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Chapter One

HENRY AND HARVEY WERE BORN ON A COLD January night, just before the blizzard of 1929.

Their mother laid them next to her, side by side in the double bed, wondering how they would manage to feed nine children when times were lean.

By the time the twins were six years old, she had borne four more babies, bringing the total to thirteen children. They managed from year to year until 1936, when the lean times became leaner still. Oatmeal gave way to cornmeal mush, ground from the leftover field corn and roasted in the oven of the Pioneer Maid wood range.

Rueben Esh, the children’s father, worked the farm from morning till evening. Tall, thin, and just a bit weary, his brown eyes questioned why milk prices were so low. With thirteen children to feed, his mortgage payment was increasingly hard to meet.

Savilla, the good wife, spare and angular, patched their clothes and pinched pennies, cooked green beans and potatoes without a smidgen of meat, sold eggs and butter, and rode into the town of Intercourse, Pennsylvania, on the spring wagon, with half a dozen brown-eyed children who never in their lives ate an egg for breakfast.

Much too wasteful, to let a child eat an egg, when they could bring the wonderful price of a dollar a dozen.

Milk fever set in after the birth of the fourteenth child, and Savilla died.

The twins were seven years old, their unruly brown hair bouncing above button noses splattered with freckles, their brown eyes not quite aligned. When they looked at you, they saw not only you, but what was behind you as well.

They pressed around their mother’s coffin, swallowing their tears, standing side by side in their grief, the way they’d lain side by side in the double bed at birth.

They knew hunger and cold and filth, that next year. The oldest daughter was overcome with the avalanche of responsibilities. She sat and rocked Baby Ezra while the rest of them did the best they could, under the tutelage of their sad-eyed father.

When he married Mattie Stoltzfus, she entered the house like a freight train, tall and wide and hissing steam. The twins sat wide-eyed on the worn-out davenport that smelled of cow manure and sour milk, and wondered how they’d manage in times like this.

They knew they disliked Mattie, so they agreed that they wouldn’t do what they were told. They never spoke back to her, just stood and looked at her with their curiously unfocused gaze and disobeyed.

Rueben Esh listened to his new wife, found a green willow branch, and switched their thin bottoms, his sad brown eyes filled with resolve.

“She doesn’t like us,” Harvey said.

“No, she doesn’t,” Henry said.

The parents made arrangements, packed their clothes into two brown paper sacks, and sent them down the road to neighbors who had only three children of their own.

Rueben stayed in the barn that day, left the parting to Mattie.

December 18, a week before Christmas, they stepped off the porch in their torn shoes into a few inches of snow, through the wire gate and out the lane, past the barnyard and the bare maple trees that waved their black branches in the cold wind.

The boys didn’t look back, knowing that what was behind them was something they could never have again.

After the first mile, their feet were cold from snow leaking into the cracks in the soles of their shoes. Their hands were red and chapped from the cold, so they switched their paper sacks from one hand to the other. Their torn straw hats flapped in the wind, and occasionally they took a free hand to slap the top of it. Behind them, their tracks zigzagged through the frozen pellets of snow, but they never strayed from each other, their shoulders meeting again and again.

A buggy passed from the opposite direction. They waved solemnly and kept walking. They were being sent to Ephraim King. They had been told how far to walk on Peters Road, where to turn, and which driveway to look for, so they recognized the place when they came to it. A low rise, and suddenly, behind the woods, there it was.

Instinctively, they drew together. Their steps slowed. The wind blew cold. They could hear their stomachs rumble underneath their thin coats that closed down the front with hooks and eyes.

The farm where they were expected to live looked much the same as any other Lancaster County farm. A white-sided house with a porch and a kesslehaus, a white barn with white outbuildings flanked by patches of woods and corn-stubbled fields, a winding creek with willow trees swaying bare-limbed on its border.

“I guess they know we’re coming.”

“I hope so.”

Unsure which door to enter, they hesitated at the end of the cement sidewalk. No barking dogs announced their arrival, no one appeared at a window, and both doors stayed shut, as if the farmhouse had turned its face aside.

They looked at each other, one’s uncertainty mirrored in the other’s brown eyes.

“You want to go back?”

“We can’t.”

Harvey nodded, and together they moved to the front door, lifted their fists, and knocked, first one, then the other.

A patter of feet, and the door opened.

“Oh, it’s you! I was watching for you. Thought your dat would bring you mit die fuhr. Have you walked all this way?”

“Yes.”

She opened the door wider, standing aside to usher them in. She was of medium height, and not too thin. On her round face, spectacles perched on her wide nose. Light-colored eyes peered through the polished lenses, her small red mouth like a raspberry. They noticed the row of safety pins down her dress front and the narrow gray apron belt with a row of small pleats across her stomach. The apron was wet, as if she had left her dishwater. She extended not one, but two, warm hands, red from the hot water.

“Well, here you are, then. We are looking forward to having you. My name is Rachel. But I suppose now I am your Mam. You may call me Mam. We have three girls, Malinda, Katie, and Anna. They are in school. They will be home this afternoon.

You are Henry and Harvey Esh, right?”

“I’m Henry.”

“I’m Harvey.”

She rolled her eyes, raised her hands, and laughed, a long rolling sound that neither of them had heard very much in their short lives. They didn’t smile, only watched Rachel with a serious, off-kilter expression in their brown eyes, unsure if they were being mocked or merely laughed at in a kind way.

“I’ll never know which is which. Well, what does it matter. Here, give me your bags. I believe we have the necessary clothes in here, right?”

They both nodded.

Four eyes looked at her, two of them not quite focused with the others. Rachel stepped closer, peered into their faces.

“Your eyes. . .”

She straightened, led them to the kesslehaus, and showed them where to keep their shoes and hang their coats and hats.

The kesslehaus was warm with the steam coming from the elsa-Kessle, the great kettle built into the brick oven, with a heavy cast iron door in front, where wood was shoved through to heat the water above it. There was a white Maytag wringer washer with a galvanized tub for rinsing, a painted gray chest, a sink built into cupboards, and a cream separator in the corner by a door. The cement floor was painted gray, slick and shining.

