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​​Chapter One
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IT WAS LEON’S IDEA, I think. Mama said it was hers, but it sounded more to me like Leon. And that’s not a bad thing. Of all of us, Leon thinks the best, plans what needs to be done. After Papa passed, that was what we needed. My brother Faustin was older, but even he knew that, if we were going to survive without Papa, we needed a plan, and that plan would almost have to come from Leon. I never asked Mama if she lied to me, but the fact that she specifically said she did it suggested she wasn’t sure it was a good idea and she was protecting Leon. If the whole idea had gone wrong, she didn’t want me to hate my brother. It was just one of those things Mama would do.

Papa had been gone nearly a year, gone during the long season, the wet one when the rains can take everything a person has. The rains had come heavy that year, and I remember thinking the whole world felt sad with Papa’s absence. The skies mirrored the moods in our household, and that seemed right. If the sun had shone for that whole season, I don’t think any of us would have survived, especially Mama. Unfortunately, while the weather mirrored our hearts, it also washed away most of the crops, and that left us in trouble. Without Papa, there was too much work on the plot, and with all the crops washing into the floodwaters, we lost even our seeds. When the sowing season came around again, we’d be in even bigger trouble.

So, one night Mama sat down with me at the table, one small lamp between us. The boys had gone to bed, and I thought Mama had told Claudette to stay away, because usually she sat at the table late into the night reading or working with her needle and cloths. Mama took a deep breath and told me the plan.

“I’ve decided it’s time for you to marry,” she said. I said nothing. I expected to marry, so this was no surprise, and yet she said it like I would slide to the floor in a heap of tears because of the revelation.

“Okay,” I said. I twirled my dark hair between my fingers, and Mama slapped my hand away, because she’d always hated that habit. My hair was supposed to be tight in a band away from my face, but I constantly slipped hanks of it out and twisted them. I had no idea why. “This is a good thing, right?”

“Of course it is,” Mama said. She took another deep breath. “I’ve chosen a good man for you. You know him. And although I’ve nearly completed the conversation with his papa, I want you to have a choice, Emilie. I don’t wish to yoke you to someone you find distasteful. But, I also think we cannot survive another year without this.”

“Okay,” I said again. “Who is this man?”

“Luc,” she said simply. I didn’t immediately place the name, and that puzzlement must have shown on my face, for she continued. “Luc LeBeau. His papa is Bastien, and his grandpapa Raymond. They live off the west fork and farm on a hill. You know them, yes?”

The hill. I thought about it and then nodded. I’d known about Luc all my life, and yet I’d also never known him. On occasion his papa had brought him down to the east fork to trade, but I’d never heard him speak to anyone. What I did remember, though, was that he was a very handsome boy.

“Luc,” I said. “I remember Luc. He is not distasteful, but I know nothing about him.”

“I knew little of Zephir when we married,” Mama said. “I knew he, too, was a handsome boy, and you know we had a good marriage. Many years.”

Mama sniffled, for speaking of Papa still brought tears, and not just to her. None of us had expected him to die, but one day we’d wakened from our sleep and he had not. There was comfort in knowing he’d gone so peacefully, but we still missed him dearly.

“I will do this, Mama,” I said.

“You are sure?” she asked. “You know there is talk about this boy.”

“If we need this, why are you trying to talk me out of it?” I asked. “And no, I don’t know the talk. What do they say of Luc?”

“Nobody is sure he speaks. His papa travels the swamp, so he and his grandpapa work the farm, but some say it is too big for two men. His papa returns to the farm for harvest, though, so I suppose that is how they survive. But Luc is not known for speaking. He keeps to himself. Oh, Emilie, I know we need this, and I don’t know what to do if it doesn’t happen, but I also want you happy. Your papa would have found you a better match, one you desired, but nobody nearby has what we need, and Bastien offered us both produce for now and seed so we can start again. He seems to think Luc needs a wife very soon, and it doesn’t matter to him that his son doesn’t know you.”

I thought about this. I hadn’t set my sights on any of the boys in this area, so Mama’s plan didn’t break my heart. I knew I could do the work of a wife, for Claudette and I had helped Mama our whole lives. We could care for chickens, plant seeds, bake bread, and clean our little home. I figured I could do that for anyone, as long as that person was nice to me. And just because Luc didn’t speak didn’t mean he was unkind. He’d always had kind eyes, perhaps a little frightened by the noise of the trading rafts, but still kind. Once or twice I’d seen him smile, and it was a good smile.

