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DEDICATION

To my friend Diane Allen, who created a special spot for the frogs that visit her garden.


GLOSSARY

ach–oh

blumme–flowers

boppli–baby

bruder–brother

bu–boy

daed–dad

danki–thanks

dumm–dumb

dunner–thunder

felse–rocks

fleissich–busy

frosch–frog

fuuss–foot

gfarlich–dangerous

gnechel–ankle

Gut nacht.–Good night.

hungerich–hungry

hund–dog

jah–yes

katz–cat

kichlin–cookie

kinner–children

kumme–come

mamm–mom

melke–milk

naerfich–nervous

nixnutzich–naughty

oi–egg

rutschich–squirming

schee–pretty

schtinke–stink

schmaert–smart

schpass–fun

schtock–bush

verhuddelt–confused

warem–worm

wasser–water

wedderleech–lightning

Wie geht’s?–How are you?

wunderbaar–wonderful

zaeh–teeth

zehe–toes
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CHAPTER 1

Sneaky Frog

A-choo! A-choo! Mattie Miller sneezed as the wind lifted a cloud of green clippings and spread it across the yard. Her nine-year-old twin brother, Mark, was busy mowing the lawn and didn’t seem to notice the trail of grass he’d kicked up with the push mower as it swirled through the air. Mattie was glad mowing the grass wasn’t one of her after-school chores. She’d be sneezing even worse if she had to push the old mower. Mark had said earlier that he enjoyed doing it, though—especially since it was the first mowing of the season. Once the grass had been cut, it made the whole yard look nice and tidy. The lawn even looked healthier and thicker after a good mowing.

Watching her brother, Mattie thought about how earlier this morning during breakfast, he had pulled a fast one on her. She’d eaten half of her dippy egg and was reaching for the toast to finish dabbing up the yoke when she discovered the toast that had been there a few seconds ago was gone. Since Mattie had been daydreaming during breakfast, she wondered if she’d eaten the other half of her toast without realizing it. She had been about to ask Mom if she could have another piece when she glanced over at Mark and saw a sly look on his face. That prankster had taken her toast! Mark liked to play tricks and make people laugh, but Mattie didn’t think the joke he’d played on her this morning was funny.

Shrugging her thoughts aside, Mattie hurried across the yard to her little garden plot, anxious to see if any flowers had come up. It was springtime now—Mattie’s favorite season of the year—especially after a long, cold winter. Today in Walnut Creek, the air felt warmer than it had yesterday. Even with the little bit of wind, it was nice enough not to be wearing a coat. Mattie was in good spirits, and even Mark’s little joke at breakfast hadn’t ruined her mood.

Signs of spring were everywhere, and winter’s harshness was finally behind them. Local markets were already selling different types of flowers. They were bursting with color and their lingering scent, and Mattie couldn’t help but feel happy just being around all the colorful blossoms.

Even though the pollen from trees could be a nuisance, it was heavy in the air as the leaves started sprouting, leaving layers of green dust on everything it clung to. On a breezy day like this, Mattie could see a haze of green swirling off the pine branches where it had also settled.

Pollen and grass made Mattie sneeze, but flowers gave her a wonderful feeling. She’d planted some tulip, crocus, and daffodil bulbs last fall and figured they should break through the ground most any day. She couldn’t wait to see them, and when they bloomed, she planned to pick a bouquet for Mom, or maybe she would decorate the fence, like she’d done last summer.

Kneeling on the grass, Mattie peered at the soil near the wooden sign Dad had made for her garden. It said: MATTIE’S CORNER.

Using her hands, Mattie removed a clump of wet leaves that had blanketed the garden during the winter, but so far, there was no sign of the flowers. To Mattie’s surprise, a small green frog hopped out of the upside down clay pot Grandpa Troyer had given Mark to use as a frog house. With a noisy Ribet! Ribet!—it jumped and landed in the ceramic dish filled with water that Mark had gotten for Christmas and used as a frog pool.

“Mark, kumme—come quick!” Mattie shouted, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Your frosch just came out of hibernation!”

Mark apparently didn’t hear Mattie shouting at him, for he kept mowing with a big grin on his face. He sure seemed to be enjoying himself as he pushed that old lawn mower back and forth across the lawn.

Mattie knew her brother would be even more excited than she was to see the frog, so she jumped up, raced across the yard, and tapped Mark’s shoulder.

“What do ya want?” Mark asked, stopping what he was doing and turning to face Mattie. His cheeks were flushed, almost matching his thick, red hair. “Can’t you see that I’m fleissich?”

“I realize that you’re busy, but I wanted you to know that a frosch came out of the frog house, and he’s in the little frog pond you made for him.”

Mark let go of the mower and raced across the yard. Mattie followed right on his heels. When they reached her little garden plot, Mark dropped to his knees and peered at the ceramic dish. “There’s nothin’ in here but water,” he mumbled. “No sign of a frosch at all.”

Mattie stared at the dish, unbelieving. “But—but he was here a few minutes ago.”

Mark squinted his blue eyes while frowning at Mattie. “Are you tryin’ to get even with me ’cause I teased you at breakfast this morning?”

She shook her head so hard that the ties on her black head covering swished around her face. “I am not trying to get even. There really was a frosch, and it must be around here someplace.”

Mark grunted. “Well there’s not one here now, and I need to get back to mowin’ the lawn. I wanna get it done so I have time to play.” He hurried off before Mattie could say anything more.

“Mark doesn’t believe me. He thinks I made it all up,” Mattie muttered, going down on her knees. Still no sign of that disappearing frog. If she had made up the story about seeing the frog, it would have been a good way to get back at Mark for taking her piece of toast this morning. But Mattie knew it wouldn’t be right to get even.

“Whatcha lookin’ at?” Mattie’s six-year-old brother, Perry, asked when he joined her beside the garden.

“I was looking for Mark’s frosch,” Mattie replied. “It was here before, but now it’s gone.”

Perry, who had blond hair like Dad’s, pointed to the small green bush behind the garden plaque Mattie had made Mark for Christmas. “Is that a frosch, sittin’ under the schtock?”

Mattie bent down for a closer look. Sure enough, the frog sat under a bush, all puffed out, as big as you please. Ribet! Ribet! Ribet!

Mattie jumped up, raced across the lawn, and stopped behind Mark. Perry followed her there. “That frosch is back,” she said, tapping Mark’s shoulder.

Mark quit mowing, and his eyes widened. “Are you sure about that?”

She gave a quick nod. “Jah. Perry spotted the frosch under a schtock.”

Perry bobbed his head in agreement, looking quite pleased with himself.

Mark wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand, leaving a streak of green above his eyebrows. “You’d better not be teasin’ about this, Mattie. I don’t have time for silly games.”

“I’m not teasing.” Mattie grabbed her brother’s hand and led him over to the bush. Perry came, too. “Your frosch is right there,” she said, pointing to the spot where she and Perry had seen the frog.

Mark got down on his knees and peered under all sides of the bush. “There’s no frosch here.” He clambered to his feet and shook his finger at Mattie, the way Mom sometimes did when she was scolding one of her children or trying to make a point. “Now, enough with your silly games! I have work to do.” With that, he dashed across the yard and started mowing the lawn again. This time Perry went with Mark and helped push the mower. Mattie thought their little brother would just get in the way, but Mark didn’t seem to mind, for he began to whistle as he and Perry moved the mower around the yard.

Mattie went back to her garden. Leaning down to peek inside the frog house, she slowly tipped it back. The only thing she saw inside was a squiggly earthworm, tunneling its way into the damp dirt.

“Ewww…” Mattie quickly lowered the frog house. Then she noticed a few weeds wrapped around the wooden sign Dad had made for her birthday last summer. She grabbed one of the weeds and gave it a tug. Suddenly, the frog leaped out from behind the miniature rosebush Mom had helped her plant. Ribet! Ribet! He landed on top of the frog house. Mattie snickered. That cute little frog looked like an ornament, sitting there like that.

She jumped up, eager to tell Mark that the frog was back. He just had to believe her this time!

As Mattie dashed across the yard, Mark’s cat, Lucky, streaked in front of her in pursuit of a mouse. Mattie, trying to get out of Lucky’s way, stumbled and fell flat on her back. Oomph!

Mark stopped mowing and raced over to Mattie while she struggled to get up. “What happened, Mattie? Are you okay?” he asked, reaching his hand out to her.

“Thanks to your katz, I tripped, but I’m fine.” Once Mattie was on her feet, she brushed the grass clippings from her plain green dress, then she pointed to her garden plot. “The frosch is back. He’s sitting on top of your frog house as though he belongs there.”

Mark folded his arms. “I hope you’re telling the truth, Mattie. That frosch had better be there this time.”

She bobbed her head. “It is. Kumme, Mark. Come quickly!”

Mark followed Mattie across the yard, and Perry came, too. When they got to her garden, they dropped to their knees. Mattie couldn’t believe it, but the frog was gone again!