After Rachel took their paper sacks and set them in a corner, she turned to them with a serious expression.

“Now, I will have to check your heads for lice.”

Willingly, they bowed their heads as she took them to the white light by a window and lifted their wavy brown hair, peering closely behind their scabby ears.

She said nothing, just took them to the kesslehaus and doused their heads well with coal oil, then lifted a bucket of steaming water, added lava soap, and scoured their heads. Retrieving a galvanized tub, she made them bathe all over.

She pinned their heads to her stomach and washed their ears and the sides of their necks, taught them how to use a toothbrush and baking soda, then told them to sit at the table and she’d get their dinner.

They felt pink and scrubbed. They wiggled their toes inside their patched socks, touched their raw scalps, and watched Rachel with solemn eyes.

She had dimples in her elbows that only appeared when her arms hung straight down. Her covering was not as big as Mattie’s. Her hair was rolled tight on each side of her head, and her dress was navy blue.

She was making something in a pan that she stirred all the time. It smelled sweet, like cornstarch pudding.

Their mouths watered. They swallowed.

Harvey wiped away a trickle of saliva.

Henry was dizzy with hunger.

Mattie had not given them breakfast, saying the cornmeal was low. But now, past dinnertime, the thin reserve they had was almost used up.

Harvey felt hollow inside, like the bottom of tall grass in the fall when it turned brown. Henry thought he might fall off his chair if he couldn’t get the kitchen to stop spinning.

Rachel got down a tin of saltines, spread them with butter, then ladled a thick, yellow pudding over them.

“Do you like crackas and cornstarch?”

“We don’t know.”

“You never had it?”

“No.”

“All right.”

That was all she said, then left them alone.

Harvey looked at Henry.

Henry nodded.

They bowed their heads, their hands clasped in their laps. Too shook up to pray, they waited till the proper time to lift their heads, then took up their spoons and ate the sweetened pudding and the salty, buttery saltines that melted on their tongues.

They scraped their plates, and sat, unsure what they should do now.

Rachel appeared, asked if they wanted more.

They nodded, quickly.

She refilled their plates, and they ate until they scraped their bowls a second time. A full stomach was a new sensation, and with the scrubbing with soap and hot water, their eyelids fell heavily. They made their way to the couch by the windows, and fell asleep in bright light of the afternoon sun on the snow.

When the girls came home from school, swinging their black lunch buckets, they stopped inside the kesslehaus door when their mother appeared with lowered brows and a finger held to her lips.

“Die boova sinn do.”

Carefully, the girls tiptoed to hang up their bonnets, hiding their faces for a few seconds longer than they normally would have.

Malinda, the oldest, was the first to turn, questioning her mother with her small blue eyes.

“Why are they sleeping?” she whispered.

Harvey woke up first, blinked, then sat up quickly, his hair tousled and stiff from the kerosene wash.

Henry followed, clearly ashamed to be caught napping, rubbed his eyes and slid a glance sideways at Harvey, gauging the mood of his brother. He sidled closer, until their shoulders touched.

Katie stood by the rocking chair, small, round and blue-eyed, dressed in a purple dress and black pinafore-style apron, her hair rolled back like ropes, sleek and glistening, her face an open book, revealing eagerness and curiosity, like a squirrel.

The boys gazed back at her, four brown eyes that took in every detail of this girl they would supposedly call their sister.

Anna wasn’t interested. She went upstairs, like a wisp of fog that blew through the room and that no one was absolutely sure had been there at all.

Malinda, prodded by her mother, walked over and peered at them, tall, thin, a black apron pinned around her skinny waist with safety pins, her green dress buttoned down the back with small green buttons. She wore black stockings and the biggest black shoes the boys had ever seen, coming up over her ankles, tied with black laces in a row of holes that marched up her foot like ladybugs.

The reason Henry noticed her shoes was because he lowered his face and kept it lowered when Malinda approached.

“Hello.”

She stuck out a hand for the traditional Amish handshake.

Henry took it, then Harvey did, but cautiously.

“So you will be my new brothers?”

Two sets of shoulders were shrugged, first one, then the other.

“Can’t you talk?”

Two heads nodded.

“What’s wrong with your eyes?”

And that was the twins’ introduction to a new life in a strange house, doing chores in an unaccustomed barn with a new father who did not resemble their own in the least.

Ephraim King was of medium height, built like a bulldog, massive shoulders and neck, large hands with fingers like knobby branches, legs that bowed out from the knees, so that when he walked his steps looked like a broken pair of scissors.

He was loud, and always talking, or whistling, and sometimes he broke into song, snatches of hymns, but most often, silly little songs that made no sense.

The bear went over the mountain,

The bear went over the mountain,

The bear went over the mountain,

To see what he could see.

That was one. There were many more, so the twins found themselves creeping through the barn, hoping to catch another song. But too often it wasn’t worth their tiptoeing, when he was only whistling.

He was always happy, that was one thing sure.

The first few days, Ephraim’s happiness carried the boys along, acquainting them to their altered existence. It was all so befuddling, a new bedroom upstairs, the stairway cut in half by a landing, then veering off to the left to continue on its way.

Sent to bed without a light, they both ran into the wall before learning the stairway turned to the left.

In the mornings, they were expected to rise in the stark, frigid air of the strange room, dress and be downstairs at 5:30, walk through the kitchen to the kesslehaus, shivers waving over their backs and down their legs, dress in their chore boots and coats by the light of a blue kerosene lantern, already lit and set on the countertop of the sink.

Their appearance inside the warm barn, moist and steaming with the Holsteins’ breathing, always brought a cheerful “Guta Marya, boova.”

They were expected to answer in the same way, so they did, hesitantly at first. This whole Guta Marya thing was so brand new and out of the ordinary, they only mumbled the words in a hoarse whisper.

There were calves to be fed, heifers to give forkfuls of hay, which proved to be more than they could handle. They stood side by side in the dark, frosted morning, when the east was changing from night to a gray awakening that would turn to a splash of lavender and pink, and pondered the problem of the lengthy pitchfork handle, the amount of hay to be moved, and the allotted time they were given to accomplish this.

