri trade a lot, and I have a question for them about Yeardleigh here.”

Marie nodded and turned toward the house. She opened a wooden door and called for someone to go look for Papa. A girl came out, smiling at Sully and Claudia and giving me a strange look, and then she ran behind the house.

“That’s Belle,” Marie said. “How old are you, Yeardleigh?”

“I just turned twelve.”

“Belle is eight,” Marie said. “You’re closest in age to Henri. He’s fourteen. Cy is fifteen, and Beau is seventeen. He’s about to get married.”

“Oh,” Claudia said, laughing. “Marie, that’s wonderful. Is it the girl?”

Marie nodded. “Of course. Loved her since he was a little tyke. He and Evangeline will be married in a few weeks. Her clan likes big weddings, so it will be held on her Papa’s land.”

Sully nodded. “Here on this side of the river we never took to the traditions that much, did we?”

Claudia gave her husband a happy smile. “No. We fall in love and get on with it. Sully and I married about two weeks after he asked my papa for my hand. And we only waited that long because his brother was on the river trading and we wanted him to join our celebration.”

Marie nodded. “Emile and I knew each other a long time, like Beau and Evangeline. As soon as my papa said I was old enough, we married. Three days later, in fact. Invited everyone to his papa’s house and had a meal and a priest. Couldn’t have asked for a better day.”

I was a little surprised by all this, because I was pretty sure in the city weddings were a much bigger deal. I’d never been to one, but I’d seen pictures in some of the journals Monique had brought. Big, fancy dresses and huge cakes and lots of sparkle. I had the feeling nothing here in the swamp ever sparkled.

An older man and two younger ones came toward us, and everyone greeted Sully and Claudia before introducing me.

“And this is Yeardleigh,” Sully finally said. “Yeardleigh, meet Beau and Cy. Emile, where is Henri today?”

“Fishing. Didn’t want to bother him. He’s trying to prove the west bog still has fish, but I think he’s wrong about that.”

“No fish,” Cy said. “Not since that last flood shifted the outer bogs. Good for frogs, though.”

“And crabs,” Beau said. “So, why are we all here?”

Marie had us all sit down in the grasses around the house, and I pulled my legs up to cover them with the skirt. Papa would never let me show so much skin, and I felt awkward. Of course, he rarely let me leave the house to see people. If it hadn’t been for Monique and then Claudia and Sully, I wouldn’t have talked to anyone other than Mama for most of my life.

“I’m looking for someone who can help us with Yeardleigh,” Claudia said. I felt my cheeks go red as she talked about me. This was strangely humiliating, although it wasn’t my fault. Papa always said it was, but I didn’t believe that. Monique and Mama said Papa lied, and I believed them. “She just lost her mama, and her papa is...”

“A monster,” I said quietly, not looking anyone in the eyes as I did. “Just say it, Claudia. He’s a monster, and nobody can see it but me.”

“And us,” Sully said. “She’s right. He’s bad, and she wasn’t safe, so we sort of, um, took her.”

Marie leaned back in surprise. “You stole this girl?”

“He killed Mama,” I said. I tried to say it strong, but I felt my eyes prickle and water when I did. I missed Mama so much. I wanted to be strong about it, but she’d only been gone a few weeks, and I missed her. Sometimes I was angry and hated her, but mostly I missed her.  “He would have killed me one day, too. Sometimes I did things wrong. I tried, but his rules didn’t always make sense, and we could never follow them all.”

I saw the boys exchange a look I didn’t recognize, and Marie and Emile did the same.

“That’s horrible,” Belle said. “He shouldn’t have a daughter. He’s a bad man.”

“Yes,” Sully said. “That he is.”

“Will he follow her here?” Emile asked Sully.

“Maybe. Claudia and I aren’t going back. We’re heading farther from the river, following Lucas. He might figure out who took her, but he’d have a hard time tracing us. His colleagues don’t see him for what he is, but I think out here people will know. He doesn’t hide it that well. In that world, people just don’t see. They don’t pay attention. If you know a family that would have her, she needs a new home. A family that can love her. Not much of that in her life.”