“Where’s the frosch?” Mark questioned. “He’s sure not sittin’ on top of the frog house like you said.”

“No frosch,” Perry said, shaking his head.

“I—I can’t figure it out,” Mattie stammered. “He was here a few minutes ago, honest.”

Wrinkles formed across Mark’s forehead. “If he was here, then where is he now?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I—I don’t know. That sneaky little frosch keeps disappearing. He’s as bad as you—always playing jokes on me.”

Mark tapped his foot and frowned at Mattie. “I’m tired of this silly game. You’re the one playin’ jokes, Mattie, and I need to finish mowing the lawn. So please don’t bother me again!” Mark took Perry’s hand and tromped off toward the mower.

Mattie couldn’t help but notice that her twin brother’s smile was no longer there. I can’t believe that crazy frosch, she thought. He keeps hiding, and it’s making me look foolish. Mattie wondered if the frog might be afraid of people. Maybe she could add a few ferns to her flower bed, especially around the frog house and its little swimming area. That way, once the ferns grew thicker, it would give the frog more cover as well as some shade from the hot sun. Maybe then he wouldn’t be so scared and wouldn’t hop away.

Mattie knew exactly where to get some ferns, too. Recently, she’d seen some fiddlehead ferns beginning to curl up out of the ground. They grew near the creek across the road from where she often picked wildflowers. One day soon, on the way home from school, she and Mark could stop and dig up a few of those ferns to bring home and plant in her garden.

For now, though, Mattie figured she’d better give up on the frog. When she heard Twinkles, her brown-and-white terrier, barking, she hurried over to the kennel to let the dog out. Since none of Mattie’s flowers were coming up yet and the frog kept disappearing, it might be more fun to play fetch with Twinkles than to sit and look at her garden. She could have the dog do some of the tricks she’d taught her, like rolling over, sitting up, and walking on her hind feet.
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Mark couldn’t believe Mattie would tease him like that. He figured it had to be because of the toast incident earlier that morning. If she really had seen the frog in her garden, then it would still be there. He pushed the mower as fast as he could, anxious to get done so he could do something else. Perry had gotten bored with helping Mark push the mower, so he’d gone back into the house. That was fine with Mark. Perry’s legs were short and he couldn’t walk very fast, so it was easier and quicker for Mark to do the mowing himself.

When I’m finished with the lawn, maybe I’ll go to the barn and see if my cats are there, Mark thought. It was always fun to let Lucky and Boots play with a ball of string or even just sit with them on a bale of straw and scratch behind their ears.

By the time Mark finished with the lawn and had put the mower away in the shed, his forehead was damp and a layer of green pollen covered his straw hat. Even though it wasn’t real warm out today, he’d worked up a pretty good sweat.

Mark took off his hat and watched the green dust fly as he hit it across his legs. Then he reached for the roll of paper towels Dad kept on a shelf near the door of the shed. Even on his tiptoes, he couldn’t quite reach it. Sure wish I was as tall as Mattie, Mark thought. We’re twins, and it’s not fair that she’s taller than me. I’m a boy, and I oughta be taller than my twin sister.

Mark usually wasn’t jealous of Mattie, but ever since his sister’s growth spurt, he’d been envious of her height. Mattie’s long legs made it easier for her to run, which might be why she could sprint so much faster than Mark.

Mark looked around the shed, searching for something to climb on so he could reach the shelf where the paper towels were kept. He spotted a step stool at the other end of the building and went to get it. Placing the stool in front of the shelf, Mark was about to climb up when Mattie came in.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m gonna use this wooden stool to get the roll of paper towels,” he answered.

“Want me to get it for you?” she asked.

He shook his head determinedly.

“I just wanna help.”

“I don’t need any help. I can do it myself.” Mark climbed onto the stool, grabbed the roll of paper towels, and stepped down. After he’d wiped his sweaty forehead and thrown the paper towel away, he climbed onto the stool and set the roll back on the shelf.

Mattie stood there a minute, staring at him; then she turned and went out the door.

Mark returned the stool to the place he’d found it. I wonder if I’ll ever be tall like my brother Ike. I’m sure he wouldn’t have had any trouble reaching those paper towels, Mark thought as he stepped outside and closed the shed door.

As he headed for the barn, Mark heard a Ribet! Ribet! Ribet! He tipped his head and listened. There it was again. Ribet! Ribet! “That sounds like it’s comin’ from Mattie’s little garden,” he said.

Mark quickened his steps. When he came to the garden, he stopped and listened. Ribet! Ribet! Whoosh! Plop! A little green frog landed right on Mark’s foot! He chuckled and bent down, scooping the frog into his hands. Then Mark hurried across the yard to the porch where Mattie sat holding her dog.

“Look what I found,” Mark said, holding the frog out for Mattie to see.

“Where was it?” she asked, looking up at him.

“In your garden. I heard the frosch but didn’t see it at first—not till it leaped onto my fuuss.” Mark snickered. “Think I’m gonna call him Hoppy Herman.”

“See, I told you he was there,” Mattie said, bobbing her head. “Now don’t you wish you’d believed me?”

“I thought you were just pullin’ my leg,” Mark said.

Mattie’s eyebrows furrowed. “I would never do that. If I pulled your leg, you might lose your balance and fall over.”

Mark leaned his head back and laughed. “When someone says somebody’s pullin’ their leg, it means they’re teasing them.”

Mattie gave Mark’s arm a little poke. “Why didn’t you just say that?”

Mark opened his mouth to reply, but before he could say a word, Mattie’s dog caught sight of the frog. Yip! Yip! Yip! Twinkles leaped into the air and touched the frog’s nose with the tip of her long, pink tongue.

Ribet! Ribet! The frog jumped out of Mark’s hands, landed on the grass, and hopped away.

Mark groaned. “Oh great! Now I’ll have to search for that sneaky little frosch all over again!”


CHAPTER 2

Disappointing Day

“Hurry and finish your breakfast so we can be on our way to Millersburg,” Mom said, handing Mattie a bowl of cereal with sliced bananas on top. She looked over at Mark, who’d already been given his cereal, and smiled. “We’ll be shopping for new shoes, so let me know if your old ones are getting too tight.”

“Mine sure are,” Mark said, nodding his head. “My old sneakers pinch the ends of my zehe.”

“If your shoes hurt your toes, then your feet must be growing,” their brother Ike, who was seventeen, said, bumping Mark’s arm. Ike had auburn-colored hair, like Mom’s, and he was nearly as tall as Dad.

“My feet are about all that’s growin’ on me,” Mark mumbled. “Don’t think I’m ever gonna be as tall as you are, Ike.”

“Give yourself some time,” Dad said. “Remember, Ike’s eight years older than you, and as I have said before, there’s plenty of time for you to grow tall like your bruder.”

“That’s right,” blond-haired Calvin, who’d recently turned twelve, agreed. “It took me awhile, but I’m getting taller every year. You will, too, Mark; I’m sure of it.”

“Maybe Calvin’s right,” thirteen-year-old Russell said, reaching for his glass of milk. Russell also had blond hair, and he looked a lot like Dad, only shorter.

Mark sighed and leaned his elbows on the table. “I sure hope so ’cause I’m gettin’ tired of bein’ so short.” He appreciated his family trying to be supportive, but it didn’t make it any easier to deal with the fact that everyone in their family, except for Ada and Perry, was taller than him.

Mom gave Mark’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry about it, son. You’ll grow in good time; just wait and see.”

[image: ]

As they made their trip to Millersburg that morning, Mattie began to feel drowsy. It was a little over ten miles from their house to the Walmart store, and by horse and buggy, it took much longer to get there than it would have if Dad had hired a driver. Perry and their little sister, Ada, who was three, rode up front with Mom and Dad, while Mark, Mattie, Calvin, and Russell sat in the back. Ike had decided not to go since he’d made plans to be with some of his friends today. That was fine with Mattie. There really wasn’t room for one more person in the buggy. They were sitting close together as it was. If Ike had come along, he’d probably have ridden his bike or taken his own horse and buggy. Since Ike was the oldest brother, he often went many places on his own.

Enjoying the warmth of the spring day, Mattie closed her eyes, almost ready to nod off. The movement of the buggy and the rhythmic clip-clop, clip-clop of the horse’s hooves made it even harder to stay awake. She was nearly lulled to sleep when Mark poked her arm.

“Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re almost there.” Mattie opened her eyes, stretched, and yawned as she sat up straight. Maybe she wouldn’t feel so tired once she got out of the buggy and started walking around the store.

“Hey, watch it,” Calvin fussed. “You almost gave me a black eye stretchin’ your arms out like that.”

“Sorry,” Mattie apologized. “If we weren’t squeezed in so tight in the backseat, we’d all have more room.” She noticed, as they turned into the parking lot, that the store looked really busy today with all the vehicles in the parking spaces and many still rolling in from the main road.