“I will do this for us,” I said. “But he lives a good distance out, Mama. We won’t see one another.”

Mama bit her lip, which meant she hoped to keep tears at bay, and she nodded vigorously. “I have thought about this. But we will try, Emilie. I will try to come. Especially when you expect your first child, I will come to help you.”

I nodded, and it was done. I had agreed to marry a stranger, but that wasn’t unusual on the river. In truth, I had wanted this for some time, and although I knew Leon was behind it and he didn’t always think with much compassion, I thought I would do my duties well enough that eventually my husband would grow to know and like me. Perhaps one day he would love me. Mama was worried, but when I went to bed that night, I was happy about the new path before me.
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BEFORE THE END OF THE season, I was married. Luc, his papa, and his grandpapa came to our fork on a raft. All three men looked similar, with dark hair and eyes, wide shoulders, and trim waists and bodies. All three had the hands and arms of working men, but so did every man I knew. Survival in the swamp only came to those men and women who worked, so those of us who thrived looked like we worked.

The trading post stood on a wide patch of high ground, and this was where many from the area came to swap goods, so it was also the center of our social world. Because of this, we met Luc and his family there, and anyone else who’d heard about our marriage came, too. Fifteen people witnessed it as my mama gave me away and Luc picked me up. After the minister said some words over us, he swept me off my feet, not looking at me as he did, and he walked me over to his raft and set me back on my feet. Then he produced a small metal ring, slipped it over my knuckle, and patted my hand.

“Emilie,” he said quietly, so I knew he could speak. 

With this done in front of witnesses, Luc’s papa passed another raft filled with produce and seed to Leon and Mama. They talked quietly between themselves for a moment, and I stood on Luc’s raft and stared at him, because I’d never seen him this close before. His dark eyes were beautiful, his nose straight and narrow, his lips full and pink. He had a few light scars on his face, two that slipped into his dark hair, which he wore just below his collar. He wore a work shirt and trousers, both old and frayed, and his feet were bare. In fact, so were his papa and grandpapa’s feet. The men in my family usually wore leather slippers, but the women rarely did, so I stood on his raft in bare feet, too.

Luc didn’t look at me while we waited. Instead, he gazed at his papa, listening to that conversation, and then he turned to his grandpapa, who, while broad, was a hunched old man. The way he looked at me made me think he didn’t see me well, and the way Luc leaned in to his ear to speak to him suggested he didn’t hear well, either. His fingers were twisted and red, and his face was mostly covered with a thick white beard.

“What’s now?” the old man said, his voice loud.

“Now we wait,” Luc said, his voice also loud, his words distinct. “Papa must finish, and then we take Emilie home.”

The man looked at me with rheumy eyes. “Emilie?”

“Emilie,” Luc said. “She’s going to take care of you.”

I raised my eyebrow at this, but I didn’t mind caring for my new grandpapa-in-law. I’d not cared for people before, but I told myself I could do it, that it would be good for me to get to know this man who was now part of my family.

“Emilie,” the old man said again.

When my mama and brother finished speaking with Bastien, Mama came to the edge of the raft. I leaned out and gave her a hug, trying to ignore the tears in her eyes. Leon shook my hand. Faustin held me close. Claudette hugged me, whispering when she did.

“He’s very fine, Emilie. Let me know as soon as I have a nephew or niece on the way.”

Likely I blushed. While I was sixteen and knew some of the ways of the world, Claudette was only fourteen, and I had no idea she understood fine men and babies.

With tears in her eyes, Mama watched as Leon placed my crate of belongings on Luc’s raft, and I stared at my family as Bastien poled the raft along the slow-moving river toward the west fork of the swamp, my new home. I felt sadness, of course, as I wasn’t sure how far I would be from my family, nor did I know when I might see them again. I also felt excitement and even joy, for I’d always dreamed of being a wife and eventually a mother. My mama had been good to me, and my papa had worked hard to keep us fed, and that was the life I wanted, too. Now I had a farmer for a husband, in-laws, and a new life. I was sure this would be both difficult and wonderful, and I had no idea why Mama had worried for me.