“Mama loved me,” I said defensively, although I still held a lot of bitterness toward Mama. If she’d really loved me, she should have taken me away. Instead, she did what Papa wanted and let him kill her. She’d left me alone. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. But I also didn’t want to hear anyone else speak ill of Mama.

“True,” Claudia said, turning to me and then back to Emile. He was a handsome man who, like Marie, looked like he spent a lot of time in the sun. He was strong and broad, and his eyes looked safe. His eyes had lines from smiling, and they sparkled a little bit now. Maybe because nothing else out here sparkled, it showed up more in eyes, because Marie’s sparkled, too.

I glanced at the other kids. Belle was pretty, even though she was only eight. She had light eyes and light hair that came to her shoulders, and her green dress looked pretty on her. Even her little feet were cute, and she had a pixie nose and mouth that were also small and cute.

Beau was a little scary. He was very nice to look at, his muscles strong and thick. His dark hair fell over his eyes, and his smile made me feel a little scared. No, that wasn’t right. I wasn’t scared. I just felt something funny when he smiled, something down in my belly.

Cy was younger and smaller, although not by much. It seemed river people all looked strong. He had lighter hair cut short, and he wore blue britches and a light tunic with short sleeves. He smiled at me, and I had to smile back. His eyes sparkled more than his parents’, and I could see a little boy in that smile. I’d read stories about boys who played tricks and made trouble, and I wondered if this was that kind of boy. When he saw me looking at him he winked, and I turned away, not sure what that meant. Out of the side of my eyes I saw his smile widen.

“Well, it sounds to me like you brought her to just the right place,” Emile said. “We have room, and we have a lot of love here. With only one daughter and three growing boys, Marie can always use a little help in the kitchen. Not that we think of you as a galley slave, Miss Yeardleigh. But, it’s good to have something to do.”

Marie smiled at her husband and nodded. “Yes, yes, I agree. She can stay with us. We’ll take her. We can be good parents to her.”

As she said it, her eyes filled with tears, which made me uncomfortable. I didn’t know what to do with tears. Papa hated them and hit us when he saw them. But nobody here looked angry with Marie for hers.

“Boys?” Emile asked. “You think we need a new young lady in our family?”

Beau laughed. “Sure, why not? And I don’t say that because I’m leaving in two weeks. This is a great place to grow up.”

“Cy?” Emile said.

“Yeah,” Cy said with a shrug. “Can you cook?”

I nodded, and Marie leaned over and slapped his shoulder. “Cyril, it doesn’t matter if she can cook. She’s going to be part of the family, no matter what she can or cannot do.”

“I can cook,” I said firmly. I wanted this boy to know I was strong and not someone he could trick and tease. I didn’t want to be one of the girls from the books who cried when the boys bothered them. “I cooked all the time at home, especially when Papa sent Monique away.”

Cy nodded. “Well, then, it’s all good to me.”

His eyes sparkled again when he said it, and I was pretty sure he was teasing me, although I didn’t understand. I’d read about teasing but never experienced it. Most things were that way.

“Belle, what do you think?” Emile asked.

“I think it’s great. There are too many boys here, and now I’m not the only one. We’ll have so much fun, and she can sleep in my room. We can put another bed in there. Papa, this is wonderful. I can’t believe how wonderful it is.”

I had to smile at that. I felt my face would crack from the width of my smile, but I couldn’t help it. I’d never had anyone react quite this way to me before.

“Well,” Sully said. He looked a little bit surprised. “Um, maybe we could talk a minute, Emile? Belle, will you show Yeardleigh around while we adults talk?”

Belle took my hand and dragged me toward the back of the house. I didn’t like the feel of the damp earth beneath my feet, but since nobody else here wore shoes, I knew I would have to get used to it.

“Let me join you,” Cy said, walking on my other side. “Knowing Belle, she’ll tell you all kinds of crazy stories about living here.”

“You’re just afraid I’ll tell her that boys are a pain,” Belle said. She looked me in the eyes. “Boys are a pain.”

Cy laughed. “Yeah, and girls are such a treasure. You’re from the city, then?”