“Can we go to the bicycle department first?” Mark asked as Dad secured their horse to the hitching rail on the far end of the parking lot.

“I don’t know; we’ll see,” Dad replied. “Your mamm has a list of things she needs to buy, so where we start in the store will be up to her.”

Mark looked at Mattie, and Mattie looked at Mom, who was busy helping Ada and Perry out of the buggy. “Can we go to the bicycle department first?” Mattie asked, tugging on the sleeve of Mom’s dress.

“We’ll see,” Mom said. She took Ada and Perry’s hands and started walking across the parking lot toward the store. Mark, Mattie, and the rest of the family followed.

Mattie couldn’t help noticing all the colorful hyacinths and tulips on the stands outside the store’s entrance. The fragrance from the flowers smelled so wonderful, and their sweet scent even followed them inside the store. She hoped once more that the bulbs she had planted in her little garden would come up soon so she’d have some flowers of her own.

Dad tapped Mom’s shoulder and said, “See over there? It looks like the store is giving away free ice cream cones in celebration of spring.” He pointed to a sign at the end of one aisle.

“Ice cream! Ice cream!” Perry shouted.

“Ice cream! Ice cream!” Ada repeated, clapping her hands and wiggling around. Ada often did that when she got excited.

Mom put her finger to her lips. “Shh… Calm down, you two. We’ll have some ice cream first, and then we’ll get our shopping done.” She looked over at Dad. “Is that all right with you, Willard?”

Dad gave a nod. “An ice cream cone—even a small one—sounds good to me. You know how I am,” he said, chuckling as he patted his stomach. “I like ice cream as much as our kinner do.”

“I’d rather go to the bicycle department first,” Mark said. “Mattie and I have been saving up our money to buy something for our bike. We can get our free cones after we’re done.”

“That’s right; I want a new bell,” Mattie said excitedly. Even though getting ice cream sounded really good, she knew she could wait awhile.

“I want a new light for our bike,” Mark announced.

“If you have enough money, maybe you can buy both,” Dad told the twins.

“Let’s go there and look right now.” Mark grabbed Mattie’s hand and gave it a tug.

“All right,” Mom agreed. “But come right back here when you’re done because we don’t want to hunt for you all over the store when we finish eating our ice cream.”

“We’ll meet you right here,” Mark said before he and Mattie skipped off down the aisle.

When they reached the bicycle department, Mattie, feeling even more excited, grabbed a bell off the shelf. “This is exactly what we need!” she proclaimed. “And look, it’s only ten dollars.”

Mark wrinkled his nose. “But we just have twelve dollars between us, Mattie. If we buy the bell, we won’t have enough left to buy a light for our bike, and that’s more important than a bell.”

Mattie shook her head determinedly. “No it’s not. We need a bell so people will know we’re coming.”

“We need a light so we can see where we’re goin’ when it’s dark,” Mark insisted.

“But we hardly ever ride our bike at night,” Mattie reminded her brother. “Mom and Dad don’t like us riding when it’s dark because it could be gfarlich.”

“But it wouldn’t be so dangerous if we had a light on our bike,” Mark argued.

Mattie groaned. She didn’t think their folks would let them ride at night, even if they did have a light. At this rate, they’d never get anything bought for their bike. And if they didn’t hurry, they might miss getting some ice cream because she didn’t know how long the store would be giving away free cones today.

Mark nudged Mattie’s arm. “Come on, Mattie. Please say we can buy the light for our bike. We can get the bell when we save up more money.”

“Oh, all right,” Mattie said with a sigh. “But we’d better figure out a way to make some money because I don’t want to wait very long to buy a bell.”

“We’ll work somethin’ out.” Mark grinned and plucked the light off the shelf; then he headed to the cashier to pay for it.

A short time later, the twins returned to the front of the store, where they were supposed to meet their family.

“What took you so long?” Dad asked, looking at Mark.

“We had a little trouble deciding what to get,” Mark replied.

“What did you get?” Russell wanted to know. “A light or a bell?”

“We got this!” Mark opened the package and held up the light. “It’s a nice one, too, don’t ya think?”

Russell nodded. “You’re right about that. I believe it’s as nice as the one I have on my bike.”

“We didn’t have enough money to get the light and a bell,” Mattie said, “so we’ll have to wait on a bell till we earn more money.”

“I’m sure Grandma and Grandpa Miller will have some chores you can do, especially now that spring is here,” Mom said. “But right now we need to get our shopping done.”

“What about our ice cream cones?” Mark asked. “Mattie and I are anxious for that.”

“That’s right,” Mattie eagerly agreed. “I’m hoping for a vanilla cone.”

“Sorry, but they stopped giving out free ice cream right after Ada and Perry got their cones,” Dad said.

“Oh no!” Mattie moaned. She couldn’t have been more disappointed. No bell for the bike, and no free ice cream.

“Guess maybe we should have waited to look in the bicycle department till we got our free cones,” Mark said with a frown. “I really wanted some chocolate ice cream.”

“Sorry about that.” Mom patted the twins’ shoulders. “When we get home, you can have a few of those chocolate-chip kichlin I made yesterday morning. Right now, though, we need to head to the shoe department so that everyone can try on new shoes.”
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Mark wasn’t happy about not getting any ice cream. In fact, he was jealous of his brothers and little sister because they’d gotten a cone and he and Mattie hadn’t. He figured Mattie was probably upset about it, too, because she walked through the store behind Mom with her head down and shoulders slumped. Some things weren’t fair! The only thing that made Mark feel a little better was knowing that he’d be going home with a new pair of sneakers.He had told Mom that his old shoes were getting too tight, and even the little bit of walking they’d done so far today had made his feet hurt. Some new shoes that fit well should solve that problem, though.

When they reached the shoe department, Mom helped Mattie and Ada find new shoes while Dad helped Mark, Calvin, Russell, and Perry choose. It didn’t take long for everyone to find a pair of shoes they liked—everyone but Mark, that is. All of the shoes he’d tried on had either been too big or too small. There wasn’t a single pair in his size!

“It’s not fair,” Mark complained as Dad paid for their purchases. “I’m the one who needed new shoes the most, and I’m the only one in our family who didn’t get any shoes today.” He felt more envious now than ever. No ice cream and no shoes. What a big disappointment!

“It’s all right,” Mom said. “We’ll look at the Shoe and Boot Store in Charm after you get home from school on Monday. Hopefully, they’ll have a pair of shoes there that will fit you.”

“But I need them now,” Mark complained, tears welling in his eyes. It was hard to keep from blubbering like a baby. “My zehe hurt somethin’ awful.”

“I have a temporary solution for your hurting toes,” Mom said. “You can wear Calvin’s old shoes until you get some new ones.”

“I don’t wanna wear Calvin’s hand-me-down shoes.” Mark wrinkled his nose and made a face. “Calvin’s feet schtinke.”

“I’ll wash the shoes so they won’t smell bad,” Mom said, giving Mark a quick pat on the back.

A lump formed in Mark’s throat. He wanted his own brand-new shoes, and he didn’t want to wait for them, either. Well, Mark thought, at least this morning something went right. Mattie and I got a new light for our bike. If I would have agreed to buy a bell, I’d have nothin’ at all to show for coming here today.

On the way home, Mark had a hard time watching Russell, Calvin, and Mattie hold tightly to the box of new shoes on their laps. Mark knew that even Perry and Ada were happy as they sat beside Mom in the front of the buggy, chattering and giggling while they pointed to their new shoes.

“Hey, would you look at that!” Dad exclaimed, pulling the horse and buggy onto the shoulder of the road. There in the field, not far from the Millers’ home, were a cow and a calf. “Looks like that cow may have just given birth,” Dad said, pointing to the wobbly little calf standing near its mother.

Normally, seeing something like this would have excited Mark. While everyone commented about the little calf, Mark looked away.

“Isn’t it cute?” Mattie asked, nudging Mark’s arm with her elbow.

He shrugged his shoulders but gave no reply. Didn’t anyone care how badly he felt about not getting new shoes today?

“Look how the other cows are standing around.” Mom pointed at some of the cows that were mooing at the calf. “It’s as if they are welcoming the baby cow into their herd.”

What’s the matter with me anyway? Mark thought. It’s not every day I get to see a brand-new calf right after it’s born. He knew it was wrong to feel so jealous, even to the point where he couldn’t enjoy this amazing scene. It should have been exciting to see this mama cow and her baby, but he couldn’t seem to stop his negative thoughts. Mom did say we would go shopping for a new pair of shoes after school on Monday, he reminded himself. Even so, that didn’t make up for not getting any ice cream like the rest of the family had, not to mention that Mark was still wearing his old, too-tight shoes. Today was definitely a disappointing day!


CHAPTER 3

Stinky Shoes

“I can’t believe I have to wear Calvin’s old sneakers,” Mark complained as he and Mattie pedaled their bike to school Monday morning. “They’re too big, and they look dumm. It’s hard to pedal with these shoes on.”