“Wheelbarrow’s too slippy in the snow,” Harvey said.

“Wagon’s too small,” Henry said. “Think the man would get us a tarp to fork the hay on, slide it down?”

“Don’t know. We can ask.”

They had a hard time calling him Dat. There was only one Dat, and that was Rueben Esh, tall, thin as a stovepipe, sad-eyed and quiet as a forest pool on a still day.

They could not place noisy, whistling, smileyfaced Ephraim in the notch reserved for Rueben.

So they compromised and called him da mon.

They didn’t understand the tooth brushing, either. All that effort, ramming a toothbrush back and forth, upside down and inside out, with that vile tasting white baking soda on it, just did not seem necessary.

Malinda showed them how to wet the bristles of the toothbrush and hold it in the dish of baking soda. It didn’t make it easier.

Another perplexing thing was all the food being carried into the house. How could one family eat so much food?

Harvey asked Henry that night, snuggled together in the big double bed, warm and cozy on the soft flannel sheets that smelled like some flower they couldn’t name. The covers on top of their thin bodies were so heavy and warm, they could easily feel as if The Good Man who lived in Heaven had his Hand pressed down at the quilts and sheep’s-wool comforter.

It felt so good, to be warm from the top of their kerosene tainted head to their skinny pink toes.

“Why do you think they went away with their buggy and came back with all those paper sacks?” he asked, his voice burry with sleep.

“It has to do with Christmas,” Henry answered, yawning.

“Oh.”

Then, “Christmas at home wasn’t different from any other day, was it?”

“Sometimes we had a Grischtag Essa at Doddy Beiler’s. Remember we got an orange? It was so sour I fed mine to the chickens. Mam pinched me and twisted my ear.”

“Ow,” Harvey said, levelly.

“Guess I should have eaten it myself.”

“Probably would have been best.”

“I miss my mam, sort of.”

“I miss her. Dat too.”

“You think they think of us?”

“Yes. But they can’t afford us.”

“I know.”

Their breathing slowed and deepened. Their little chests rose and fell underneath all those covers, their forms making barely a bump that anyone could see. The brown pupils of their eyes disappeared beneath the heavy lids that slid over them, as thick, black lashes, like teeth on a comb, lay on their thin cheeks.

A shaft of moonlight found its way beneath the green pulldown shade, creating a patch of light on the heavy rag rug beside the bed. The walnut chest of drawers with porcelain knobs stood guard against the opposite wall, the glass berry set from Ephraim’s mother resting on the oval embroidered dresser scarf.

The floor was polished pine wood, smooth and clean in the moonlight. Their only possessions were hung in the closet, behind the door with a white glass knob, the paper sacks folded and stored beneath a can seated on a chair in the corner.

Outside, a heavy, sugary snow lay over the forests and harvested fields of Lancaster County. Roads crisscrossed the landscape like etchings in a pie crust, punctured by dark ponds and waterways not yet frozen, the dark icy water gobbling up the crystalized snowflakes as they fell.

The horses in the tie stalls rested their weight on two legs and fell asleep as the winter’s cold deepened. Cows rattled their chains, harrumphing a loud exhalation of breath as their legs folded clumsily beneath them, their massive weight settling around them as they dozed. The hens in the henhouse tucked their pointed beaks under their wings, the straw beneath them soiled with broken egg yolk.

The covered bridge that spanned Pequea Creek snapped and groaned as the moist cold settled into the impressive timbers used in its construction. Below, the icy black waters flowed, swift, deep, and menacing.

Till morning there was an embroidery of thin ice lining the banks, where the water swirled and eddied in silent pools, downstream from overgrown tree roots. Large bass and carp lay dormant, their metabolism slowed to conserve energy, their colors blending with the light and shadow that played on the creek bed. Beneath the silt and mud, frogs and turtles were burrowed, spending the winter months away from the freezing temperatures, to begin the cycle of life all over again in the spring.

Life slowed and hummed around Henry and Harvey as they slept the deep sweet slumber of children.

Displaced, innocent, accepting their lot in life without complaint, they lay side by side, the way they had been placed at birth, without knowing what their life would bring, as children do. Already, they had placed their trust in Ephraim and Rachel, to feed them and keep them warm, the only two things they would need.

Those three girls would just have to learn to like them, being as unimpressed as they were.

Nothing to be done about that.
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Chapter Two

THE TWINS WATCHED IN WIDE-EYED WONDER the goings-on in their new home.

Mam, as she was to be called but still thought of as Rachel by both of them, was a flurry of activity sending the girls off to school amid stern warnings: find their own boots and mittens, and no, she hadn’t seen a package of pencils, but if they’d learn to keep track of their things they wouldn’t have to go through this, finished with a screech about looking at the clock and don’t they see what time it is.

Her face was red, her hair frizzy, and her covering sideways as she whirled from room to room with a dustrag, a wet mop, and a bucket with hot, soapy water.

Henry was secretly glad that Rachel told off Malinda; she was only ten, but she acted as if she was as old as her mother, which she wasn’t, so he figured it was time she found out.

Teeth brushing and face washing were two of her forms of torture, so if she wasn’t put in her place, hard telling what else she’d come up with. But of course, they said nothing, just sat quietly side by side and watched with their slightly unfocused gaze.

Ephraim King thought it would be best to keep the boys at home from school for a week, let them become acquainted with their new surroundings before being introduced back to the schoolhouse in Leacock Township, a large brick building that housed forty pupils and had one teacher. The children were mostly English, and they had an English teacher named Mrs. Dayble.

She was tall and wide and as mean as a gluck on her nest. She terrified Henry and Harvey both.

But it was school, and they knew they had to go. They watched their p’s and q’s, finished their work on time, and watched the teacher with their dark eyes, knowing where she was at every moment. They knew her pinching was painful, so they didn’t plan on having their palms rapped with the sharp side of a wooden ruler.

They had watched Benjamin Stoltzfus standing by the privy with his hands in his pockets, blinking back tears of pain, after a few cracks with that ruler. They sat up and took notice of any behavior that was unacceptable.

