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To the Moschels. 

Your courage and determination to adopt children is inspiring. 

God bless you as you nurture them.
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​1. Henry and Caroline
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Why is it that bad things seem to come in bunches? My ma died bringing me into this world and Pa remarried a year later. I liked my stepma. She treated me like I was her own son, even after she had Caroline. She treated me and Caroline the same. Well, except that Caroline’s a girl and I’m a boy, so some things were a little different.

Anyway, we had a pretty normal life as far as I knew. Ma taught us how to read and write and Pa taught us arithmetic. I helped Pa with the farming and Caroline helped Ma in the house. We each had our own friends, but the two of us did a lot together, too.

The year 1878 was one full of good memories for the first six months, but the last six months were mostly bad. That was the year I turned fourteen and Caroline turned twelve. We were both on the cusp of our most challenging growing up years, Ma liked to say. Then in June, Pa and Ma got real sick.

At first, my sister and I weren’t too concerned since they’d been sick before, but after a day of them progressively getting worse, Caroline asked me to get the doctor. He came out and examined them.

“They’ll either get better or they won’t,” he said. “No one is to come or go from this farm until a week after all the sick people are well or dead. I don’t want it spreading anywhere else.”

“Is there any medicine to help them?” I asked.

The doctor pursed his lips. “No, there isn’t.”

“How will you keep from spreading the disease?”

He sighed. “I’ll bathe when I get home and burn my clothes.”

I nodded. I did understand his concern about spreading whatever it was, but these were my parents. There had to be something we could do for them and he wasn’t doing anything. As the doctor walked out to his buggy and drove away without a backward glance, an uneasy shiver ran up and down my body. Did the doctor even care enough to have made the right decision?

I shook my head to clear the morbid thoughts. He was a doctor, so he had to—even if he didn’t like the Irish. I trudged back to the house.

Caroline gently closed the door behind me, a look of concern on her face as she gazed up at me. 

“We’re on our own. He’s not coming back.”

She gasped and covered her mouth. “Why?”

“Whatever they have is catching and he’s afraid it could spread.”

Her eyes widened. “Does that mean we could get it?” 

My insides went cold. I hadn’t even thought of that. We could. Would anyone even notice if we all died out here? Would anyone really miss us? I gulped down my fear. “Yes, I suppose it does mean that. But let’s not think about it. God’ll take care of us. Somehow.”

For the next few days, we fell into a strenuous routine. Caroline made breakfast while I took care of the animals. We ate together in silence, then I went out to do whatever I could in the fields. Pa had always made everything look so easy, but I quickly found out it wasn’t.

When the sun was high in the sky, I would go back to the house, throw something together for lunch, and take a turn caring for Pa and Ma. I sponged their warm foreheads, prayed, and tried to get them to sip some water or broth. 

After about two hours, Caroline would take over for me and I would go back out to the fields where I spent more time praying than working. If anyone could spare Pa’s and Ma’s life, it was God. 

Four days after the doctor left, Pa and Ma died within an hour of each other. Caroline and I were both there as they slipped quietly into eternity. The only consolation we had was that they were both Christians and we would see them again in heaven someday.

Since no one was allowed near the farm for another week, we had to do everything ourselves. I built a large pine box to bury them in together, and then Caroline and I worked together to dig a large hole on their favorite hill. As we dug, we had to take frequent breaks as the tears made it impossible to see. I suppose you’re wondering why a fourteen year old on the cusp of manhood would cry. Well, my pa always told me, “Son, it ain’t shameful to cry. Some men say it is, but I think it makes a man more real.” He’d repeated it again days before he got sick, and I’m sticking to it.

After the grave was dug and I got our mule to drag the coffin up the hill, Caroline and I stood there in silence for a long time. I don’t know about her, but I couldn’t think of a single word to say. I started when she started humming. The humming soon became choked singing and I joined in.

All the way my Savior leads me;

What have I to ask beside?

Can I doubt His tender mercy,

Who through life has been my Guide?

Heav’nly peace, divinest comfort,

Here by faith in Him to dwell!

For I know whate’er befall me,

Jesus doeth all things well;

For I know whate’er befall me,

Jesus doeth all things well.