“How far is it?” I asked. Luc glanced at me from beneath long, dark eyelashes, saying nothing.

“Far,” Bastien said. “Sit for now so you don’t get tired and fall. Don’t need to be fishing you out of a gator’s mouth already.”

I did as asked, arranging my simple skirt around my legs as I sat on the edge of the raft. Near my home the water moved more swiftly than here, and I watched leaves and debris weave lazy paths along the current. We disturbed dozens of bullfrogs, who bellowed and leaped off the shoreline as we passed, and occasionally a gator would gaze at us from the grassy edge, silent and still.

“So,” I said to Luc, looking up at him. He nodded and sat at my side, gazing at the water and not at me. “Luc, tell me about you.”

He turned slightly and then shrugged. “They said girls liked to talk.”

I blinked, surprised by this. I’d barely said a word. “They?”

“Well, Papa. Grandpapa, once, but he doesn’t say much now himself.”

“And does it bother you that girls talk?”

Luc shrugged. “Quiet at the farm. Don’t know yet.”

I had to smile at his honesty, but he didn’t smile back. Considering he’d just gotten a new wife, he didn’t appear pleased or excited about this change in his world, definitely not like I was. But that seemed right. Leon didn’t get excited about much, either. Faustin was more emotional, but not much. Papa, too, had seldom expressed much more than general contentment or discontentment, depending on the situation. Smiles had been rare, as were harsh words. He had reacted to most things with nods.

We fell silent again, no surprise, and I watched the swamp pass by. Nothing here was remarkably new to me, as I’d been born and raised in the swamp. I knew there was an almost endless number of twists and turns, wide creeks, narrow streams, bogs, and that even if I lived here a lifetime I might never run into my nearest neighbors, depending on the current of the river and the depth of the nearby bogs.

After what seemed an eternity, Bastien stopped the raft at a rickety dock, and he stepped off and put out his hand to me. I took it and stepped onto firm ground, looking around. The land rose before me, a wide expanse of high ground, larger than any I’d ever seen, and from here I could see part of a wooden house and rows of tall crops behind. I heard chickens and the lowing of a cow, and I smiled. So far, I was happy with this. High ground also meant relative safety, for everyone on the swamp knew floods were common, and with each flood everything in our world could change, the geography entirely new. I suspected Luc’s farm could stand up to quite a few floods before it felt an impact.

Luc took my crate and carried it past me, his arms strong and tight. Bastien reached for his papa, who accepted help and gingerly stepped off the raft, and we all headed up the long, gradual hill to the house.

I didn’t know what to expect from Luc’s house, but I was pleased with what I found. The building was wood with two stories, and it had a porch along the front. It was old and listed a bit to one side, and white paint flaked off most of it. A sturdy-looking pipe thrust up from the roof in the back, meaning they had an indoor stove. An outhouse in good shape stood not far to the right of the building, and to the left were fields and a couple small buildings, probably a barn and a chicken coop.

“Well, take her to her room,” Bastien said. “I’ll get you all settled today; then I have to travel.”

“Papa,” Luc said, his voice a little fearful. He shot me a fearful look as well, and I wondered what frightened him.

“She’ll take care of Papa, and you can work the fields. And I’ll look for help on my way back. Now that you don’t have to care for Papa, it will work.”

“It’s still not enough,” Luc said. “And it’s another mouth to feed.”

Bastien shot me a look I couldn’t interpret, and he shrugged. “Look at her. She can’t eat much.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to this, so I said nothing. I was beginning to realize Luc wasn’t entirely interested in having a wife. My mama had married me off to protect her farm, and Luc’s family had taken me in to protect their farm. I knew this was how the world could work here in the swamps, but at the moment that didn’t comfort me.

Luc still carried my crate, and he led us inside. The door opened with a push of his foot, no latch in place, and he walked into a wide sitting room that contained two upholstered chairs, both ragged with the stuffing hanging out, a wooden bench, and a wide sofa. Nothing else was in this room at all save a pair of curtains on a narrow window. I could see the kitchen in the next room, with a wooden table and four wooden chairs, and I caught sight of the stove and a stack of wood behind it.

A narrow stairway led to the second floor, and I followed Luc up, where he turned immediately to the right and set my crate on the floor of a tiny bedroom that housed a narrow bed and a small bench at its foot.