“They’re not that much bigger than your feet, and they don’t look dumb,” Mattie said, letting go of the handlebar with one hand and tapping Mark on the shoulder. “Just keep pedaling; you’re doing fine.”

“It’s not fair that everyone else got new shoes on Saturday but me.” Mark started pedaling faster. “I just wanna get this day over with so I can go home.”

“Don’t forget, Mom said she’d take you to the Shoe and Boot Store after school,” Mattie reminded. “Hopefully you’ll find something that fits you there.”

“I hope so, too, ’cause I sure wouldn’t want to wear Calvin’s schtinke shoes all the time.”

“I’m sure they’re not stinky anymore. Mom washed them, and they look fine to me.”

Mark wrinkled his nose. “Well, they’re not my shoes, and they’re too big, besides.”

“Maybe you should have stuffed some tissues inside the shoes to take up the extra space,” Mattie suggested. “Anyways, you only have to wear them for a few more hours today, and then you can stop complaining when you get your new ones. Besides, the ones you’re wearing are better than your old shoes. Remember how tight they got and were making your feet hurt?”

“What? I can barely hear you,” Mark shouted when a noisy truck passed them by on the road, kicking up a bit of dust that blew in his face.

“Oh, never mind.” Mattie coughed. “Just keep pedaling.”

When the twins arrived at the schoolhouse, they parked their bike and hurried across the yard to join their friends. Mark kept up with his sister the best he could, but he felt like a clown wearing oversized shoes.

“How come you’re walkin’ so funny?” Mark’s friend John Schrock asked as Mark approached.

“It’s these dumm shoes I have to wear.” Mark paused to wipe his runny nose with a hanky he’d pulled from his pocket; then he pointed to his sneakers and frowned. “They belong to my bruder Calvin, and they’re too big for my feet. Besides, Calvin’s feet schtinke. Even though Mom washed the shoes, I’m afraid the smell’s still there and that it’ll make my feet stink, too.”

John snickered and poked Mark’s arm. “I heard once that if your nose runs and your feet smell, it means you were built upside down.”

“Very funny,” Mark mumbled.

“Aw, don’t look so serious,” John said. “I was only tryin’ to make you laugh.”

“I’m not in the mood to laugh about these shoes,” Mark said. Usually he was eager to tell or even listen to a joke, but not right now. He felt downright cranky today.

“If you don’t like your bruder’s shoes, then how come you’re wearin’ them today?” John questioned.

Mark explained about his old shoes being too tight and said he had to wear Calvin’s hand-me-down shoes until he could get a new pair. “And I hope that’ll be today when I go shopping with my mamm after school,” he quickly added.

“What store are you goin’ to?” John asked.

“The Shoe and Boot Store in Charm.”

“I got my last pair there,” John said, motioning to his black shoes. “There were several other people lookin’ for shoes that day, too, so I was lucky to find a pair in my size.”

Mark frowned. “I hope that doesn’t happen to me. Mom said she thought the store in Charm would have shoes for me, and I’m wishin’ for that, too.”

Mark couldn’t help but notice how much taller John was getting. Just a year ago, they were the same height. If it weren’t for the fact that John’s hair was blond and Mark’s was red, they could have almost passed for brothers. Not anymore, though. Lately, John had shot up ahead of Mark. It looked like he was getting skinnier, too. Or maybe he just looked that way because he’d grown taller. Although John looked kind of lanky these days, Mark would have taken that over being short any day of the week. John and Mark had been good buddies for a long time, and Mark didn’t like feeling envious of his friend. Regardless, the feelings were still there.

Just then, the school bell rang. “Guess we’d better get inside,” Mark said. “We sure don’t wanna be tardy.”
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When Mattie and Mark arrived home from school that afternoon, Mom met them at the door. “How was your day?” she asked with a cheerful smile.

“It was great,” Mattie said, grinning at Mom. “When we played baseball during recess today, I made a home run.”

“That’s good,” Mom said. “I’m sure those who were on your team were happy about how well you played.” She turned to Mark then and placed her hand on his shoulder. “How was your day, son?”

Mark’s mouth turned down at the corners. “It would have been better if I hadn’t had to walk around in shoes that were too big for my feet.” He leaned against the wall with his fingers clenched and his arms held tightly at his sides. “It seemed like the longest day ever.”

Mom gave Mark’s shoulder a squeeze. “We can take care of that right now. I have the horse hitched to the buggy, and if you’re ready, we can head for the Shoe and Boot Store in Charm.”

Mark’s face brightened. “I’m more than ready!”

Charm was one of Mattie and Mark’s favorite little towns to visit. It was only about a six-mile ride from their home, and it took them through some of the prettiest countryside. Charm didn’t have a lot of businesses, like some of the bigger towns in Holmes County, but there was one store in particular that Mark and Mattie liked to visit. It was a cheese store, and they usually had samples that people could try before they bought. Swiss cheese was Mark’s favorite, but Mattie liked cheddar. She wondered if Mom and Mark would stop at the cheese store today. She wished she could go with them.

Mom gave Mattie’s arm a gentle pat. “I need you to keep an eye on Ada and Perry while we’re gone. They’re napping right now, but make sure they get a snack when they wake up. Oh, and don’t let them go outside to play by themselves.”

“Can’t Calvin or Russell watch Ada and Perry?” Mattie questioned.

Mom shook her head. “They’re out in your daed’s wood shop, sweeping sawdust off the floor and helping Ike clean up.”

Mattie gave a reluctant nod. “Okay, Mom.”

“Remember now, if you have any homework, you’d better get that done right away,” Mom quickly added. “You can do it while you’re eating a snack.”

“I don’t have any homework today,” Mattie said.

“Okay then. We shouldn’t be gone too long.” Mom grabbed a napkin and three cookies, handed them to Mark, and then ushered him out the door.

Mattie sighed. It didn’t seem fair that Mark got to go off with Mom while she was expected to stay here and watch Ada and Perry. Those two had a lot of energy and could be a handful at times. She hoped they would sleep until Mom got home. That would give her some time to do a few things by herself. One of the first things she planned to do right away was to fix herself a snack. After that, she wanted to go outside and see if the flower bulbs she’d planted in her garden were coming up yet. With the warm weather they’d been having, maybe they would have popped up by now.

Wish I could go over to Grandpa and Grandma Miller’s today, Mattie thought. I’d like to know if any of Grandma’s flowers have come up.

Mattie took three cookies from the cookie jar and placed them on the table. Then she went to the refrigerator and got out the milk. After she’d poured herself a glass, she took a seat at the table.

Mattie looked around the kitchen, which was usually bustling with noise and activity. She guessed she’d better enjoy the quiet while it lasted because it wouldn’t be this peaceful once Ada and Perry woke up.

The kitchen window was open partway, and Mattie could hear the birds singing outside. More than any other time of the year, springtime was filled with the pretty songs of chirping and tweeting birds. A lot of them were migrating back from the south, where they’d spent most of the winter months. It was nice to hear their melodies filling the air, and Mattie couldn’t help but smile at how happy they sounded. She knew just how they felt, for she loved springtime, too.

Mattie watched out the window as some little wrens gathered materials for the nest they’d started making. She wondered if a robin would build its nest in the flowering bush outside their living-room window, like one had done last spring.

Mattie had just finished eating her second cookie when Ada and Perry tromped into the room, wide-eyed and giggling as they tickled each other.

“Kichlin!” they shouted at the same time, pointing to Mattie’s cookie.

Mattie groaned. She hadn’t even finished her snack and already the little ones were up and needing her attention. Now she’d have no time to herself. It didn’t seem fair. She probably wouldn’t get to go outside to look at her garden now because she’d have to take Perry and Ada along and keep an eye on them while they ran around the yard playing.

“Kichlin! Kichlin!” Ada shouted, tugging on the hem of Mattie’s dress.

“Kichlin!” Perry repeated.

The peace and quiet Mattie had enjoyed only minutes ago was now replaced by two little chatterboxes.

“Oh, all right,” Mattie said with a sigh. “Take a seat at the table, and I’ll get you both some kichlin and melke.”
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“Right here are the racks where the boys’ shoes are displayed,” Mom said as she and Mark headed down one of the aisles at the Shoe and Boot Store.

Mark smiled, looking at all the shoe boxes. He could hardly wait for his new sneakers. He felt sure that somewhere among these rows of shoes, a new pair awaited him.

“Let’s see now…” Mom studied each of the shelves, and when she came to the end, she slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mark, but I don’t see any shoes in this store that are the right size for you.”

“What?” Mark could hardly believe it, and he hoped Mom was wrong. “There has to be a pair in my size.” He started going through each of the shoe boxes, hoping a pair of shoes his size had been put in the wrong box. Mark had been waiting to get new shoes the whole weekend, and now he was worried that he might have to keep wearing Calvin’s stinky old shoes for a long time.