We both paused after the first verse and knelt next to the grave, clasping hands before continuing on:

All the way my Savior leads me;

Cheers each winding path I tread,

Gives me grace for ev’ry trial,

Feeds me with the living Bread.

Though my weary steps may falter

And my soul athirst may be,

Gushing from the Rock before me,

Lo! A spring of joy I see;

Gushing from the Rock before me,

Lo! A spring of joy I see.

“God,” I whispered, “may that truly be said of me; of us. Give us grace for this trial. You are the only one who can feed us with living bread and give us joy.”

“Heavenly Father,” Caroline prayed, “I don’t understand what is happening or why. I need Your grace. I need You.” 

She collapsed into my arms, sobbing uncontrollably. As she looked to me for comfort, I realized suddenly that I was the man of the house. I was the one who was supposed to comfort and protect her. With a husky voice, I spoke the words to the last verse of the hymn:

All the way my Savior leads me;

Oh, the fullness of His love!

Perfect rest to me is promised

In my Father’s house above.

When my spirit, clothed immortal,

Wings its flight to realms of day,

This my song through endless ages:

Jesus led me all the way;

This my song through endless ages:

Jesus led me all the way.

I can’t tell you how long we knelt by the grave. My legs fell asleep long before I finally stood up, but I didn’t care. Caroline’s sobbing had slowed, and we embraced in mutual comfort for each other. 

***
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By some miracle, neither Caroline nor I got sick. We scrubbed everything down, especially our clothes, and burned the bedclothes from Pa and Ma’s bed. We probably didn’t need to, but we felt dirty, so we cleaned and scrubbed and scrubbed and cleaned. Then we stayed on the farm for another two weeks just to be extra careful not to spread anything. We would have stayed away longer, but our supplies were running low. I didn’t want to go to town because I knew Pa had a few small debts and, as I said, we weren’t exactly the most well-liked people in town, being Irish. Besides that, we’d never been to town without either Pa or Ma with us. They’d always wanted to make it a family outing. As we walked into town, I wished they had let us come to town by ourselves sometimes. We got strange looks from everyone and no one spoke to us until the doctor saw us.

“How are your parents?”

I gulped. “Dead.” I willed the tears to stay behind my eyes.

“I’m sorry.” The doctor said the words, but I could tell there was no feeling behind them.

I nodded my insincere thanks and stepped forward to continue my trip to town.

“What will you do now?” His question stopped me.

My throat tightened. “Continue the farm like Pa asked me to.”

The doctor looked me up and down and seemed to find me lacking. “You? Alone?”

I shrugged, trying not to wince at the pain in my sore muscles. “Yes, sir. I can do it. And Caroline can help if I need it.”

“How old are you?”

I straightened and looked him in the eyes, noticing for the first time that we were almost the same height. “Fourteen, almost fifteen.”

The doctor grunted. “You’re still just a boy. Come, let’s talk to a few people.”

He put a hand on my shoulder and I wrenched away, ignoring the pain that shot down my arms. “No. I’ll talk only to the people I need to talk to, and only with Caroline there.”

I marched past him with Caroline following close behind.

We made our purchases at the general store and headed home. Less than an hour later, a group of men knocked on the door. I grabbed the shotgun from above the door and took a few steps backward, waving Caroline back into the kitchen.

“What do you want?” I demanded.

“We need to talk to you about your foolhardy plan to farm this place on your own.” I recognized the speaker’s voice as being that of the pastor. 

“It isn’t foolhardy.”

Another man outside chuckled. “Do you have the money to pay off your pa’s debts?”

The doorknob rattled and I tensed. “I have a shotgun aimed at the door. Don’t you dare come in.”

“We have the sheriff with us, son,” another man said. “I wouldn’t go shooting anyone.”

I lowered the gun as the door swung open. The banker, sheriff, doctor, and pastor crowded in. 

I rested the business end of the gun on the floor and glared at the men.

The pastor was the first to speak. “Mr. Gibbon has agreed to sell this farm to pay off your father’s debts.”