“This is yours,” he said, nodding and backing up. 

“But the bed is very small,” I said. “We can’t possibly share this bed.”

He gave me a puzzled look and led me down a short hallway to a second door, pointing inside at another room like mine. “This is mine. And Papa sleeps across the hall when he’s here, along with Grandpapa.”

“So we won’t share a bed?” I asked, disappointed.

“Why would we?” he asked. He used a strong, callused hand to brush his hair back off his forehead, letting it fall back into his face, still appearing puzzled. 

“You don’t know much about women or marriage, do you?” I asked.

“Um,” Luc said. He lifted his shoulder. “No. Mama passed when I was five.”

“Do you remember her?”

He thought about that. “Some, maybe. Just glimpses in my mind. Flowers in the kitchen, sitting in her lap holding a chick, maybe a woman with long hair. Not sure.”

I sighed. “And you don’t leave the farm much, do you?”

“Once or twice a year I go to the trading post. Papa says I need to see people sometimes. He thinks I’ll trade like he does. But I won’t. I farm. Don’t like trading. Don’t like people.”

I shook my head. The poor boy knew nothing at all about marriage or women or people in general, and I was trapped here with him, apparently here for no other purpose than to care for his aging grandpa so he could work his fields.

Disappointed tears rimmed my eyes, but I chose not to give them release. I would show him. If he didn’t understand women and wives, I would teach him. Clearly his papa knew something about marriage, since Luc himself had been conceived and born, so maybe he would help educate his son, as well. This was a good house on a safe piece of land, and I would do what I could to make myself valuable so Luc would keep me. Maybe I could even convince him to like me at some point, the way a husband likes his wife. My only other choice was to be miserable, and I didn’t want to spend the rest of my days miserable.
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​​Chapter Two
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DINNER SURPRISED ME. At my house, Mama ran the kitchen. Papa, Leon, and Faustin were hardly allowed in her kitchen between meals. Her mama had taught her that a good wife feeds her men, and she’d taught the same to me.

However, these men had been feeding themselves for years, and not one of them asked me to help. Bastien told me to sit in the front room with Grandpapa while he and Luc made dinner, and I did as told, watching Luc ease the old man into one of the soft chairs. I sat on the bench near the chair and put my hands in my lap, not sure what to do now.

“Elia,” the old man said, his voice rough and hard to understand.

“Pardon?” I asked. He gave me a puzzled look, and I remembered Luc moving very close to speak to his grandpapa. So, I moved closer and spoke loudly, repeating my question.

“Elia,” he said. “My wife. Long time gone now, long time. And you’re here for Luc?”

“I am,” I said, although I suspected I was really here for him. “I’m sure I’ll be very happy.”

The old man shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Were you happy?” I asked. “With your wife?”

“Prettiest lady in the swamp,” he said. “I miss her. And Bastien’s wife, gone too. Too soon. Women in the swamp go too soon.”

I didn’t need to hear this, and I sat up straighter, wishing it was time to eat and go to bed. Maybe I would wake up tomorrow and find I was still at home. Leon would be giving orders from the back porch, and Mama and Claudette and I would be storing vegetables, and life would be normal again.

“Grub’s on,” Luc said, poking his head out of the kitchen. I wasn’t sure from the smell what we were about to eat, but I stood to join the meal. Raymond pushed but didn’t seem able to rise, and I gave him my hand, pulling him forward. He nodded at me with a tight smile, and I kept my hand on his arm and led him to the kitchen, easing him into a chair.

“Thank you,” Bastien said. The men were gruff and a little cold, but the two younger ones clearly felt affection for Raymond.

We sat at the table, and Luc stood at the stove, dishing soup into bowls. He dropped a bowl in front of each person, and I looked at the meal, dipping into it with an old, bent spoon, realizing it was all root vegetables. I didn’t recognize the smell of the spices, but the vegetables themselves smelled good, and once Luc sat down, I took an experimental sip. Nobody paid me a bit of attention, each man focused on his own food, and I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t despise it, but I also didn’t like the taste, which was bitter and heavy. But, I had no choices here, so I ate every bite. The vegetables were tastier than the broth, and I saved most of them at the bottom of the bowl to help wash the bitter broth taste from my mouth.