“I don’t see any,” Mom said, taking another look at all the boxes. “Let’s go speak to the owner of the store. I see a lot of empty spots here on these racks, so maybe he has some shoes in the back room that haven’t been put out yet.”

Mark’s hopes soared as he followed Mom to the front of the store, where Herman Bontrager stood behind the counter. “Do you have any youth size six black sneakers in your back room?” Mom asked.

Herman shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t. The last pair that size was sold earlier today.”

Mark moaned and slouched against the counter. “Oh no! Now what’ll I do?”

“I can order a pair of shoes in your size,” Herman said.

“How long would that take?” Mom questioned.

Mark held his breath as he waited for Herman’s answer.

“It’ll probably take about a week to get here,” Herman replied. “Shouldn’t be more than that. The shoes come in rather quickly once I place the order.”

Mark’s throat felt swollen, and he blinked against the tears clouding his vision. A whole week? Does Mr. Bontrager think that’s quick? Why me? Mark wondered. This was a huge disappointment, and now he felt grumpy again. He was even more envious of his sisters and brothers. None of them had to wear a pair of stinky, hand-me-down shoes. Even worse, Mark would have to wear them for another whole week!


CHAPTER 4

Mattie’s Discovery

“I got a call from the Shoe and Boot Store this morning, letting me know your shoes have come in,” Mom told Mark when he and Mattie arrived home from school on Friday.

Mark grinned widely. “Oh boy! Can we go get them right now?” He was sick of wearing Calvin’s old shoes. At Mattie’s suggestion, he’d stuffed tissue inside the shoes, and that had helped a little. But it was still the longest week for Mark, and he was glad it was finally over. Now, like his sisters and brothers, he’d soon have his own pair of new sneakers.

Mom gave Mark’s shoulder a tender squeeze. “We can go as soon as I get the horse and buggy ready. I would have done it sooner, but I had a hard time getting Ada and Perry down for their naps. Even though Perry recently turned six and thinks he’s too old to take naps, he gets cranky sometimes if he doesn’t get enough sleep. The same goes for Ada.”

“I suppose you’ll need me to look out for them again?” Mattie asked. The creases in her forehead let Mark know she wasn’t happy about the idea of taking care of their little sister and brother. She probably wished she could go shopping with him and Mom.

“I do need you to keep an eye on Perry and Ada,” Mom said, smiling at Mattie. “We shouldn’t be gone too long, so when we get home you’ll be free to do whatever you like. Since the little ones just went down for their naps, they’ll probably sleep until we get home.” Mom motioned to the refrigerator. “If you’d like to have a snack, there are some apples and slices of cheese in there.”

“What about me?” Mark asked. “Don’t I get a snack?”

“Why don’t you grab an apple and bring it along?” Mom suggested.

“Okay.” Mark took a big red apple from the refrigerator. “See you later, Mattie,” he said, skipping happily out the door as he bit into the sweet, juicy apple. He could hardly wait to get to the store so he could put those new sneakers on his feet!
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Since her little sister and brother were sleeping and Mattie wasn’t hungry yet, she decided to go outside and see how things looked in her garden. She waited until she heard Mom’s horse and buggy leave the yard; then she opened the back door and stepped onto the porch. A lively chorus from several robins perched high in the tree greeted her as they whistled a beautiful song. Hearing them made Mattie hope, once again, that one of the birds would build a nest in the bush outside their living-room window. Now that Perry and Ada were a little older, it would be fun for them to get a firsthand look at baby robins after they’d hatched.

Yip! Yip! Yip! Mattie’s dog raced back and forth inside her kennel.

“Not now, Twinkles,” Mattie called as she hurried across the yard toward her garden. “After Mom and Mark get home, I’ll let you out so we can play. And you’d better quit that barking. I don’t want you to wake Ada and Perry.” The last thing Mattie wanted to do as she quieted her pooch with her fingers to her lips was to go back inside and keep an eye on her little brother and sister.

Mattie stepped back onto the porch. She tipped her head and listened through the screen door but didn’t hear anything from Ada or Perry. Good. They must still be sleeping, she thought.

Going back into the yard, she hurried across the lawn. When Mattie knelt beside her little garden, she leaned close and studied the ground where she’d planted the bulbs. Still no sign of any flowers. She just couldn’t figure it out. Maybe a gopher or some other underground critter had eaten the bulbs or carried them away.

Using her fingers, Mattie dug down in the dirt, searching for any sign of the flowers. “Oh, there’s one!” she exclaimed as she pushed the dirt aside, revealing a tulip bulb with a little green shoot coming up from the top. “I think I may have planted them too deep.”

Mattie decided to raise the bulbs a little, putting more dirt underneath. When that was done, she patted a layer of dirt over the top. Maybe now they’ll start to grow, she thought.

Ribet! Ribet! Mark’s frog leaped over Mattie’s hand and landed in the little ceramic dish pool with a splat!

Mattie snickered. The frog didn’t seem to be afraid at all. He was making himself right at home in her little garden spot. She still wanted to get some ferns to plant in the garden to add a little hideaway for the frog. While she sat watching the frog, Grandpa Miller’s horse and buggy pulled into the yard.

“Wie geht’s?” Grandpa called after he’d climbed down from the buggy and tied his horse to the hitching rail.

“I’m fine,” Mattie replied. “How are you?”

“Doin’ good.” Grandpa approached Mattie’s garden. “Ah, I see you have a little visitor,” he said, pointing to the frog.

She nodded. “Only I don’t think he’s just visiting. He lives in Mark’s frog house and likes to sit in the little ceramic dish Mark’s using as a frog pool.”

“Glad to hear the critter took up residence in the little house.” Grandpa grinned and knelt beside Mattie to get a closer look. “I remember when I was a young bu, my bruder Freeman and I often caught frogs down at the pond behind our folks’ house. Then we’d try to race them and see whose frog was the fastest or could jump the farthest.”

“If Mark knew about that, I’ll bet he might try it if he had more than one frosch.” Mattie giggled. “ ’Course he’d have to catch ’em first.”

“Maybe someday he will.” Grandpa stood. “Speaking of Mark… Where is he? I came to ask if he’d like to go fishing with me tomorrow.”

“Mark went with Mom to the Shoe and Boot Store in Charm,” Mattie replied. “He needed a new pair of sneakers, and they had to order his size. A team of wild horses couldn’t have kept Mark from goin’ after those shoes today.”

“Sounds like he was pretty anxious. Have they been gone long? Should I wait, or would you rather give Mark my message?” Grandpa asked.

Mattie thought it would be nice to have Grandpa’s company. Mark usually got to spend more time with Grandpa, and that made her feel jealous. “You could wait here with me if you want to,” she said.

Grandpa removed his straw hat and slapped it against his knee. “That’s what I’ll do then. It’ll give us a chance to visit.”

“That’d be nice,” Mattie said, watching as Grandpa held out his closed hands to her. She didn’t get the chance to visit with Grandpa by herself that often, and this was the perfect opportunity, especially since Perry and Ada were still napping.

“Uh, that one,” Mattie guessed, pointing to Grandpa’s left hand.

“Jah, you’re right.” Grandpa smiled, handing her a pack of peppermint-flavored gum, which was Mattie’s favorite kind. “Should we take a seat on the porch swing?” he suggested.

“Sure.” As Mattie stood, she brushed away the dirt that clung to her skirt. Then she followed Grandpa across the yard and onto the porch.

“What have you been up to lately?” Grandpa asked after they’d both taken a seat on the swing.

Mattie unwrapped a piece of gum and popped it into her mouth. “Right before you got here, I replanted some tulip bulbs. I discovered that they were buried too deep, so I think that’s why they haven’t come up yet.”

“Good thinking.” Grandpa tapped Mattie’s arm. “Your grandma’s tulips, and even a few daffodils, are already poking their heads through the ground. It won’t be long now and all of her flower beds will be alive with vibrant colors.”

“What does ‘vibrant’ mean?” Mattie questioned. Like Mark, Grandpa sometimes used words that Mattie didn’t understand.

“Vibrant means vivid or brilliant,” Grandpa explained. “Bright is another good way to describe the word.”

“Oh, I see. Well then, I’m hoping for some vibrant colors when the flowers in my garden start blooming.”

They sat silently for a while, moving the swing back and forth in a gentle rhythm. Then Mattie spoke again. “Say, Grandpa, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure. What did you want to know?”

“Would it be all right if I went fishing with you and Mark tomorrow?” she asked, chewing contentedly on the gum.

Grandpa tipped his head and looked at Mattie with a curious expression. “You want to go fishing?”

She bobbed her head.

“I didn’t think you liked fishing that well,” he said. “When I’ve asked you to join us before, you’ve always said no.”

“I changed my mind.” Mattie grinned. “I think it might be kind of fun to go fishing. Maybe I’ll even catch the biggest fish.”

Grandpa chuckled. “It’s fine with me if you want to go, but we’ll have to wait and see who catches the biggest fish.”