I clenched my jaw. “This was my pa’s farm and I’ll keep farming it for him. It’s not the banker’s to sell.”

Mr. Gibbon shook his head. “Your father owed a lot of money on this farm yet. The farm sale will barely cover what is owed to me and everyone else.”

“Where will we go?” Caroline asked.

“With me,” Pastor Marlowe said.

“Where?” I demanded.

Pastor Marlowe cleared his throat and shifted his feet. “The orphanage in Helena.”

I huffed a breath out of my nose trying to keep control of my temper. “No.”

The sheriff stepped forward. “You don’t have a choice.”

“What can you do about it, Sheriff?” I asked.

“Send your sister there and arrest you for claim jumping.”

I glared at him. “This isn’t a claim.”

“Then I’ll arrest you until you can pay all the debts owed on the farm, at the general store, and at the Feed and Seed.”

I looked each man in the eye as I asked my next question. “If Pa wasn’t Irish, would you be doing this?”

The men looked everywhere except at me and Caroline.

“Didn’t think so,” I said. I turned around and started to walk toward the kitchen. Caroline stood in the doorway and I took her hand as I passed her, keeping the shotgun in my other hand. Some would call me stupid, naïve, even insane for what I did next. I wasn’t any of those. I knew exactly what I was doing, what would likely happen, and how it would end. But I was desperate. There was no way I wanted to go to an orphanage. Not from everything I had heard about them.

Caroline and I walked out the back door and went into the barn.

“What are we going to do?” Caroline asked.

“Head out on our own. Saddle Whitey, please.”

Caroline’s mouth gaped open. “They’ll find us.”

“I know.”

Caroline grabbed my arm as I turned to get the bridle. “Then why not do what they say?”

I sank against the support beam and buried my head in my hands. “Most orphans end up being outlaws or prostitutes.”

Caroline’s hands flew up to her mouth. “They do?”

I sighed and looked away. “No one will admit it, but who would want to adopt us or even just take us in? Or marry an orphan? Or give an orphan a job? Most people just won’t risk it.”

“Why not?”

“First, we’re Irish. No one likes the Irish. Second, we’re too old for the people who usually adopt or take in orphans. Third, if they do want to take us in, it will be basically as slave laborers. Fourth, no one wants their son to marry a girl without family because she has no dowry and could be of questionable parentage. On the same line, no one wants their daughter to marry an orphan for similar reasons. And orphans often steal from those who give them their jobs.”

Caroline sighed. “What can we do then?”

I shook my head. “We can stick together. Always. Otherwise, I don’t know. We could try finding a place somewhere that’ll give me a job.”

A deep voice spoke from the doorway. “Or you could come with me without a fight and have a little more chance of living by going to the orphanage.”

I looked up at the man’s silhouette. “Why should we, Pastor? Did you hear what I said?”

The man nodded. “I did. And I think you’re wrong.”

“Would you adopt kids like us or let us live with you? Would you let your son marry Caroline when she was old enough? Would you hire either of us?”

“No,” he said.

“Why not?”

The pastor took a step forward. “I have enough children and don’t need any more. My son wouldn’t marry a farmer’s daughter, and I wouldn’t hire anyone because I don’t make enough to pay them.”

I shook my head. “If you did have the money, then what?”

“I don’t know.”

I straightened. “I guess I’ll have to hope that someone else is nicer than you then.” I gritted my teeth together and kneaded my temples with my fingers. After a while, I looked at Caroline. My heart broke at the words I was about to say. Could I really do this? “Come, Caroline. We may as well go with him.”

Caroline crowded close to me. “Can we at least pack a few things first, please?”

The pastor heaved a sigh. “I suppose, but be quick about it. The train leaves in an hour.”

We both packed our clothes, a few remembrances, and a book or two, all while trying not to think too hard about what we were leaving behind. An hour later, we were on the train to Helena and a new life.
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​2. The Orphanage
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The first few days at the orphanage were as uneventful as could be expected. We had lots of adjustments to make, and the children teased and bullied us until I found a way to gain a little respect. 

I didn’t bully the bully, though I did think about it. I’d always had a hard time controlling my Irish temper, but with God’s help, I usually kept it under control. Being at the orphanage both helped and hindered God’s teaching of self-control.