Rachel’s sister Lydia showed up that morning. Short and round, her apron flaring from her hips, she sailed into the house in a cloud of cheer and goodwill, to help die schveshta Rachel get ready for the family Christmas dinner.

The family included ten siblings, a mother and father (on the Beiler side), and somewhere between sixty and seventy children. They weren’t exactly sure.

Amos and Annie had a new one, little Emma, who was their sixth girl and no boys. They thought Davey and Fannie’s little one was already six weeks old, so that made nine for them. Another boy. Was it Manasses or Ephraim? Ephraim, they believed. He was a big one, weighing over ten pounds.

Well, no wonder. Fannie was a chunk herself, so what did she expect, eating all that bread? Ei-ya-yi.

Henry and Harvey were sent to the barn to help Ephraim, so they donned their denim coats, pursing their lips in concentration as they bent their heads to close the hooks and eyes down the front. They sat on the painted cement floor and tugged on the rubber Tingley boots, smashed their tattered straw hats on their heads, and slipped and slid their way to the barn to find him.

“Ephraim,” Henry said.

“Dat,” Harvey corrected.

“Dat,” Henry agreed.

When they found him, he smiled, leaned on his pitchfork, and asked what they were up to.

“We’re supposed to help you.”

“Rachel sent you out?”

They nodded, together.

“All right. You can sweep cobwebs in the forebay. Schpinna hoodla all over the walls. I’ll get the ceiling.”

So they obeyed, found brooms, and began to sweep the walls. Their brooms were meshed with the spiderwebs in a short time, and their arms became tired long before they were finished. But they kept on working, eager to please Ephraim. Over and over they swept between the sturdy brown timbers that held up the walls of the barn, until there wasn’t a spiderweb to be found.

Ephraim came to check on their progress, and smiled. He hooked his thumbs in his trouser pockets, lifted his face to the walls, and gave a low whistle.

“Gute boova! Fliesichy boova. You did a good job. Now we want to clean the vassa droke.”

He showed them what he wanted done—the water carried out in buckets and dumped beside the barnyard fence.

With the high praise ringing in their ears, they lifted buckets of dirty water, riddled with hay and grain and the horses’ saliva, straining to carry each one through the door of the barn, across the slippery, packed-down snow to dump it in the low place by the fence, as they had been instructed.

The cold water sloshed across their trouser legs and darkened the fronts of their coats. Their hands turned purplish red. Their mouths compressed with determination, they scurried in and out of the forebay, like two straw-hatted ants, intent on receiving more high praise from their new father.

They scrubbed and scrubbed the sides and bottom of the cast iron watering trough, pebbled and rough, green slime and bits of hay loosening as they worked.

Their stomachs growled with hunger. Slower and slower they wielded the wooden, stiff-bristled scrubbing brushes. Just when they were beginning to wonder if Ephraim had forgotten them, he appeared at the door.

“Boova, Kommet. Vella essa.”

He didn’t inspect their work, neither did he praise them, so they walked to the house, their heads bent, sober and confused. Had they dumped the water in the wrong place? Was the scrubbing done all wrong?

Henry told Harvey not to worry that he had not checked their work; he would do that later.

They had both been thinking the same thing, and this comforted Harvey, nodding his head eagerly.

The smell of cooking greeted them in the kesslehaus, steam rising upward from beneath the metal lid of the “elsa Kessle,” creating a moist heat that felt wonderful as they shrugged out of their coats and hung them on hooks, slapped their straw hats on top, and bent to wriggle their shoes out of the rubber boots. They took turns washing their hands and faces with the green, gritty, and strong-smelling bar of Lava soap. They dried themselves on the navyblue roller towel, running a hand through their wavy brown hair, and went to the kitchen.

The kitchen was fragrant with heat and spices. The overpowering smell, sweet and delicious, caused both boys to swallow as saliva rose in their mouths.

They couldn’t look at the rows of cookies cooling on the countertop. They had never imagined such a sight. Dark brown molasses cookies sprinkled with white sugar, pale sugar cookies with pink frosting, chocolate cookies that were small and shaped like bells, squares of brown cookies with walnut halves pressed into them.

This was only seen with stolen glances. Harvey lifted his waterglass and drank. Henry did too. They sat back and listened to the grownups, talking about the weather and if there’d be more snow for Christmas.

Was Amos busy?

Oh, he was just hesslich hinna-noch. He had spent too much time with the corn husking, now he still had the fodder to gather, which he wasn’t going to get done in the snow. Not now anymore.

But she didn’t mean to glauk, he worked too hard; what they really needed was a good knecht.

Ephraim nodded and smiled, his small blue eyes twinkling in his wide face, his brown beard bushy, surrounding his face like the bristles of a soft broom, hanging below his chin in stiff waves.

“I have two of them now,” he said, turning to the twins. “Ach, ya. Die glany boovy.”

Lydia flushed with pleasure as she eyed them both, her face lined with more smiles as she spoke. Rachel placed a steaming dish of chicken potpie in the middle of the table, followed by one of mashed sweet potatoes mounded high, a river of browned butter dripping down the sides. There was applesauce in a glass dish, pickled red beets, small green cucumbers in another, and slabs of homemade cheese layered on a blue platter, pale golden with perfectly round holes in every slice.

Lydia and Rachel kept talking and Ephraim kept listening. They were discussing the runaway team of horses over toward Nei Hullant.

Finally, Ephraim cleared his throat and stayed quiet, which was the signal for the women to finish talking, bow their heads, fold their hands in their laps, and pray silently before they ate.

The boys’ plates were filled with heavy, thick squares of potpie swimming with chunks of chicken, carrots, celery, and onion in a smooth golden gravy. The sweet potatoes in browned butter weren’t as good, but they ate the mound that was put on their plates.

The cheese was good too, sprinkled with salt and eaten with the little green sweet pickles.

They sat quietly, their stomachs pleasantly stretched, the warmth of the kitchen coloring their cheeks to a red glow.

They kept stealing glances at the cookies but said nothing. Rachel served cups of steaming peppermint tea, followed by the sugar bowl.

“Just one spoonful,” she told the boys.