“Oh good, I can’t wait. But I’m not sure I’ll use a warem for bait. Maybe I’ll use corn or something else,” Mattie said.

Just then the robins resumed their cheerful chorus. Maybe they’re glad I’ll be leaving the worms for them to eat, she thought, smiling.

“Now isn’t that a pretty sound?” Grandpa looked into the tree where the robins sat. “Just listen to them sing.”

“I know,” Mattie agreed. “Remember last year when a robin nested outside our living-room window?”

He bobbed his gray head. “As a matter of fact, I do. As I recall, you and Mark had your nose up to that window every chance you got.”

Mattie smiled. “It sure was fun watching Mrs. Robin sit on her nest. But it was even more exciting after the babies hatched and we watched ’em being fed by their parents. It was kinda sad when they grew and finally left the nest. I’m hopin’ some robins build their nest in that same spot again. I think Ada and Perry would have fun watching them.”

Grandpa gave his long, full beard a quick tug. “And I would enjoy that, too.”
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On the ride home from Charm, Mark couldn’t stop admiring his new sneakers, and he didn’t think he’d ever stop grinning. They felt so good on his feet. The shoes looked nice and new. They smelled good, too—not a trace of stinky feet.

“You’re going to stare a hole through those shoes if you don’t stop looking at them.” Mom laughed and clicked her tongue, urging Ginger, their horse, onward toward home.

“I can’t help it.” Mark smiled at Mom, quickly taking his eyes off his feet.

“Well, you go right on grinning,” Mom said. “You waited all week for those sneakers, and I’m sure you’re glad to finally have them.”

“I’ll say,” Mark said with a nod. As they continued on down the road, he thought about the past six days and the long wait to get his new shoes. Now that the week was over, he realized it was worth the wait. After he’d put some tissue in the toes of Calvin’s old shoes, wearing them had been a little more bearable. Even so, he still hadn’t enjoyed wearing hand-me-down sneakers and had continued to be envious of his siblings’ new shoes. It hadn’t helped, either, when Mark walked past Mattie’s room a few nights ago and saw her new shoes lying right next to her pillow. Normally, that might have been funny, but not with him wanting so desperately to have some new shoes of his own.

I won’t think about that anymore, Mark thought as Mom turned their horse and buggy up the lane leading to their home. I’m too happy to feel jealous of anyone right now.
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The clip-clop of horse’s hooves caused Mattie to glance to her right, where she saw Mom’s horse and buggy coming up the driveway. After Mom pulled the horse up to the hitching rail, Mark got out of the buggy and sprinted for the house.

“Wie geht’s, Grandpa?” he shouted, leaping onto the porch. “It’s good to see you!”

“It’s good to see you, too, and I’m doing quite well.”

“Look what I got today.” Mark pointed to his sneakers.

Grandpa whistled. “Those are real nice. I heard you were pretty excited about going to get them.”

“That’s right, but I’m even more excited now. These shoes feel so comfortable, and I don’t have to wear Calvin’s stinky old shoes anymore.” Mark grinned widely. “I have the newest shoes in our family now, ’cause everyone else’s shoes are a whole week old!”

Grandpa laughed, holding out his closed hands to Mark. “When I was a youngster, I never liked wearing my brother’s hand-me-down shoes.”

“That one!” Mark tapped Grandpa’s right hand and watched with an anxious expression as Grandpa revealed a pack of cinnamon-flavored gum. Mark smiled. Cinnamon was Mark’s favorite flavor, and Grandpa knew that, too.

“It’s good to see you,” Mom said to Grandpa when she joined them on the porch. “What brings you by here this afternoon?”

“I came to see if Mark would like to go fishing with me tomorrow,” he replied. “Oh, and Mattie said she’d like to join us.”

Mark’s blue eyes widened as he looked at Mattie in disbelief. “You want to go fishing?”

Mattie nodded. “Grandpa said I could, and I think it might be fun.” She blinked her eyes rapidly. “And you know what else?”

“What’s that?” Mark asked.

“I’ll bet I catch the biggest fish.”

Mark shook his head vigorously as he unwrapped a piece of gum. “Bet ya don’t.”

“Bet I do.”

Grandpa stepped between the twins. “It doesn’t matter who catches the biggest fish. Let’s just go and have fun. We’ll make some good memories.”

Mark and Mattie both nodded, but Mattie knew her brother was hoping he would catch the biggest fish. Well, they only had one more day to find out.


CHAPTER 5

More Jealous Thoughts

Mark sat near the edge of the pond, watching Grandpa and Mattie while gripping his fishing pole so tightly that his fingers ached. Grandpa had spent the whole morning showing Mattie how to bait her hook and throw her line into the water. Mark was used to having Grandpa’s full attention when they went fishing, and he didn’t like sharing Grandpa with Mattie. He wished his sister had stayed home today, and he didn’t understand why she’d come along at all. She’d never been interested in fishing before. Was Mattie trying to prove something by being here? Was it just to see if she could catch the biggest fish? Well, Mark didn’t think that was likely to happen—especially since Mattie had never fished before.

“That’s the wrong kind of bait you’re usin’,” Mark said when he saw Mattie put a piece of corn on her hook. “You’ll never catch any fish with corn. You need a big, fat warem.”

Mattie wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like worms.”

Mark wrinkled his nose. “I don’t like corn. It gets stuck in my zaeh.”

“Why are you worried about it getting stuck in your teeth?” Grandpa asked, raising his bushy gray eyebrows. “Mattie’s not eating the corn, Mark. She’s using it for bait.”

“How come?” Mark wanted to know, trying not to let on how he really felt.

“Because she doesn’t want to touch the worms,” Grandpa replied. “When I was a boy and my sister and I went fishing, she had good luck using corn for bait.”

“Worms are slimy, slippery, and they wiggle all around,” Mattie said. “And when you put them on a hook—well—eww! I just don’t like ’em.”

“Ah, don’t be such a boppli,” Mark said, reaching into the can full of worms by his side and then plucking one out.

Mattie thrust out her chin. “I am not a baby.”

“You know what, Mattie?” Mark asked, motioning to her fishing pole.

“What?”

“I’ll bet I can catch more fish with my worms than you can using corn.”

“Bet ya can’t.”

Mark grunted, feeling even more competitive and sure that he was right. “We’ll just have to see about that.” Those fish don’t know what corn is, but they do know what worms are all about, he thought. I’m bound to catch the most fish. Probably the biggest, too!

[image: ]

For the next hour, Mark sat under the warm spring sun with his line in the water. Reeling it in and casting it back out, he had tested several different spots around the pond. So far, he’d caught no fish and hadn’t even had a nibble on his line. It made no sense, and he was very disappointed. What made it worse was that Grandpa had already caught two bass, and Mattie had caught three catfish. Mark could hardly believe it! He’d gone fishing with Grandpa many times and always had good luck. It wasn’t fair that Mattie had caught fish and he hadn’t gotten a single one! Had he been fishing in all the wrong places and that’s why he couldn’t target where they were this morning? Or was it possible that they liked Mattie’s bait better than his?

“I’m done with this!” Mark dropped his pole and folded his arms. “I wanna go home.”

“Why is that?” Grandpa questioned.

“Because I haven’t caught any fish, and I’m bored just sittin’ here, casting my line out for no reason at all.”

“Now don’t be discouraged,” Grandpa said. “You have to be patient when you’re fishing, Mark. You ought to savor the moment and enjoy being here for the experience.” He pointed to the sky. “We couldn’t have picked a better day to be fishing, and just listen to how peaceful it is.”

“Savor? What does that word mean?” Mattie asked.

“It means to appreciate or treasure the moment you’re in,” Grandpa explained.

“You mean, we should make it last?” Mattie questioned.

“Exactly. You have to savor a morning like this for the sheer experience of it. Someday you’ll look back on this day as a cherished memory.” Grandpa smiled. “I know I will.”

Mark knew all along what the word savor meant, but he’d decided to let Grandpa explain it to Mattie. Mark also knew that Grandpa was right. It was a beautiful morning to be out here at the pond. Except for the bees buzzing from one wildflower to the next and the occasional splash when each of them cast out their lines, it was pretty quiet. Mark should be having the time of his life like he had always done whenever he’d gone fishing. But today he couldn’t help feeling envious of Mattie.

“Mark, are you thinking jealous thoughts?” Grandpa asked as if he could read Mark’s mind.

Mark shrugged his shoulders, unwilling to admit the way he felt.

“Are you jealous ’cause I caught some fish and you didn’t?” Mattie asked.

“A little,” Mark finally confessed, even though it wasn’t easy to say those two words.

“You know, Mark, fishing shouldn’t be about who catches the most or the biggest fish.” Grandpa paused and fanned his face with the brim of his straw hat. “Have you ever heard the old saying ‘green with envy’?”

Mark gave a slow nod. He knew just what it meant.

“Jealousy, or envy, which basically means the same thing, can make you feel sick if you let it take over your thoughts,” Grandpa said. “It’s like a fever that keeps on rising.”