“I am,” I said.

“And you lost your mama and had a terrible papa. My grandpapa has a similar story. His mama died and left him to watch his little brothers. His papa was a waste of skin who was eventually killed by a neighbor when he tried to kill his son, my grandpapa.”

The story surprised me. Somehow Sully and Claudia had led me to believe there were no monsters in the swamp.

“So it’s just as dangerous as the city,” I said. Cy laughed.

“That was years ago, Yeardleigh. What’s up with that name, anyway?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It’s a funny name,” Belle agreed. “But kind of pretty.”

“Oh,” I said. “I don’t know. Papa wanted a boy. Mama said it was a boy name, but she changed the spelling and to her it looked more like a girl name after that. I don’t know many people, so I don’t know many names.”

Cy nodded. “It’s good. It’s a fine name.”

We walked toward a small building behind the house that was as shabby as the house itself. A broad double door was open or perhaps missing, and Cy walked inside and spread his arms.

“Papa’s workshop,” Belle said, giggling as she spit out the words before Cy could say them. “He builds rafts and boats. People buy his boats from long ways.”

I looked around at the tools and pieces of wood and boats in varying stages of completion.

“Beau helps,” Belle said. “He’s building a workshop on his new land. Cy helps, too, but he’s more of a trapper. He likes to be on the bogs. Henri likes to travel. He’ll be a trader one day, Papa says.”

“And Belle likes to talk,” Cy said. “Someday she’ll drive a husband crazy going on and on and on.”

I knew they were teasing one another. I understood siblings did that, but it made me uncomfortable. Were they making each other angry? I had no idea. I couldn’t tell what most people were thinking or feeling. I watched their faces to see if they looked upset and angry, but there were other things to look for, and I knew I didn’t recognize many of them. Monique had once mentioned that I hadn’t been around enough people to understand them, and she hoped I didn’t end up in trouble some day because of that. I wasn’t sure what trouble she worried about, but it bothered me that I didn’t understand things around me.

“Now, the animals,” Belle said. “We have a chicken coop and goats. Mama makes cheese from the goat milk. You can help me collect eggs and milk the goats. It’s so much fun. And when we get a new rooster, you can see chicks. Our rooster got eaten by a gator, we think, or maybe a bobcat. Anyway, he’s gone. But Papa says we’ll get a new one.”

We walked to the coop, and she opened a latch and let me see a chicken sitting in a box.

“It’s laying,” Cy said. “They sit in here and leave eggs, usually about one a day. Well, less than that but close, especially when the days are longest. Reach in and see.”

I had no idea how to do that, so Belle put her hand beneath the chicken and brought out two eggs.

“You said one a day.”

“We have fifteen chickens and three boxes,” Cy said. “They share, so the boxes usually have several eggs in them. You ever felt a chicken before?”

I hadn’t, and he picked up one that pecked in the dirt near his feet and held it close. I put my hand toward it, hoping it wouldn’t hurt me. It barely seemed to notice me, and I touched its back and then its neck. I laughed.

“It’s soft. I had no idea it would be so soft.”

“Yep,” Belle said. “I love chickens. I love it when I bring out scraps and they chase me around. They’re fun.”

Next we walked to a pen that held three goats, two large and one baby. Cy let me pet these, too, and Belle showed me a little barn where they could get out of the rain and where she and Marie milked them.

“Two times every day,” Belle said. “We don’t have a boy right now. We don’t have a boy chicken or a boy goat. But we’re getting one soon. The goats only give milk after they have kids. And we can sell the kids, too.”

“And now,” Cy said, “the fun part of the property. The bogs.”

I had no idea what a bog was, and I followed him out toward the dense trees and shrubs. Narrow paths led me into a dim, overgrown area with pools of water all around us. A few spots were cleared, and I saw signs of people in them, mostly wood boxes and nets.

“These are our bogs. We trap crabs, fish, and gig frogs. Sometimes we get muskrat, but not often. Usually we don’t get many gators out here, but you still have to watch. Small ones come during the rainy seasons. Of course, out here most seasons are pretty rainy. Then that way is the swimming hole. It’s a deep spot where Beau hung a rope, and when it gets really hot we swim out there to cool down. For bathing we use the creek closer to the house.”