“Have you bread?” I asked.

“Nope,” Luc said, shrugging. “Takes time to make bread, and lately, time is what we haven’t got.”

“Tonight I’ll tell you how to care for Papa,” Bastien said, changing the subject. Seemed to me the men never discussed a topic for more than a sentence or two. For three men living together, they didn’t live together at all. “In the morning, I’m off. Delivering, selling, trading. Be gone for a while.”

I nodded and glanced at Raymond, wondering what was involved in caring for an old man. I realized he struggled to get around, and Bastien had fed him a few bites of soup when the old man spilled most of his first spoonful. But I had no idea what else might be required.

When I found out, I realized why they’d brought me here to do it. Caring for Raymond was similar to caring for a child. He needed help eating, dressing, and cleaning himself. He got lonely and wandered off, and he didn’t always know how to get back. I would be responsible for his whereabouts during every waking hour, and that scared me. If something happened to him, I would be held responsible. The men cared for their papa and grandpapa, and although I was afraid, I knew I was being entrusted with something precious, and I would do my best. Even though this wasn’t the life I’d planned, I was going to do my best. 

As the evening wore on, I felt my lack of options more and more. I watched Bastien care for his papa, and when he was in bed, Luc’s papa said I could wash up at the creek myself. Like many areas in the swamps, streams crossed this property, and one passed near the house, so that was where they bathed.

Luc walked with me, holding a lantern. It was now dark, and I was afraid to walk alone. The men had assured me this area was dry enough that gators never came near the stream, but I had grown up watching for the creatures, and tonight was no different. Papa and the boys had never let me walk alone after dark, and I supposed I should appreciate being seen as adult enough to walk alone here, but I didn’t want to.

“Nothing out here,” Luc said as we walked. “But I don’t mind the walk. Papa makes Grandpapa sound worse than he is.”

I nodded, surprised by the encouragement. “Thank you. It looked difficult.”

“Sometimes,” Luc said. He swept his hair off his forehead, and I wondered if he would let me cut it for him to make him more comfortable. “Hard to watch it, though.  He used to...” Luc shrugged and looked at his feet.

“Used to what?”

“Strong man,” Luc said. “Farmer all his days. Wasn’t pleased that Papa wanted to trade and not farm. I had an uncle, but he recently passed, so we don’t have the help we need, with Grandpapa getting old. I don’t know if I can do it alone. Sometimes we hire help, but help’s not easy to find now. People have been heading to the cities, leaving home, and help’s hard to find.”

I nodded, because I’d heard similar complaints from my family. Cities now had factories and trains, and people left the swamps to make money. I couldn’t imagine not living in the swamp.

“Cities can’t be all that,” I said. “I’d go crazy if I couldn’t watch herons fishing, foxes hunting, gators sliding in the waters, baby muskrats swimming with their mamas. Doesn’t sound like much of a life.”

Luc smiled and gave me a sideways glance. “I gotta say I agree with you.”

I felt my face warm at his gaze. He was beautiful.

The stream flowed quickly, so the water was cold, and I swiftly rinsed my face and hands. This was my wedding day, so I’d washed earlier, and I didn’t take long to prepare for bed. Also, I realized chances were I wouldn’t be consummating my marriage tonight, and I felt both disappointment and relief at that, and I didn’t quite understand my reaction.

Luc set the lantern on the bank of the stream and slipped off his shirt, exposing a lovely body, although I thought I saw scars across one shoulder and arm in the shadows. He rolled his pant legs, walking into the center of the stream with a gasp.

“Cold,” I said. He nodded.

“Yep.”

He splashed water onto his chest, face, and arms, and I passed him the pitcher of suds that sat on the edge. I wondered if I would be expected to make soap or do laundry while I was here. So far, it seemed they worried more about Raymond than anything else, and this disappointed me, too. I’d worked for years with Mama, preparing to be a wife, and I wanted to use my skills.

He didn’t strip off his pants, although he did lift each foot and scrub some of the suds onto them. He also leaned forward and washed his hair, hissing at the chill while he did. The swamp never got cold, but this time of year the water chilled. Leon said he’d heard some of our swamp water came from distant mountains, where it had been ice. I’d never seen ice, so I wasn’t sure I believed this.