They dipped their heads, embarrassed now, as if their new mother had known they’d planned on using two or three if that sugar bowl was passed with the tea.

They never had sugar in their tea at home.

And then, like a miracle, she got up and began piling cookies on a dinner plate. Every kind.

“Cookies!” Ephraim said, laughing.

Harvey chose a chocolate one. Henry slowly lifted a sugared molasses cookie, watching the grown-ups’ faces for signs of disapproval.

“Surely you want more than one,” Ephraim called out. “It’s Christmastime. You may try as many cookies as you want.”

“Go ahead, boys,” Rachel urged.

So they did. They tasted every different kind of cookie. It was amazing what happened to a mouthful of cookie crumbs if you drank tea. Everything melted and blended in with the tea until there was nothing left but a whole mouthful of unbelievable sweetness to swallow. Then you could bite off another bit of cookie and start all over again.

The grown-ups kept talking, so the twins kept eating cookies. The kitchen swam as their eyelids became heavy with the warmth in the room, their full stomachs, and the strenuous work they had done.

But when they got back to the barn to begin their vigorous scrubbing, they felt wonderful. Full of energy, happier than they had been since the day they arrived.

“I think we have a good home,” Harvey said.

“I believe we do,” Henry agreed solemnly.

“The Good Man must have heard our Müde binnich.”

“I believe so.”

When Ephraim came to tell them their mother wanted them in the house, they laid down their brushes and watched his face for signs of approval.

“Good job, boys. Well done.”

Words as sweet as peppermint tea and cookies. Words they had never heard before from the sadeyed father to whom they had been born.

For a long time after that Christmas, the boys would always look at the sparkling clean water in the cast iron trough, remember all over again how they had done well, the thought lifting their small shoulders and straightening their knobby spines, giving them a spring in their step and a fierce, undying devotion to Ephraim King.

It was the same with Rachel.

The reason she called them in was to introduce them to gingerbread men. Christmas was not complete without children making gingerbread men, and with the family Christmas gathering at their house, she would not have time to allow the girls to help after school.

So the boys got the job.

They concentrated, bit their tongues and crossed their eyes, and tried so hard to cut out perfect gingerbread men. They placed the raisins in the exact position, even became silly and turned the raisins down instead of up, to form a frowning gingerbread man.

Whey Lydia and Rachel threw up their hands and laughed with them, they giggled and made a few more. They watched them come from the oven, puffed up and spicy, and when they were told to try one, they passed the hot gingerbread man from hand to hand to cool it, before biting off the top of the head, being careful to watch Rachel’s face for a sign that they were doing something wrong.

When the girls came home from school, there was a general upheaval as they examined the cookies and fussed about the gingerbread men.

Malinda ate a frowny-faced one, then pretended to be in a bad mood, the cookie having the power to do that. Harvey thought she was serious, his eyes turning bright with shame and unshed tears. Henry became very quiet and sober.

Anna said she was only joking, but it took a while till the boys trusted Malinda and returned to their usual selves.

Katie said they couldn’t have done better.

It was almost too much, all this approval. Harvey was not sure it should be this way, and told Henry so.

“I mean, surely soon, something bad will happen. We’ll do something wrong, like break a glass or a plate, and then will everything will be as usual.”

“Our mam was not mean. Just tired, with too many children.”

“Yes. Too many. We were too many children. There were two of us at one time, so we were too many.”

They pondered the truth for a few minutes.

“I think Mattie probably misses us. She liked us, all right.”

“Yes. Yes, she did.”

So they repeatedly assured themselves that it was the fact that they had too many children that they were sent away. Then Harvey declared their own Savilla mother would not have sent them to live with Ephraim King. It didn’t matter how many children she had.

“She died, so she doesn’t know,” Henry said.

“Maybe she does.”

“Naw. She’s dead. You don’t know anything if you’re dead.”

“If you go to Heaven and become an angel, you do.”

“But not to look down here.”

“You don’t know.”

“You don’t, either.”

“Nobody does.”

They solemnly accepted this bit of wisdom together.

They pushed heavy coarse bristled brooms across the rough cement of the forebay. At one time, the concrete floor had been smooth, but with the iron shod hooves of countless horses clattering over it, the surface became pitted. So they pushed the broom, over and over across the same area, until there was no dust or bits of straw and hay.

After that, they were allowed to go sledding in the back pasture. Ephraim produced a long wooden sled with steel runners and a bar across the front that you could push or pull on either side to turn the sled to the left or right. A rope was attached to holes drilled on each side, long enough so you could pull it behind you comfortably.

The sun shone in a cloudless blue sky, the cold was tinged with a bit of warmth in the afternoon, the white slopes stretched before them like a brilliant promise.

They talked and laughed, jerked the sled along as they leaped joyous little bounces of energy, slipped and slid up the hill until they reached the top. It felt like a mountain. They could see wedges of dark forest thrusting into the white corn-stubbled fields, the neighboring farms nestled like toys between them. Roads zigzagged through the snowy countryside, an occasional gray buggy pulled by a trotting horse moved along at a snail’s pace.

Harvey laid the rope carefully along the surface of the sled. He looked at Henry.

“Lie down or sit?”

Henry eyed the long descent, pursed his lips with the decision.

“Better lie down.”

So Harvey flung himself on the sled, with Henry coming down hard on top of him.

“Don’t hit the fence at the bottom,” he yelled in Harvey’s ear as the sled began a slow coast in the sugary snow. Speed picked up rapidly. The wind brushed their faces with cold. Yelling their exhilaration, they reached up to smooth their straw hats down on their heads, but it did no good. Halfway down the long slope, the wind grabbed the hats and flung them away, to skitter across the snow, rolling like a plate.

Then there was only the heart-stopping speed, the cold rush of air that brought tears to their eyes, making a white blur of everything. The sled’s runners made no sound; their ears filled with air and their own shouts.

Harvey leaned on the right side of the wooden rudder, desperately trying to avoid the oncoming fence. They escaped by inches, rolling off the sled at the last instant, sprawled in the snow, their bodies convulsed in helpless giggles.

“Hu-uh!” Henry finished.

“Whoo-eee!” Harvey echoed, pounding the snow with his bare fists.