“Everything’s about water,” I said.

“True,” Cy said. “And you don’t have water in the city?”

“We have it pumped to the house. We don’t have it everywhere. We drive on roads, and we swim in pools, although I’ve never gone, and we bathe in tubs in our houses.”

Cy and Belle both looked at me like my words didn’t make one lick of sense.

“Okay,” Cy finally said. “Wait. You’ve never gone swimming?”

“I have no idea how to swim.”

He shook his head. “You came from a crazy place, then.”

“We’ll teach you,” Belle said. “Right, Cy? She can learn?”

“I guess so. We all learned when we were little. I can’t imagine not knowing how to swim.”

“Hey,” I said. He was making me angry. “Do you know how to take a bus to get across town?”

“No. I don’t even know what that means.”

“See, then? There are things I don’t know about your life, and things you don’t know about mine.”

He shrugged. “True. And I guess you’ll figure out what you need to know. I have no idea what Mama and Belle do all day. I mean, I know they work, but I don’t know much about cooking and canning and mending and laundry. They can teach you that, I guess.”

“I know some of those things,” I said. “We mend and cook in the city, too. Laundry might be different. And I’ve never canned anything.”

“Wow,” Belle said. “This is going to be different. But it’s fun. Usually I’m the one who doesn’t know stuff. It will be fun not to be the only one.”

I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. I didn’t want to know nothing about the world I was living in. But the people here seemed nice enough, and I didn’t get the feeling anyone would hurt me. I decided I would do my best to learn everything I could learn, and I would be the best river woman ever. My life in the city was over, so I needed to embrace this world. I only hoped I could get used to dirty feet.
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I DID FINE UNTIL DARK. Cy liked to laugh, and that helped. Then Henri came in, and he just smiled, apparently not at all surprised his parents had taken in a stranger. He was strong like his brothers, but he was a little quieter. His eyes didn’t look as mischievous as Cy’s.

Sully and Claudia stayed for dinner, and then they left, and I realized this was truly happening. This morning, as soon as Papa had left, they’d sneaked me away, and there was no going back. If Papa caught me now, he really would kill me. I tried not to think about that, and during the day I could do it, but when I went to sleep on the floor beside Belle’s bed, I found myself missing Mama and worrying that Papa would find me, and I cried.

“Yeardleigh?” Belle asked.

“What?” I said into the darkness, sniffling.

“Are you sad?”

I didn’t know what to say. Tears were dangerous.

“No.”

I heard her climb out of bed and leave, and she returned with her mama, who sat on the floor in front of me. The room was dark, but a little moonlight came through the barren window, and I could see her face.

“It’s okay,” Marie said. “You miss your mama.”

“I do,” I said. I tried not to cry, but she spoke so quietly, and I felt something I didn’t understand when she talked to me, and I ended up crying harder. She moved toward me, and I backed away, hoping she wasn’t going to hurt me for crying, but she pulled me close, pressing my head against her chest and stroking my hair. Mama hadn’t touched me very often, and I wasn’t sure what to make of this, but it felt good. I felt safe with her arms around me. She was a stranger, but I still felt safe. Funny, but in my life strangers had never been a threat. People I knew had caused all my grief. Maybe it was no surprise that I felt safe here with strangers.

Marie said nothing while I cried. Instead, she continued to hold me, and when I had used up all my tears she pushed back and looked me in the face.

“It will be hard,” she said. “But we’re here, Yeardleigh. Here you’re safe and have a family. The boys can be...boys, I guess, but they are now your brothers. And I am your mama. I know you have a mama, and you just buried her, but someday perhaps you can let me fill that role. I’m not her, but I can still take care of you. And Emile is a good papa. He can be the papa your papa couldn’t be. Give us time, little one, and we can help the hard things go away.”

I nodded, and she watched me lie down. For a long time she stayed, stroking my back. I guess I fell asleep that way. When I woke up, Belle was looking down at me from her bed, and she smiled.