About three days after we got there, one of the younger boys got stuck high in a tree after going up there to get away from Bart, the biggest and meanest boy.

Edward was about nine and small for his age. He could get up high because he was light, but getting down... Well, he got scared. The bullies surrounded the tree and laughed at the poor fellow. Caroline saw them and ran to get me. I watched from a distance for a minute, then I squared my shoulders and marched toward the tree.

I looked up and saw him perched high in the tree. With a deep breath, I pushed through the crowd of bullies and glared at Bart as I grasped the first branch.

Edward whimpered a little and one of the older girls mocked him. “Scared are ya? Maybe you should’ve thought of that before going so high.”

I pulled myself up and sat on the lowest branch. “If you’re not here to help him get down, go away and pick on someone your own size. How does it really make you feel to be able to scare and terrorize a boy half your size?”

I stood up on the branch and blocked out everyone below me. My focus needed to be on Edward only. The noise settled down as I got higher and about halfway up, I glanced down. Only Caroline and the headmistresses, Miss Barker and Miss Spencer, stood below.

Once I was up as high as I could go, I looked up. Edward was still ten feet above me and I couldn’t get any higher without risking my own life. I was about to start talking him down when I heard a shout.

“Edward! What are you doing up there?”

I peered down. A boy a little younger than me ran up to the tree. I found out later that he was Edward’s brother, Tommy. Caroline took Tommy’s arm and spoke with him, so I turned my attention back to the scared boy.

“Edward, I need you to work with me to help you down. Look down at me and keep your focus on me and the branches you are climbing on. Do not look any lower.”

Edward shuddered as he turned his gaze to me. 

I smiled at him. “Good. Now, once you get a little lower, I can help guide you down, but for now, you just need to slowly make your way to me.”

Edward kept his eyes flicking between me and the branch he needed to step on next. He nodded slowly, and with painstakingly slow movements, Edward made it down to where I could give him a little more support. From there, I guided his legs down branch to branch as we made our way to the ground below.

I don’t know how long we were up there or how long it took us to get down. When I jumped out of the tree, my legs almost collapsed from the strain I’d put on them. Both my legs and my arms quivered and I shook them out to loosen them up. 

I watched with exhausted satisfaction as Edward ran up to his brother and gave him a big hug. I turned to go inside and leave them alone, but Edward stopped me as he ran up and threw his arms around me.

“Thank you, Henry!”

I put an arm around him. “You’re welcome, Edward.”

Tommy patted my back. “Thanks for helping Edward.”

I nodded. “It was nothing. Those bullies shouldn’t have made him go up in the first place.”

He shrugged. “I suppose.”

Miss Spencer came over. “Is Edward all right?”

Edward smiled. “Yes, ma’am. I am now.”

Miss Barker pursed her lips. “Who did this and why did you go up there?”

Edward’s smile faded and he hugged himself, looking at the ground. “They were chasing me. I couldn’t run much longer, so I climbed the tree instead. They taunted me, trying to get me to come down. That’s all, Miss Barker.”

Miss Spencer looked around. “Why were they chasing you?”

Edward shrugged. “I don’t know, but I didn’t want to find out.”

“Who started it?” Miss Barker asked.

“I don’t wanna be a snitch. They’d beat me up for sure next time.”

Miss Barker frowned. “All right. I won’t make you, but you can tell me if it happens again.”

After that, the four of us—Tommy, Edward, Caroline, and me—became good friends and did all sorts of things together, including protecting each other. We also became the self-appointed welcoming committee when new orphans came. 

Living at the orphanage was never easy, but I read my Bible every day and tried to pray each day as well. Bart teased me because of my Bible reading, but I tried not to let it bother me. 

We learned a lot at the orphanage both about how to live, how hard-hearted people were, how generous other people were, and yes, we also learned how to take advantage of others, especially the mistresses. It was discouraging how many of the children had no Bible training at all and lived like it. 

We older children were put in charge of some of the younger ones whenever possible. I especially enjoyed helping the younger boys and teaching them some of the things Pa had taught to me.