I passed him a thin linen towel when he got back to the edge, and he rubbed his chest and arms and then scrubbed his hair to get rid of most of the water. He slid his shirt back over his head and shivered.

“Don’t really like the chilly season,” he said. 

“I don’t like it for washing, but I love to drink the cold water,” I said. He nodded.

“Yeah, never thought about it, but so do I.”

We walked in silence back to the house, and we went upstairs. I paused at my doorway, hoping he would enter and spend time with me, but he didn’t. I’d hoped for a kiss, at least, but again, he simply walked to his room like he’d forgotten me entirely. When he got to his doorway, he turned to me.

“I’ll wake you up when I go for the milking,” he said, tipping his head. And then he went into his room and closed the door. I did the same, looking at the spare room and the little bed, and I sat on the edge of the stiff mattress and finally let myself cry.
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AS HE’D PROMISED, LUC opened my door and let me know it was time to rise in the morning. The sun was barely a glow in the sky, but I was used to early mornings. I shivered against a chill, more from new surroundings and new routines than cold, and slipped my work dress over my head. Then I headed into the men’s bedroom, where I watched Raymond sleep for a moment. Until he rose, I had no chores, but I needed to be here when he woke up to make sure he didn’t wander or get hurt. Also, as soon as he rose I would make sure he was dressed, clean, and fed, and I would care for him during the day. It was like caring for a child, only this man wasn’t a child. I’d been taught to treat my elders with respect and to honor them, and I wasn’t sure how to do this while also caring for one like a child.

I followed Luc downstairs, and I watched him put water and grain into a pot for breakfast.

“I can do that,” I said. “I know you must milk early. I have skills in the kitchen. In my family, the men work the fields, and the women care for the home—laundry, cooking, cleaning, mending. You’ve not had a woman here, but I can do all these things and make your job simpler.”

Luc looked at me a moment like he thought I was joking, but then he smiled. “You would do this for us? Some days...”

“Some days what?” I asked.

“Some days I don’t know if I can keep it up.”

“I will help you,” I said. 

He nodded and sat down, and I stirred his grains and fixed him a mug of tea. He and his family brewed a tea I didn’t recognize, with strong leaves that smelled musty and tasted bitter, but he sipped it like he needed it to survive.

“You don’t drink tea?” he asked. I made a face.

“I’m not sure what you’re drinking, but it isn’t tea.”

He looked at the cup in surprise. “We’ve always called this tea. I know nothing of the world outside the farm. I’m not wise.”

“Everyone has their own variation on tea,” I said, not meaning to insult him. “And you are wise in everything that matters to you. I think we’re all like that. And soon I will be wise about your grandpapa, but today, if I make mistakes, please take pity on me.”

Luc nodded and rose. “Yes.”

He left, and I finished the grains and set them aside, assuming he would eat when he returned. I put some in my bowl and added honey from a ceramic jar, wondering if they purchased honey or had hives. I knew about hives and could help harvest honey. Then I walked back upstairs, sat in a stiff chair, and waited for Raymond to rise.

The old man shifted and groaned in his sleep before he rose, and when he opened his eyes, he stared at the drooping ceiling for a time before moving. When he finally moved, he jumped, clearly not expecting me.

“Elia?”

I cringed, hating that he thought me his dead wife, even for a moment. I could tell he’d loved her very much.

“Emilie,” I said loudly. “Luc’s wife, here to help you. How may I help you this morning, Raymond?”

He sighed and looked at the ceiling again. “I’m still here.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to this. Raymond took a deep breath and pulled upright, sitting on the edge of the mattress a moment before standing. He wavered, and I put my hand out to steady him. He let me help, and I aided him into a tunic and britches, combed his hair and beard, and helped him down the stairs. When we sat in the kitchen, I served him a bowl of grains, and he took two shaky bites. Then he gave me a pitiful look, and I sat beside him and spooned food toward his mouth. He didn’t look at me while he ate, and I cleaned up the dishes without a word, feeling his shame. Perhaps he was more comfortable with his family caring for him, or maybe he simply didn’t want to require care from anyone.

“Luc says you’ve had the land a long time,” I said, thinking perhaps some conversation would help him relax.

“Many generations,” he said. “Came here during a drought in the old country. Swamps have their problems, but drought is never one of them. My old grandpapa, many greats ago, promised his wife she’d never again hurt for water. And that was true.”