“You’re awake. I didn’t know if I should wake you up or not. We start early, milking and gardening and all. If you’re ready, we can go now. I can show you what we do.”

“I’m ready. I want to learn it all. This is my home now, and I want to know everything.”

She laughed at that. “Well, there are some things you don’t want to know. Cy and Beau clean out the goat pen, and we should just let them. But they won’t do laundry, so it’s fair.”

“Then show me everything you and your mama do,” I said. 

“That I can do.”

By lunchtime I was exhausted. We’d milked goats, collected eggs, and put vegetables in a root cellar, sweet potatoes and turnips. We’d washed laundry in the creek and hung it on lines to dry. We’d also made lunch, and the men and boys joined us to eat, except for Henri, who apparently was still trying to prove the west bog had fish.

“For a smart guy, he doesn’t learn very fast,” Cy said.

“Except we worked all morning and he’s been sitting in one place,” Beau said. “Maybe smarter than you think.”

Cy laughed at this. “Papa, today we’re heading to Beau’s new house. We’ll be gone a couple days this time. Need to finish that roof.”

Emile nodded. “Good. Will it be ready in time?”

“With days to spare,” Beau said. He smiled sheepishly. “Okay, maybe hours to spare.”

“I’ll come the next time,” Emile said. “I have three rafts to finish right now.”

“Not a problem,” Beau said. “Evangeline’s brothers have been helping, too, along with a few friends. We’re fine.”

“Will Henri join you?” Emile asked.

“That I don’t know,” Beau said. “I’ll ask him. Anything you need us to finish before we go?”

“No,” Emile said. “Mama, anything they need to do for you?”

“No. I have some linens for you, Beau. I put your names on pillowcases. You need something special for your new house. I know Evangeline’s mama does beautiful embroidery, but I wanted to send something, too, something memorable.”

Beau stood up and walked around the table to his mama, leaning down and hugging her tight. All of her sons were taller than she was. “Thank you, Mama. It means a lot to me. You know we’re not comparing our parents, don’t you? We love all four of you.”

Marie smiled. “I know. And I couldn’t be happier to have Evangeline join the family. Our family just grows every day.”

Marie gave me a bright smile when she said it, and everyone else looked at me, too, and I felt myself blush. I wasn’t unhappy to be here, but their emotions, their kindness, made me uncomfortable. Maybe it was just being the center of attention. I’d lived my life knowing that safety had to do with being invisible. But here everyone wanted to see me and talk to me and get to know me, and it was strange and not easy to take.

“Maybe next time we’ll take the girls,” Beau said. “Would you two like to see my new house? It’s on a pretty solid piece of ground.”

“You really want to farm?” Cy asked. “Trapping is so much easier.”

Beau laughed. “You’re such a lazy gator. Yes, I want to farm. I like the animals, having dirt under my nails. And Evangeline does, too, so we can do this together.”

Cy shrugged. “Hard way to live a life, but it’s your life to live.”

“I want to see it,” Belle said. “You’ll really take us next time?”

“It’s not that hard,” Beau said. He looked at me. “My new place isn’t far from here. Even if the river shifts, there’s a steady waterway that links us, so we should always be able to get here. It’s pretty big and has some nice fields.”

I nodded, although I didn’t know much about land or farms or anything, really. I hadn’t realized how much I didn’t know until today, when I’d been faced with something new every few minutes.

The boys left, and I helped Belle and Marie clean up and start cutting things for dinner. Then we ended up in the garden, and Marie showed me the herbs and vegetables. I found the herb garden rather fascinating, with the strong scents and the different uses for all the plants. Some were for food, and some became teas, and others were medicines.

“I guess you don’t buy medicines here, do you? Are there stores around?” I asked.

“The trading posts,” Mama said. “It’s where we trade and barter. But you never know what you’ll find. Most of us do what we can on our own land.”

“What about clothes?” I asked. “Do you make clothes? Or the cloth for clothes?”

“Some women weave, especially if they have sheep, but I’ve always bought my fabric. We buy fabric, metal tools and cookware, and a few medicines that come from the cities. Most everything else we can make or trade with our neighbors.”