“Is it a green fever?” Mattie questioned.

Grandpa gave his beard a quick tug. “I guess it could be called that. A person who’s green with envy can let their jealousy eat away at them till they feel sick, so green fever’s a good analogy.”

“Analo-what?” Mattie asked.

“Analogy means similar or like something,” Mark was quick to say. He felt kind of special knowing something Mattie didn’t.

Mattie rubbed her forehead. “Think I’d rather just say ‘like’ or ‘similar.’ Those words are easier to understand.”

Grandpa leaned back on his elbows and chuckled. “Oh yes, but they’re not nearly as much fun to say.” He winked at Mark. “Isn’t it schpass to use big words?”

Mark smiled and nodded. It was fun to say big words, and it made him feel good to think that he and Grandpa had that in common. Unlike the fishing they’d done here today, he didn’t think Mattie would ever enjoy using big words.
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That evening after supper Mark suggested that he, Mattie, Calvin, and Russell play a game of Scrabble.

Mattie shook her head. “I don’t want to play that game.”

“How come?” Calvin asked.

“Because I’m not good at spelling or making words.”

“You could be if you tried harder,” Mark said.

“You could be better at baseball if you practiced throwing the ball more,” she responded. “In fact, why don’t we go outside right now and throw the ball around?”

Mark shook his head. “It’s starting to rain, and I’m sure not goin’ out there to play.”

“We could all go out to the barn and take turns on the rope swing,” Calvin suggested.

“I don’t feel like doing that, either,” Mark said. “I’d rather stay in here and play a game.”

“Let’s play Checkers.” Russell grinned. “We can start off with two of us playing, and then whoever wins will play the next person in line.”

“I guess that would be all right,” Mark agreed. “Or we could—”

“What do you say about that, Mattie?” Calvin asked, interrupting Mark. “Will you take turns playin’ Checkers with us?”

Mattie didn’t really want to play that game, but since her brothers all wanted to, she finally agreed.

“Great! I’ll go get the Checkers board.” Mark rushed into the living room, where the games were kept. Mattie followed with a feeling of dread. She was sure she would be the loser of this game tonight.

“Mom, where’s our game of Checkers?” Mark asked, searching the bottom shelf of the bookcase. “I can’t find the box, but I’m sure it was here last week.”

Mom and Dad sat on the sofa, each reading a section of the newspaper. “Mattie, can you reach the game for Mark?” Mom asked. “When I was dusting the bookcase the other day, I moved the game to one of the upper shelves and forgot to put it back.”

Mattie watched as Mark stood up quickly and tried to get the board game down before she could retrieve it. But even standing on his tiptoes, he couldn’t quite reach it.

Mark stood back with a look of defeat as Mattie reached up easily and got the game.

“I’ll take it now.” He grabbed the box from Mattie without even saying thanks.

Mattie didn’t say anything about him being ungrateful. She knew how sensitive he was about her being taller than him, so it was best not to make an issue of it.

“You need to tell your sister thank you for getting the game,” Dad said to Mark.

“Danki,” he mumbled before hurrying back to the kitchen, where Calvin and Russell waited.

Mattie smiled at Dad, and then she also returned to the kitchen.

Mark placed the game on the table. “Why don’t we let Calvin and Russell go first? Then you and I can play each other,” he told Mattie. “Whoever wins will play either Russell or Calvin.”

“Who put you in charge?” Calvin asked, frowning at Mark.

“Well, somebody has to be in charge,” Mark responded.

“It doesn’t have to be you.” Calvin’s cheeks turned pink. “Maybe Russell and I don’t want to go first.”

Mattie giggled to herself. It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one who didn’t like the way Mark had tried to take over.

“All right then,” Mark announced, scratching his head. “Mattie and I will go first, and Calvin and Russell can go second.”

“You’re still tellin’ us what to do,” Calvin said.

Dad poked his head into the kitchen just then. “If you children don’t stop bickering, I’ll send you all upstairs to bed. Your mamm and I are trying to have some peace and quiet while we visit and read today’s paper.”

“Sorry, Dad,” Mark, Mattie, Calvin, and Russell said in unison.

“Now please decide who’s going to be first and get on with your game.” Dad turned and headed back to the living room.

“You and Mattie can go first,” Russell said, looking at Mark. “While you’re playing, I’ll make some popcorn.”

Mattie smacked her lips. “That sounds good. Can we have some chocolate melke to go with it?”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll go ask Mom if it’s okay.” Russell hurried from the room while Mark set up the Checkers board.

Just a few minutes into the game, Mark had already taken two of Mattie’s red checkers. By the time Russell was back and had given them all a glass of chocolate milk, Mattie had lost three more of her checkers. If she didn’t do something fast, she would lose the game.

It was Mattie’s turn next, and she stared at the board, trying to decide which checker piece to move next. If she moved one to the right, Mark would jump it with one of his black checkers. If she moved another one to the left, she’d be trapped. Think, Mattie, think, she told herself, tapping her fingers on the edge of the table.

“Hurry up; you’re takin’ too long,” Mark said impatiently. “And would ya quit thumpin’ your fingers? I can’t concentrate when you’re doin’ that.”

Mattie stopped tapping her fingers and stared at the game board. “Don’t rush me; I’m thinking.”

“Well, you’ve only got a couple of moves you can make,” Mark said, leaning close to the board.

Mattie made her move and cringed when Mark jumped not one but two of her checkers. “King me!” he shouted, grinning widely.

Mattie groaned. It seemed like no matter what game she and Mark played, he always won. “I’m done with this game.” She pushed away from the table.

“Aw, you’re just jealous because I’m winning,” Mark said.

Mattie couldn’t argue with that. She’d been having jealous thoughts ever since Mark had started taking her checkers. She thought about what Grandpa said at the pond this morning, when Mark was jealous because he hadn’t caught any fish. Now she wondered if she, too, might have a case of green fever. Mattie wanted to shake this mood, but she found it hard not to give in to the envy that seemed to pester her like a bad toothache. Even though she knew it was wrong, she couldn’t help feeling resentful right now.

“Okay, you’re winning anyway, so let’s finish the game,” Mattie said, although it was hard to give in. “When we’re done, I’m gonna have a bowl of popcorn and go upstairs to my room.”

“Not me,” said Mark. “I’m gonna watch Calvin and Russell play ’cause whoever wins will have to play me next.”


CHAPTER 6

A Pair of Bookends

Mattie was even more upset by the time she finished her popcorn and got ready for bed that night. Not only had Mark beaten her at Checkers, but she’d gone back downstairs to put her empty bowl in the sink and learned that Mark had also won the game he’d played with Russell after Russell had beaten Calvin at Checkers.

Why does Mark have to be so good at playing games? Mattie wondered as she pulled the covers back and slipped into bed. She fluffed her pillow and turned onto her side, trying to find a comfortable position. It had begun to rain, and the sound of raindrops beating against her bedroom window reminded Mattie of the way Mark sometimes threw pebbles against the wooden fence surrounding their yard. It was an irritating sound—at least to her. How was she ever going to sleep with all that racket going on outside?

Mattie pulled the pillow against her ear, hoping to drown out the noise. Knowing she should think more positive thoughts, she took a deep breath and tried to relax. If it weren’t for the rain, my flowers wouldn’t grow, she reminded herself. Maybe if I keep thinking positive thoughts, it’ll help me get to sleep. One good thing to think about was the fish she’d caught at the pond. Mom had fried them for supper, and Mattie thought it was the best meal she’d ever tasted.

She thought about the bell for their bike that she still wanted to get and how she and Mark hadn’t earned any money for it yet. Mattie had planned to ask Grandma if she could do some chores for her next Saturday, but during supper this evening, Dad told the family he planned to take them all to The Farm at Walnut Creek on Saturday. Mark had been there once with his friend John, but this would be Mattie’s first time. She was looking forward to riding in the wagon and seeing all the different animals there. She was especially anxious to see the giraffes and thought it would be fun to feed them, just as Mark and his friend had done. Mom said if the weather was nice enough, they would pack a picnic lunch to eat after they’d finished looking at the animals.

“Sure hope the weather on Saturday is better than this,” Mattie murmured into her pillow. If it rained and they couldn’t go, she’d sure be disappointed. But then, if it rained, maybe she could do some work for Grandma. Either way, next Saturday was bound to be good.

Mattie’s eyes grew heavy as she listened to the tempo of the rain and a low rumble sounding in the distance. Please keep us and our house safe tonight, Lord, she prayed, snuggling deeper under the covers.
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Sure wish I didn’t have to go to bed so early all the time, Mark thought as he stared out his bedroom window at the falling rain. Wish I was as old as Calvin and Russell and could stay up a little later, like they’re allowed to do. Seems like my older brothers get to do a lot more things than Mattie and me.