They leaped to their feet, stuck one cold reddened hand into one pocket of their trousers, bent over and ran back up the hill, their noses running, their faces wet with spitting snow.

“Hey!” Harvey pointed.

Together, they watched a huge, lolloping dog stop to inspect a straw hat, look in their direction before grabbing the brim in his teeth, lifting his head with the treasure he found, and running across the slope.

They took off after him, dropped the rope, and the sled careened haphazardly down the hill, to rest against a fence post.

“Dog! Dog! Stop!”

They ran, shouted, slipped and slid to their knees, jumped up, and resumed the chase. The huge dog stopped, turned, eyed them, but kept the straw hat clutched in his mouth. Dipping his head, he wheeled away with the odd gallop of a big, ungainly dog.

Out of breath, their legs shaking with fatigue, the boys stopped. They looked at each other.

“Whose dog?” they both said at once.

They both shrugged their shoulders and resumed their running. The dog stopped. He dropped the hat, his mouth wide, his tongue lolling, and watched the boys approach. His tail began to wag like a flag waving. As they neared, he bent his front legs, leaped to the side, took up the hat, and bounded away, looking back over his shoulder to taunt them.

They were going farther and farther away from their farm. Woods rose up in front of them, a tangle of briars and tall weeds growing around the trunks of huge trees, their leaves gone, with branches spread to the sky like a giant pattern.

The boys stopped. The only sound was their ragged breathing. The dog stopped, the hat in his mouth. He wagged his long, bushy tail in surrender, sat down and dropped the hat, his mouth spread like a welcoming smile.

Henry extended a hand, wiggling his fingers.

“Here, dog. Here, boy. Be nice and give us our hat.”

The dog obeyed.

Harvey snatched up the hat. They sighed with relief, not wanting to return to their new parents with the announcement of a lost straw hat. As it was, the brim was torn, tattered by the dog’s teeth. They examined it, shook their heads.

“Dog, now look what you did. Schem dich.”

The dog was certainly not ashamed. He bounced around on all fours, whining and begging for attention. The boys touched the top of his head, then boldly ran their hands along his back, where the long black hair parted in the middle, falling down on either side in a luxurious flow, like a girl’s hair before her mam wet it and rolled it back.

The dog had small brown eyes, set far apart in his head, a huge, grinning black mouth with a gigantic pink tongue that flapped when he smiled. His skin was loose, his feet were huge. Long hairs grew all along his legs to his feet. There was no collar, no sign of anyone owning this dog.

They put their arms around his neck and squeezed. He slobbered his pink tongue all over their faces. They closed their eyes and laughed.

They rolled in the snow, playing with this soft, kindhearted animal. They chased each other in circles, till they all piled in a big heap, took long breaths, and laughed some more.

Together, they retrieved the sled, rode down the hill, over and over, the dog lolloping by their side, then on the sled with one of them.

When the sun cast a reddish glow on the hillside and the air around them turned pink, they knew they’d overstayed. Shamefaced, their cheeks red with cold, their hats smashed on their heads, hiding their eyebrows, they walked slowly into the forebay, the sled resting by the side of the barn, the dog keeping watch, sitting upright and serious.

The milking had already started, the kerosene lantern casting a yellow glow above the backs of the black-and-white Holsteins, the air heavy with their breath, silage, and warm milk.

Ephraim put away his milking stool, dumped his bucket of frothy milk into the strainer setting on a galvanized milk can, and looked at them. The shamed faces and torn straw hat softened his heart. The dog softened it ever more.

He grinned his slow, easy grin, tickled the dog’s head with his large round fingers, and said it looked as if they’d found a faithful buddy, now hadn’t they?
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Chapter Three

CHRISTMAS MORNING ARRIVED.

The boys were awakened by the sound of feet dashing past the door of their room, suppressed shrieks, and small tittering sounds.

Henry grabbed Harvey’s arm beneath the covers, hissed a dry-throated question, his heart pounding.

“You think the house is on fire?”

Rapid breathing was his only answer.

Four eyes stared wide-eyed at the ceiling. Four hands clutched the quilts as they trembled beneath them. What could have caused the girls to run that way?

They stayed still, their ears strained to hear any sounds that would help them understand what was going on.

More shrieks.

They heard Ephraim and Rachel’s voices, although no one seemed especially alarmed. They sniffed. No smoke, so far.

Then they heard their names being called.

“Ya,” they answered as one voice.

“Come on down. It’s Christmas morning!”

Bewildered, they dressed, tucking wrinkled shirttails into freshly washed trousers, snapping suspenders in place as they went downstairs.

They had never experienced Christmas morning. Too poor to buy or make Christmas gifts, the Rueben Esh family did without presents, although they always received a peppermint stick or an orange from Grandfather Beiler. Never both.

Their eyes widened to see the three girls, Malinda, Katie, and Anna sitting on the floor, brown paper wrappings strewn like fluttering birds around them. Their faces were shining, their eyes bright. Between them was a tiny porcelain tea set, white with delicate purple violets etched on the little plates and cups. The teapot had a little spout and a lid you could take off and put back on. This was Katie’s Christmas gift.

Anna was holding a rag doll in her arms, her face bent over the doll’s white, upturned face. Black eyes and eyelashes were sewn on the face, brown yarn was stitched into the head and braided into two stiff braids on either side. The nose and mouth were embroidered in red.

“Her name is Lucy. Lucy Miriam Wenger,” she announced.

The twins nodded solemnly, their dark eyes showing their respect and admiration to Lucy Miriam Wenger. She was a pretty rag doll.

Malinda cradled a pale blue brush and comb set on her lap. There were scrolls of gold all over the back of the brush and across the comb. It was nestled in a silk-lined box that she could open and close with a very small gold latch. For once, she was quiet, even reverent, admiring her gift.

Anna told them these gifts were from the Grischt Kindly. During the night, the Grisht Kindly brought gifts of kindness to children.

He had brought a gift for the boys too.

Rachel pushed them gently to the sofa, where they sat waiting till she placed a box on their laps. Each box was about as big as a shoebox, wrapped in brown paper packaging.