I thought about this and realized I didn’t know how to make anything. “And I can learn? To make tea and medicine? Can I learn to sew clothes?”

Marie laughed. “Of course you can. You have time to learn anything, Yeardleigh. Everything.”

“Today, though, we should go swimming,” Belle said, running her hand over her face. “It’s too hot today.”

“You can do that,” Marie said. “Show Yeardleigh the area. I want you to feel comfortable here.”

“I don’t know how to swim,” I said. 

“I told her we could teach her,” Belle said.

“Well, that should wait until your brothers are back,” Marie said. “Today you can find other things to do.”

Belle pouted a little bit about this, but I was relieved. Learning new things sounded great, learning to fit here, but swimming scared me a little bit. I’d seen gators and snakes on the ride here, and I wasn’t in a hurry to swim around with those things.
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK OF this one?” Marie asked, holding up a light yellow fabric with small green leaves on it. “I think it would look good with your red hair.”

I nodded, thinking she was right. I’d never picked out my own clothes before.

“And you’ll help me make it look good?” I asked. Marie laughed. 

“Yeardleigh, we’ll make it look beautiful. Since all you have are Claudia’s old dresses, we have a lot of work to do.”

“It’s so much work,” I said. “Seems like everything here is a lot of work.”

Marie nodded. “True. I’ve never lived in the city, but I’ve been told here we work hard. But our lives are also slower. How is that possible?”

“I had a slow life,” I admitted. Marie spread the bolt of fabric on the wood floor and unrolled it once. “Papa wanted me to stay close to home.”

“Tell me about him,” Marie said. “Whatever you want to tell me.”

I thought about that, remembering the angry conversation I’d heard on Mama’s final night. Just thinking about it made me feel sick.

“I don’t know if I want to,” I said. “He was a bad man. And nobody believed. That was the hard part. Mama lied and told everyone he was a good man, but he wasn’t.”

Marie nodded sadly. “I’m sorry about your mama, but I’m glad you could get away. I’m glad you’re here with us. Belle is over the moon.”

“Mama,” Belle said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t know if I’m over the moon, but I’m happy. I always wanted a sister. I wanted a baby sister, but maybe this is better.”

I laughed at her. Two days after arriving and Belle still thought this was a good idea. Emile and Marie seemed to think so, too. And the boys were still gone, so I didn’t know what they thought. I hoped they all didn’t change their minds about me.

Emile came inside and looked at the fabric spread out and the machine set up in the middle of the room, and he shook his head. “This looks like quite the undertaking.”

“It is,” Marie said. “We have a whole wardrobe to design here.”

Emile nodded. “Sounds good, especially since you love to sew. Ah, would you mind if I borrowed Belle?”

“What do you need, Papa?” Belle asked. 

“I promised you could help me deliver the boat for Raphael’s family. It’s ready.”

“Oh, Mama, can I?” Belle asked. “I don’t sew that well. You’ll be teaching Yeardleigh, and I promised Raph’s sister I’d visit her when Papa came. She has a new puppy, and I want to see it.”

Marie nodded. “Of course. But listen to your papa and don’t end up in the belly of a gator.”

“Oh, Mama,” Belle said, rolling her eyes. “You’ll scare Yeardleigh.”

They left, and I sat with Marie and felt strangely warm. Mama had loved me, but she’d also feared Papa, so there were limits to our relationship. Papa wanted her to visit and make feasts for his friends and do many things that took her from me. And he wanted me to do nothing. I wasn’t the son he’d wanted, so he kept me locked inside most of the time. I had a tutor so I didn’t go to school. Mostly I read and watched the world pass outside my window. Monique, the housekeeper, had been my only friend until Papa saw her bring me a magazine and fired her.

“So, I have an idea for your dresses,” Marie said. She had brought a few of Belle’s dresses in, and she held up one. “I think this style will look beautiful on you. It’s pretty but also lets you climb and run with the kids. In fact, you’re so small you might fit in this. Let’s see.”