I had to smile at that. “I can’t imagine a drought.”

“Nor can I,” he said. “Luc. You married Luc?”

“Yesterday,” I said. “You remember? You all came a long way to fetch me.”

“Elia was a long way,” Raymond said. “Two days of travel. Her grandpapa and mine made the arrangements. She was young, much younger than me. Thought that would mean she’d outlive me. But she didn’t.”

He said nothing more about it, pushing to his feet. I put the last dish in the rinse water and turned to him, not sure what to do next. They’d told me how to keep Raymond healthy and safe, but that didn’t take all day. I didn’t know how to pass the rest of the hours.

“I wonder if you could show me the men’s washing,” I said. “I’m willing to do chores around the house. I want Luc to know I can help him.”

“Luc,” Raymond said. “Good boy. Better man than his papa. I never asked Bastien to run off and trade, never to come home. Wasn’t even here when his wife passed. Left Luc here with me and Elia for weeks.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to this, not sure how to deal with Raymond’s anger and bitterness.

“Luc was an only child?” I asked. “That’s unusual.”

“He should have had more siblings,” Raymond said. “His mama died laboring over the second. And then Bastien didn’t marry again. I suspect Luc’s got brothers out there, but Bastien’s life on the trade route is his own. Shares nothing.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “Um, the washing?”

Raymond showed me the baskets of wash and the soap, and he led me to the creek by the house where the men did most of their household chores. I filled a bucket and mixed in the soap flakes, and then I swished and rinsed and wrung clothes until my arms ached. The men didn’t wash often, I could see. Many of their clothes had gone so long without a washing that they would never look clean, but at least they now smelled better.

I turned from the creek and cringed, because I’d forgotten Raymond, and he was gone. I dropped the tunic from my hands into the basket and called his name, mortified that I’d failed at my responsibility on my first day here.

“Raymond,” I called. I walked toward the house calling, and then I walked inside, running up the stairs and then into the kitchen, but he wasn’t here. I walked out the kitchen door and stared at the fields and buildings, no idea where to look for him. Bastien had said he wandered away and didn’t always know his way home, and I felt panic claw at my throat to imagine him hurt or killed and bearing the blame for that. What would Luc do with a wife who killed his beloved grandpapa?

Suddenly Luc was at my side, panting, his eyes wild. “What’s wrong?”

“I was doing the laundry, and I turned for a minute, and he’s gone. He’s not in the house, and I don’t know where else he might go. I don’t know the area. I’m so sorry, Luc.”

Luc gave me a dark and angry look, and he turned around and ran as though he had an idea of where to look. I went the other direction, continuing to call for Raymond, and in a moment I heard Luc call to me.

“I found him,” came Luc’s deep voice across the field. I ran toward his voice, and he almost plowed into me as he carried his grandpapa back toward the house. The man was awake and conscious, and I let out my breath, unaware I’d been holding it. My chest ached, but I knew it would be okay, because his grandpapa was alive.

I followed them inside, where Luc set Raymond on the sofa and knelt in front of him.

“Does anything hurt, Grandpapa?” he asked, taking his hands and looking them over, then looking over all of him. “You were on the ground. Did you fall?”

Raymond pulled away and smacked Luc’s hand. “I’m not what I was, but that doesn’t mean I have to watch a woman wash laundry all day. I just took a walk, and I sat down when my legs got tired. Now, I want to eat a bite and take a nap. And stop treating me like you’re the grandpapa and I’m the child, Luc. I won’t have it.”

I was surprised by his words, since last night he’d seemed comfortable with their care of him. Luc pushed back to his feet and walked to the kitchen, and I followed.

“I don’t need your help,” Luc said angrily.

“Luc, I’m sorry. I’m new at this,” I said, but he stopped me with a black look.

“Go watch Grandpapa while I make lunch. Don’t let him out of your sight.”

My eyes filled with tears, but I turned and did as asked, sitting down to wait for lunch.

“I’m sorry,” I said to Raymond. “I’m sorry I made you watch me wash. What do you want to do, Grandpapa? While Luc is working, what would you like to do with your time?”

“I just want to be left alone,” Raymond said angrily.

“Okay, but if you’re alone, what will you do?”

He paused and looked over my head, clearly thinking about the question. “Fish.”