“Go ahead. Open it.”

They had never opened a package, so they weren’t sure how. Their fingers scraped across the smooth top, searching for a splice or dent in the paper.

Ephraim smiled.

“Just rip it off,” Malinda said, bossy.

So they did.

The box was red, white, and black, with the words Canadian Flyer written sideways across it. When they saw the picture of black figure skates, their heads turned toward each other and they both said the exact same thing: “Skates!”

“Did you ever own a pair?” Ephraim asked.

“Oh no. Never. We could just slide on the ice with our boots. But we watched Danny and Bennie, already.”

“Now you can learn to skate. Malinda will show you how it’s done.”

“What do you say, boys?” Rachel asked, not unkindly.

“Denke. Denke.”

“You’re welcome.”

And then because they were so shy, and receiving this kind of gift was almost more than they could comprehend, their faces turned pink, and they blinked rapidly. This kindness made them uncomfortable, as if the family would expect something in return, and they had nothing. Perhaps in the end, they would fail, horribly, at some major task, something that was expected of them that they could not fulfill. But for now, they would accept the skates and try not to let the thought bother them.

Breakfast was pancakes and maple syrup, eggs and fresh ponhaus, stewed saltine crackers in hot milk, and grape juice. It was a breakfast fit for a king, Ephraim said, smiling at Rachel, who sipped her tea and waved a hand to banish the flowery words of praise before she was caught with a case of hochmut.

Finally, Henry had the nerve to ask if the dog was still here. Ephraim had done the morning chores by himself, only Rachel helping with the milking, as a treat for Christmas Day.

“Yep, he’s still here. I put the wooden doghouse in the corner of the forebay, filled it with clean straw for him. He’ll have plenty of things to eat with the leftovers Mama gives him, a dish of milk here and there. If I have to, I’ll get a bag of Purina dog food from the mill, although that would be an extra expense, of course. We can’t let the dog go hungry.”

His face turned serious. “Now I hope you realize, boys, that someone could show up and claim the dog. This is not a common breed, so don’t get too attached to him.”

They shook their heads no, already sidling toward the kesslehaus, their faces attentive to what he was saying. They couldn’t get their outerwear on fast enough, stomping around the kesslehaus floor to pull the rubber boots up over their black leather shoes.

And there he was. The beautiful, magnificent dog with the long, black hairs on his tail that waved back and forth like a flag of welcome, the smiling black face with the funny brown eyes shaped like a triangle.

“There you are, dog!” shouted Henry. Harvey plowed straight into the big dog with his arms wide open, and closed them somewhere around the region of his neck.

“Dog, dog!” he shouted, squeezing his eyes shut as the enormous pink tongue sloshed all over his face.

They chased each other around the forebay, until the horses began to bang their hooves against the sides of their stalls. They stopped, looked at the frightened animals, and took the dog out in the gray, white morning that hid the sun away from them.

They played all morning. They hitched the dog to the wooden sled with a harness made of bits and pieces of leather and rope they found on the wooden floor of the closet where the driving horses’ harnesses hung.

Harvey sat on the sled while Henry led the dog by the makeshift bridle. He ran in circles, trying to see what was behind him, dumping Harvey into the low ditch by the barnyard fence, The dog became tangled in the harness, overturning the sled, and both boys lay on their stomachs, laughing so hard they couldn’t get their breath.

“Whew-ee!” Harvey said, letting out all that pentup air. Henry held his sides. He had to, the way they hurt from laughing.

“He needs a name. We can’t keep calling him dog,” Henry squeaked, wiping his eyes.

“Puppy?”

“Not Puppy. A dog as big as this?”

“Abraham Lee’s have a Puppy.”

“That little short haired one?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s different.”

Harvey thought awhile.

“What about Bear?”

“Naw. Not Bear. He’s way too friendly,” Henry snorted.

“I know. Lucky! We’re lucky he found us!” Harvey shouted.

“Yeah, Lucky!” Henry shouted, agreement clinched.

So Lucky he was, both in name and adoration.

Christmas Day contained so much joy the twins felt as if they might burst with all of it. For one thing, there were all the cookies, set on the tabletop all day, free, if you wanted one, anytime of the day, even after lunch and before supper.

There was homemade potato candy, made with mashed potatoes and peanut butter, soft little whorls of it spread on the white dough and rolled up like a cinnamon roll. There was some chocolate candy, but only a small amount in a petite glass dish. No more than two, Rachel said. She had to save the rest for tomorrow, which was second Christmas, another day set aside for celebrating that was not as holy as the real Christmas Day. That was when the large amount of aunts and uncles and grandparents and children would arrive.

Henry told Harvey he was not looking forward to it.

Then, after all that ham for supper, they were allowed to pop popcorn on the wood range, and roast chestnuts in the oven.

Malinda said every raw chestnut had a white worm in it, but after it was roasted, the worm turned to powder and became part of the chestnut. You could never eat a raw chestnut or you’d get the worms and die.

Harvey’s eyes became big and round. He looked at the tray of roasted chestnuts and rolled one eye toward Henry.

“I am not going to eat them,” he whispered.

“They’re roasted,” Henry answered.

Ephraim cracked so many chestnuts in his mouth, chewed so loud, that Harvey decided the only safe way to spend the evening was to stick with salted popcorn.

Rachel read the story of Jesus’ birth from the Bible. The boys had heard it before, of course, with their sad-eyed father gathering his many children about him on Christmas Day and introducing their fledgling souls to the milk of Christianity, which was the Christ Child’s birth.

Rachel was a good storyteller.

She said the Baby Jesus was a good baby to be born in the stable with the cows and donkeys and sheep, and He lay quietly in His manger bed filled with straw.

Henry had never thought of that. He elbowed Harvey’s ribs and asked what born meant. Harvey didn’t know, so he shook his head, told him to be quiet.

They drank cold cider. Ephraim heated his in a saucepan and drank it like coffee.

It was warm and bright in the farmhouse, as the twins sat listening to Rachel’s voice rising and falling. They imagined the shepherds in the field, the host of heavenly angels singing to them of Jesus’ birth. But as the hour became late, their eyes grew heavy, and they thought only of the dog, Lucky.