I tried on Belle’s dress, and it was just a touch too small, which let Marie know how big to make my dresses. I liked the soft fabrics. At first I didn’t like showing so much of my legs, since Papa had wanted me in long, fancy gowns most of the time, but it was freeing, and since the swamp was so hot, it also kept me comfortable.

For the next few hours, I cut out pattern pieces, pinned pieces together, and made a few jagged stitches. I didn’t mean to make them crooked, but it was harder than it looked to pedal the machine and push the fabric through in a straight line.

“I’m sorry,” I said when the first seam wasn’t quite right. “I’ll try harder. I’ll do better next time. Please let me try again.”

Marie gave me a long look and knelt on the floor in front of me. “Was that what he did, Yeardleigh? If you failed, did he shame you for it?”

“All I had to do was obey, but sometimes it wasn’t easy. And sometimes he changed the rules and didn’t tell me.”

Marie leaned close and held me. I felt both warm and panicked by the motion, but I took a deep breath and let her do it. When she released me, she looked in my eyes.

“Yeardleigh, if you can’t sew, you’ll still have clothes to wear. If you can’t cook, we’ll feed you. If your gardens die, you’ll still eat. We are now your guardians. We protect you and take care of you. And yes, we have rules, but they don’t change, and they make a fair amount of sense. We have rules about the bogs to keep you from being gator food. We have rules about floods to keep you dry and safe.”

I nodded, but I knew it couldn’t be that easy. Rules were never that easy.

I tried to make straighter seams, and it turned out I wasn’t bad at sewing. Marie said I was a natural, and I finished the skirt on my first dress before we had to start dinner.

“I hope the boys come back tomorrow,” Marie said as we cut up vegetables for soup. Seemed soup was the main staple here, along with bread. I liked kneading the bread. “It’s too quiet without them. Won’t be long before all of them grow up and find their wives. And you and Belle your husbands. Ah, I look forward to meeting all of them. You’ll like Evangeline. She’s a sweet girl. She and Beau have been in love most of their lives.”

She smiled at that. I’d heard the same of my parents, and it made me shudder. Maybe if Mama had looked around a little bit, she’d have found someone better.

Belle and her Papa were home for dinner, and the meal was quiet with the boys gone. Belle liked to talk, but her parents didn’t talk a lot. There was more conversation than dinners at my house, though.

“You don’t say much,” Belle said at one point, stopping with her spoon halfway to her mouth. “Are you scared of us? Are we too loud or anything?”

“Belle,” Marie scolded.

“No,” I said. “No, I’m not scared. At home I wasn’t supposed to talk during meals. Most meals I ate alone. Papa thought children shouldn’t eat with adults all the time.”

“He doesn’t sound good,” Belle said. “You ate all alone? That’s terrible, Yeardleigh.”

“It was better than eating with him,” I said, shrugging. “I like it here. It’s not scary. I liked it when everyone was here. That was a little scary, but I still liked it.”

Emile laughed at that. “I’m glad to hear we’re not too scary. Mama said you’re good at sewing. Belle doesn’t like it. I’m glad Mama will have a woman around who likes to sew. She can teach you a lot.”

“I hope so. I want to learn everything so I’ll fit here. I don’t like not knowing things.”

“What did you do at your house?” Belle said. “You didn’t can or collect eggs or milk or sew. What did you do?”

“I had a tutor, so I spent a lot of time on lessons. I learned to read and do figures and read about history and geography. And I cooked a lot. And I drew pictures, especially pictures of things outside my house. My room was on the second floor, and I watched people walk past. They were going to school or to work, and I liked to watch, to dream of doing things myself. Now I get to do lots of things.”

Belle looked at me a minute like I wasn’t making sense, and Marie gave her a look I didn’t understand.

“I’m sorry about her questions,” Marie said. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. I don’t know if you wish to talk about your life or not, but if you don’t, you don’t have to.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know what I want. I never had a sister to talk to, or a friend. I think it’s okay.”

“That’s good,” Emile said. “Now you have a sister who talks all the time, but you’re allowed to tell her when you need quiet, when you need to be alone, if you need to be alone.”