“Fish?”

“I’m too old to do much, but I can fish. The hole on the west edge is still a good place to fish, and I’d like to do it. Bring in a little more food. No reason the pipsqueak has to do all the work himself.”

I smiled. “Tomorrow, then, let’s fish.”

“You fish?” he asked.

“Never in my life,” I admitted. “Will you teach me?”

Grandpapa smiled. “That I can do.”

I sighed. It seemed I’d won over Grandpapa. Now I just had to convince Luc to forgive me.

Lunch was miserable. Luc was angry, nearly trembling with feeling, but he said nothing. Not one word to me or to Raymond. Raymond didn’t seem to notice, talking to me about fishing and ignoring Luc’s angry glares. When we finished eating, I carried the dishes to the kitchen, but Luc grabbed them from me and pointed toward Grandpapa.

“Watch him,” he said. “I need to trust you, Emilie. This morning I thought maybe you were the answer, that you could watch Grandpapa and help with other things, too. But maybe you’re just another mouth to feed. Figures Papa would do that to me, make sure I failed so I could join him on the trade routes. I’ll be back at dark. You feed Grandpapa, and I’ll get my own food. Don’t lose him again.”

I spent the afternoon in the house, making sure Raymond didn’t leave. For most of the afternoon he slept, and I arranged my few belongings in my room, sat on the sofa, and finally worked on dinner, shoving the table toward the living room door so I could see the front door while I worked. Luc had told me not to cook, but I knew I could do this without losing his grandpapa, so I did it. So far, I’d not impressed him, but I was going to try to undo the damage I’d done and earn his trust. I realized even though he didn’t talk much, he could still feel lonely, and Luc was lonely. Maybe not for companionship, but for the aid that having another body around offered. And if his dad was truly working against him, he needed me on his side.

I decided no matter how much I upset him, no matter what he said to me, I would be on his side until he realized I was here to help him, to be his wife and everything that meant, even if he had no idea what that meant.
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​​Chapter Three
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“I GOT IT,” I SAID AS the fish struggled on my line. Raymond grinned and moved closer to me, his knife in hand, and he cut the fish loose and thrust it into the basket with the others. For two days we’d caught nothing, but today we’d gotten lucky, and we had five fish in the basket, enough for a meal.

“And do you know how to prepare them?” he asked.

“Yes, I do,” I said proudly, and he patted my arm. “Are you hungry?”

He nodded, and I moved to another basket and pulled out bread and jam for our lunch. I set them down between us, and we slowly ate. Soup was fine, of course, and we ate it at many meals, but Raymond preferred food he could comfortably wield on his own, so I’d started to make batches of flatbread after he went to bed at night. Luc had eaten some, but he still wasn’t speaking to me, so I wasn’t sure what he thought of it. I wasn’t sure what he thought of anything.

After we finished, Raymond put his line back in the creek, and I moved to another branch of this creek, within sight of the first, where I’d done some laundry this morning. I had some hanging in the trees to dry, and I pulled it down and watched Raymond pull in yet another fish.

“Good day,” Raymond said as I moved closer and looked into the basket. “I’ll cut them if you want.”

I let him do it, because already I’d realized he needed to be helpful, just like I needed to be helpful. Neither of us liked the idea of him sitting on the sofa all day and me watching him sit. Now we left with the sun to fish or walk, and we didn’t return home until his nap time in the middle of the afternoon, at which point I made dinner. Luc again had said nothing about that, although he did mention that I’d better keep an eye on Grandpapa while I was in the kitchen.

Between the laundry and the fish, walking back to the house wasn’t easy. Grandpapa tried to carry things, but he simply didn’t have much strength any more. However, his mind shifted from sharp to confused, and during a sharp moment he suggested I tie our loads together and drag them, as the path was smooth here, because this fishing hole had been a favorite for generations.

When we exited the trees in sight of the house, Luc stood on the porch watching, his brows drawn. I wished he would smile. He’d smiled at me a time or two on the first day, and as lovely as he was otherwise, when he smiled I could barely look at him, overcome by his rugged face and fine body. Right now, I was more overcome by his disapproval. Grandpapa passed him without a word and headed inside, and I stopped before Luc, feeling small, knowing he had something to say I didn’t want to hear.
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