Shortly after arriving, I started a daily Bible study for any of the children who wanted to join us. We worked our way through the New Testament to start with and then went into the Old Testament as the months and years went by. During one of the Bible studies, Tommy and Edward both accepted Christ as their Savior and Lord. That night, I went to bed praising God for His blessings.
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​3. Hope
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February 1881

Two and a half years passed by. In less than a year, I would have to leave. When children turn eighteen, they age out of the orphanage and need to fend for themselves. Although I wouldn’t mind not living there anymore, I didn’t want to leave Caroline, Tommy, and Edward behind. 

I had gotten odd jobs here and there around town for the last few months. Though not required of me, I gave most of the money I earned to the orphanage. That year had been a lean one for us, and the younger children needed better clothing and more food. I could always live under the stars for a few months after leaving the orphanage if needed.

During one of my jobs, I even got offered a full-time job. If it had been a job for a blacksmith, a livery stable, ranch, or farm, I would’ve taken it. But it wasn’t. It was for a newspaperman who wanted to make me an editor.

At first, I just delivered papers, but then he got shorthanded one time and had me help clean up the office and sometimes help with the printing press. One time, he caught me rearranging the letters on the press.

“What’re you doing, boy?” he yelled.

I jumped. “Making it sound better and be spelled right, sir.”

The man read the changes I had made and looked at the handwritten sheet we were copying. “Well, well, well, I think you have a natural way with words, Henry. How would you like to come work for me full-time? I could train you to be an editor or journalist.”

I backed up a few steps, nearly running into the man who ran the press. “No, thank you. I don’t have the patience to be indoors that long.”

He hired a new man a few weeks later and didn’t need me anymore, but the newspaperman made sure to tell me—many times—that if I changed my mind, I would still be welcome. I told him I would come there first if I didn’t find anything better.

***
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About ten months before I would have to leave, a new little girl arrived at the orphanage. Her name was Hope and she was afraid of everybody, especially Miss Barker. I didn’t blame her any; Miss Barker could be a bit scary at times.

Caroline, Tommy, Edward, and I met Hope and two others in the entry as we did with everybody. Hope kept herself plastered to the wall by the door, her eyes darting back and forth and as big as saucers. 

Caroline studied Hope carefully and after a little bit, slowly approached the little girl. I knew I should greet the two young boys, but my attention refused to stray from my sister. Hope looked like she would run out the door if she could, but she stayed frozen in place, her eyes wide and watching Caroline. When Caroline was a few feet away, she crouched down and spoke to Hope in quiet, gentle tones. Then she took something out of her apron pocket and held it out. A flicker of interest sparked in Hope’s eyes as they became a little smaller.

My breath caught when I realized what Caroline had in her hand. It was the doll Ma had given her when she was about Hope’s age. Of all the things Caroline had, this doll was the one thing she guarded most closely. I crept closer so I could hear.

“Hello, Hope,” Caroline said. “Do you like dolls? I know I do. My mama made this doll for me when I was six. How old are you?”

Hope stuck her left thumb in her mouth and held up all the fingers of her right hand. 

“Five? My goodness!” Caroline exclaimed. “I think that’s old enough for you to play with my doll. Would you like that?”

Hope bobbed her head up and down twice. 

Caroline waited and Hope took two hesitant steps forward. As she did, I felt someone come up behind me.

“Caroline has an amazing gift,” Miss Spencer whispered.

I smiled and nodded as Hope took the last three steps to reach the doll.

When Hope had the doll, Caroline hugged the little girl and slowly stood up. “Shall we go upstairs and play with Margaret?”

Hope tilted her head and snuggled closer to Caroline. “Who’s Mar’get?”

Caroline laughed softly. “That’s the name of my doll.”

As they went upstairs to the room Caroline shared with ten other girls, Miss Spencer shook her head with a look of amazement on her face. “Henry, please tell Caroline that from now on, she is in charge of Hope’s care.”

I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Miss Spencer left and I joined Tommy and Edward in greeting the other two. They were twins and just four years old. With their sad little faces and general cuteness, I knew they would be adopted soon.
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