I nodded. I wasn’t sure how to make decisions like that. Papa had told me what to do. He’d told Mama and Monique what to do, too, although Monique didn’t always listen, so I’d lost her friendship. But maybe I’d try to figure out what I wanted. I had a feeling I would want Belle around a lot. I’d been alone enough. Having a friend to talk to might be fun.

[image: image]

I WAS SEWING WHEN THE boys came home. Marie was with me, and Belle was in the kitchen making bread. The house was tiny, just a little kitchen with a table and chairs, a living room with a tired sofa, two wooden chairs, and a bookcase, and three little bedrooms upstairs. Beau actually slept in the attic, not much more than a blanket in the rafters. He said he liked it up there, but I wondered if that could possibly be true.

We heard them come up the hill calling out that they’d returned. Cy was laughing at something, which wasn’t a surprise. I didn’t hear Henri, also not a surprise. Marie left the house to see them, and in a moment all three of them entered. With the sewing machine out and the fabric everywhere, the boys didn’t fit. Of course, they were broad and big and didn’t fit regardless. They made me a little nervous. I didn’t know anything about boys.

“Hey, Mama found someone to sew with her,” Henri said. “Looks good, Yeardleigh.”

I smiled at the compliment. Henri gave good compliments.

“Yeah, anything to keep Mama out of trouble,” Cy said, winking at his mother, who just smiled. “So, we got a roof on it. Beau and Evangeline can now sleep in the rain and stay dry. Everything else is minor compared to that.”

“We’ve got doors and walls, too,” Beau said. “Evangeline and her sister came to help. She’s so excited. And, Mama, she loved the pillowcases. Our bed is ready. Evangeline says it’s soft and perfect and she can’t wait to sleep on it.”

When he said it he blushed, and Cy laughed. “I’m thinking maybe the bed is all you’ll need for a while, big brother. Your wife seems a little, um, preoccupied with that particular piece of furniture.”

Beau punched Cy in the shoulder, and they went outside. I wasn’t sure what they were talking about. I knew men and women shared a bed when they were married, but I didn’t know why that would be important to Evangeline. I thought a kitchen was more important. A bed needed to be comfortable, but only enough to get to sleep. After that, a person was asleep and didn’t really need anything pretty, right?

Belle wanted to go see her brothers work, and Marie told me to take a break from sewing and join them. I was getting tired from sewing, although my first dress was almost finished, and I followed Belle out to the bogs. I’d not gone far into the woods before, and I was excited about it now. We weren’t allowed back here when her brothers weren’t around, although we were alone to find them. It didn’t quite make sense, but I wasn’t about to question or break the rules. So far they’d been easier than I’d expected.

“Henri,” Belle called. “Where are you?”

“Over here,” he called. “I’m going to get fish out of here.”

Belle laughed and took a narrow path between ponds. At one point we crossed on a piece of lumber that spanned a muddy spot, and we found Henri sitting on a short pier that stuck into a fairly deep pond, bigger than any we’d passed so far.

“Are there really fish in there?” Belle asked.

“I doubt it,” Henri said, shrugging. “But there should be. I don’t know how Cy knew they were gone. He’s uncanny when it comes to the swamp.”

“It’s a gift,” Cy said from behind us. “Henri, it’s simple. This used to connect to the west fork, but it got cut off last spring. We fished it to death, at least the fish big enough for the hook. You might be able to net a few tiny ones, but what’s the point?”

Henri sighed. “I didn’t realize it had been completely cut off. Fishing isn’t good around here this year.”

“No, but we’ve got crabs and crawdads and frogs,” Cy said, shrugging.  He put out his hand, and his brother took it and pulled to his feet. Cy wasn’t wearing a shirt right now, and I found myself staring. I’d never seen a boy without a shirt. He was strange and beautiful.

“Papa needs us to cut wood,” Cy said. “It’s your turn, you know.”

Henri groaned. “Yes, I know. I’m not as strong as you and Beau. Doesn’t Dad know that?”

“Hey, you cut a few cords of wood, and you’ll be strong enough.”

Henri stuck out his tongue and left, and Cy looked across the water and then at me. “So, you want to learn to swim?”
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