The wonderful Christmas Day came to a close when they trudged wearily up the stairs, shed their clothes, and climbed beneath the covers with soft sighs of happiness and contentment. They fell asleep without remembering to say their “Müde Binnich.”

Second Christmas arrived a bit differently, having to get out of bed in their frigid, upstairs bedroom, shivering into pants and shirts, then straight to the kesslehaus to don their outerwear.

They lifted their faces to the snow that fell sideways, blown in by a steady moaning wind that whipped the bare, black branches in the moonless early morning. They pressed their tattered straw hats on their heads and raced for the warm, steamy barn, closing the cast iron latch firmly behind them.

You’d think Malinda would be friendly, having received that gift on Christmas Day, but she glared at the boys from her crouch on the wooden milking stool, telling them to walk quietly, or they’d scare the cow she was milking, and she’d turn over the bucket of milk if she kicked.

So they said nothing, just went quietly to greet Lucky in the forebay, who wiggled and bounded and jumped all over them, so glad to see his beloved little friends.

They fed the heifers and the horses, by the dim flickering light of the kerosene lantern. Harvey carefully placed two long, yellow ears of corn in the small section of the wooden trough that was worn smooth by the heavy leather halter and the chain attached to each horse. Henry dumped their portion of smooth, slippery oat kernels, and they stood side by side, watching the massive noses in the trough, crunching and chewing.

A horse had an expert way of eating the hard, yellow kernels of corn off a cob. They never ate the cob, just stripped the corn off with their long, yellow teeth and chewed with a steady, popping sound. Some corn fell out of the sides of their mouth, but they lipped it up after the cob was bare.

It was their job to gather up the cobs after the horses were finished and carry them to the tool shed. Ephraim stuck them upright into a bucket that contained a few inches of kerosene, which the cobs would soak up like a sponge. That was what Rachel used to start a fire in the cookstove every morning.

Nothing went to waste on the farm in those days. The twins knew to sweep up every bit of hay to make sure the horses ate all of it. If they spilled oats out of the scoop, they were expected to sweep it up and give it to the horses. Every bit of manure was loaded on the spreader with pitchforks, drawn to the fields with sturdy Belgians, and spread on the land for fertilizer. The gardens and flower beds were also covered with a heavy layer in the fall, where it would decompose, enriching the fertile soil in spring.

Breakfast was oatmeal and toast with apple butter, eaten quickly and quietly. Ephraim knelt by his chair and everyone else followed suit, kneeling by their own bench or chair, as he said the German morning prayer from the Gebet Buch. This morning, even his words were spoken faster than usual, with respect to his wife’s red face and snapping eyes.

This was the day of the Grishtdag Essa.

Dishes were done in double-quick time, the kitchen swept and dusted. Rachel put warm soapy water in a tin basin and proceeded to pull each child’s head against her round stomach and scrub. She used no mercy and wasted no time.

The rough washcloth was raked across their faces and around their ears and neck, over and over, her breath above them coming thick and fast.

She felt soft, though, and she smelled of oatmeal and Lava soap. She parted their hair down the middle, removed the snarls with the sturdy comb, patted their heads, and told them to run upstairs and dress in their Sunday clothes.

Harvey stood in the middle of his cold bedroom and explored his ears, from the top to the bottom of his earlobes.

“Guess they’re still there.”

Henry was pulling on the sleeve of his blue Sunday shirt, trying to slide it off the wire hanger.

“What?”

“My ears.”

Henry laughed. The shirt slid off the hanger so he dressed quickly, jumping into the stiff black Sunday trousers. Harvey did the same, then pulled on his black socks.

They stood back and surveyed each other, seriously inspecting their appearance. To be thrust into a world of strangers was a daunting prospect, so they buttoned all their buttons, straightened their collars, and adjusted shirttails and suspenders.

“Should we wear our chackets?”

“She didn’t say.”

They pondered this question.

“Go ask,” Henry offered.

At that moment, the doorknob turned and Malinda stuck her head in the door.

“Mam said to wear your chackets.”

So they did, without answering Malinda.

Now what if they would not have put on their trousers and she stuck her head in like that? Well, they both decided firmly, if that was how she was going to be, then she’d just have to see their thin, white legs and maybe their underpants.

Downstairs, they were told to raum up the kesslehaus, put away the boots, and sweep any hay or straw that might have been dragged in from the barn.

They obeyed, finished their work, then sat side by side on the sofa, unsure what was expected of them from here on out. When they felt like this, it was always comforting to feel the touch of the other twin’s shoulder, each boy knowing he was not alone. That was when Malinda came blustering in from the kesslhaus saying the boys had not shaken the rugs.

Rachel was mixing celery into the bread cubes for the roasht. She never missed a beat, just flung words over her shoulder, telling Malinda she didn’t ask them to do that. If she thought it necessary, she could go ahead and do it.

Katie and Anna were freshly watered down and combed so tightly, they had a surprised look with those lifted eyebrows. On either side of their foreheads, their dark hair was rolled in, stretched into two long rolls and wound around a steel hairpin in the back, forming thick coils of rolled hair with the hairpin centered exactly in the middle, on the outside, with about a dozen more stuck into the rolled coils to keep the hair in place.

The boys thought it must be an awful thing, being a girl and having to go through all that. They remembered their own sisters and missed them, especially Emma and Annie, who were older than both of them.

Henry swallowed, as his eyes turned soft and liquid, wondering if they thought about their brothers often, or if they were already forgotten.

They tried to be brave, but their hearts quaked when the gray buggies began to arrive, filling the house with all kinds of strangers the boys had never seen. At times like this, they wanted to go home, even if it was a sad, poverty-infused home, it was still the home they knew.

So many people, so many voices.

Black shawls and bonnets, children wearing mondlin, those lined wraps with shoulder capes that buttoned down the front, a matching bonnet in purple or blue. Babies unwrapped like Christmas gifts, sisters and cousins pawing at scarves and tiny black shawls, peering into brand-new faces to exclaim over the hair or the likeness to Uncle Rufus or Aunt Hettie.
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