Mark couldn’t help feeling sorry for himself. Besides being sent to bed earlier than his brothers, Mattie was upset with him because he’d beaten her at Checkers. He didn’t understand why it bothered her so much that he’d won the game. Calvin and Russell didn’t seem to care that much who won. Mark supposed he could have let Mattie win, but then that wouldn’t seem right, either. Since he was good at playing the game, he thought he had the right to win. Besides, there were many things Mattie was good at—baseball, running races, teaching her dog new tricks, and catching the most fish today.

I need to think about something else, Mark told himself as he climbed into bed. Sure hope this rainy weather is over by next Saturday ’cause I’m looking forward to visiting The Farm again. When he had gone there with John and his family, he’d had such a good time. It had been fun to feed the animals, and as they rode along in the horse-pulled wagon, he’d even been able to pet a few of the animals. The only thing that had gone wrong that day was when one of the llamas spit on him. What a smelly mess that had been!

He grinned as he pulled the covers up to his chin. Guess it was pretty funny, but I hope it doesn’t happen again. If it does, maybe this time the llama will aim for Mattie. I wonder how she’d like that.

Mark closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but the ping! ping! ping! of raindrops hitting his bedroom window kept him awake. He lay there, listening, as the minutes passed. Even with his eyes closed, he couldn’t shut out the low rumble of thunder from the oncoming storm as it slowly approached.

Mark rolled onto his side and pulled one edge of his pillow around his ears, trying to drown out the annoying sound.
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Ka-boom!

Mattie bolted upright in bed as flashes of lightning lit up her room and thunderous booms made the house shudder. She covered her mouth to keep from screaming. Mattie didn’t know how long she’d been sleeping, but she was awake now and didn’t think she could go back to sleep. It was scary being upstairs in her room alone. Mattie thought she might feel better if she went downstairs to the living room, which would put her closer to Mom and Dad’s room. Perry and Ada’s rooms were on the first floor across from Mom and Dad, so the two of them didn’t have far to go if they got scared and needed comfort during the night.

Pushing the covers aside, Mattie slipped out of bed and quickly put on her robe. Then, grabbing her pillow and the flashlight she kept on her nightstand, she tiptoed out of the room and down the stairs.

Mattie shivered as she entered the living room. It was cold in the house, and the rain continued to beat hard against the windows. She gasped as a flash of lightning lit the sky, followed by a noisy clap of thunder that rattled the glass. Mattie wondered if anyone else in the family was awake. Surely they couldn’t sleep through such a storm.

Using the flashlight to guide her across the room, Mattie took Mom’s quilt from the back of the sofa. Fluffing up her pillow and then curling into a tight little ball on one end of the sofa, she lay down and covered herself with the quilt.

Ka-boom! Another clap of thunder sounded, and Mattie pulled the covering over her head. Being down here alone on the sofa wasn’t much better than being upstairs in her room, but at least she felt safer knowing Mom and Dad were right down the hall. As Mattie lay there, trembling in fear, she silently prayed, Dear Jesus, please make the dunner and wedderleech stop, and till it does, help me not be so afraid.

Feeling a little calmer now, Mattie closed her eyes and finally drifted off to sleep.
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Ka-boom!

Mark sat straight up in bed, eyes wide open. “Wh–what was that?” He sat, listening as the wind howled outside and raindrops battered against his bedroom window, like a shower of pebbles. Oh yeah, there’s a storm brewin’, he reasoned. It seemed so much worse now than when he’d first gone to bed.

Mark didn’t mind the wind and rain, but the loud claps of thunder made him jumpy. He knew the grumbles and growls of the thunderstorm came from the rapid expansion of air surrounding the path of a lightning bolt. Like an explosion, the quickly expanding waves of compressed air created a loud, booming burst of noise. Knowing all that, however, did nothing to make him feel better about the noisy, frightening storm.

“Wish I wasn’t up here in my room all alone,” Mark whispered into the darkness. He thought about going to Ike, Russell, or Calvin’s room and asking if he could sleep with them. But if any of his brothers knew he was scared of the storm, they’d probably think he was acting like a baby instead of a boy who wasn’t fearful of most things. In fact, Mark often bragged about how brave he was and wasn’t afraid to try new things.

Maybe if I go downstairs and sleep on the sofa, I’ll be less afraid, Mark told himself. Jah, that’s just what I’m gonna do.

Grabbing his pillow, Mark pushed the covers aside and crawled out of bed just as another clap of thunder sounded. Hurrying to his door, he slipped out of the room and tiptoed down the stairs, being careful to hold the railing since it was dark and he couldn’t see where he was going.

Guess I should have brought my flashlight, he thought as he made his way down the hall and into the living room. Well, he wasn’t going back upstairs for it now. Feeling around for Mom’s quilt, he discovered it lying on the sofa. Curling up on one end of the sofa, Mark pulled the quilt up to his neck. He ruffled up his pillow, hoping he could fall asleep.

Whoosh! The quilt fell away, and he grabbed for it again, pulling the covering a little tighter this time.

Something sharp jabbed Mark’s foot. “Ouch!”

Suddenly, a beam of light shone in Mark’s face. He quickly sat up. “Mattie? What are you doin’ here?” he asked when he saw his sister on the other end, pointing a flashlight at him.

“I’m tryin’ to sleep,” she replied with a noisy yawn. “At least, I was till you showed up. What are you doing here, Mark?”

“The storm woke me,” he said. “Thought I’d sleep better on the sofa.”

Mattie nodded. “Me, too. I don’t like the dunner and wedderleech.”

“I don’t like thunder and lightning, either,” Mark admitted. “It’s noisy and kinda creepy when you’re all alone. I thought bein’ down here might make it less scary.”

“Same here,” Mattie said. “And now that you’re here, I feel even better.”

“I agree. It’s always nice to have someone nearby when you’re scared.” Mark was glad he and Mattie were helping each other through the awful storm. He hoped neither of them would have any more jealous thoughts about each other, either.

Mattie laid her head back down and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry I got upset when you beat me at Checkers,” she said, yawning again.

“And I’m sorry for gettin’ mad when you got the Checkers game down from the bookcase ’cause I couldn’t reach it,” Mark said. “Oh, and I’m sorry for gettin’ mad at you for catching those fish when I caught none.”

“It’s okay. I just happened to find some fish that liked corn.” Mattie yawned once more. “Gut nacht, Mark.”

“Night, Mattie.” Mark closed his eyes, wondering if he and Mattie looked like a pair of bookends, he fell fast asleep.


CHAPTER 7

Mark’s Discovery

Mattie jerked her foot. It felt like someone had pinched her toes. No, that wasn’t possible. She must be dreaming.

“Ouch!” There it was again—something sharp had stabbed her big toe. Slowly, she opened one eye and then the other. Where am I? This doesn’t look like my room.

She sat up and looked around, realizing that she was on the sofa in the living room. There lay Mark at the other end with his feet stretched out, all the way to her side. He was sleeping like a baby and snoring softly, too.

It must have been Mark’s toenail that jabbed my foot, Mattie thought. But what’s he doing on the sofa, and why am I here at the other end when we should be in our beds?

Mattie stretched her arms over her head, noticing the morning’s light coming through the front window. Oh yeah, now I remember. Mark and I both came downstairs during the night because of the storm, and we fell asleep on the sofa.

Mattie nudged Mark’s leg. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

He snorted and turned onto his other side.

Mattie bumped his leg again. “It’s morning, Mark. Time to get up.”

Mark didn’t budge or say one word.

“Come on, Mark, open your eyes.” This time Mattie tossed her pillow at him just before she went to the window to look out. Fog rose from the ground, making the sky look cloudy, and a milky sun peeked over the horizon. Mattie hoped it wasn’t going to rain again.

She returned to take a seat on the sofa when Mom came into the room. “What are you two doing down here?” she asked, stopping in front of the sofa.

Mark sat up, yawned, and rubbed his eyes. “You tell her, Mattie. I’m so tired, I can barely talk.”

Mattie explained to Mom how the storm had awakened them during the night and said they’d both been really scared. “We thought we’d feel better if we slept down here, closer to you and Dad,” she quickly added.

Mark bobbed his head, throwing Mattie’s pillow back at her. “Jah, that’s right. Seems we both had the same idea about where we should sleep.”

“I see,” Mom said, tapping her chin.

“You’re not mad, are you, Mom?” Mattie asked hesitantly. “I hope we’re not in trouble.”

“Of course not.” Mom smiled and shook her head. “I’m sorry you were frightened. That was a bad storm we had, and I expect everyone had a hard time sleeping with all the noise. I’m surprised it didn’t wake the little ones, too.”

“The dunner and wedderleech woke me right up,” Mattie said.

“Same here,” Mark agreed. “But we felt better after we came downstairs.”

“Hopefully, you both got a good night’s sleep. Otherwise, you might have a rough time in church today.” Mom walked over to the window and looked out. “The fog’s lifted, and the sky has cleared. Just look at that bright sun coming up. After last night, it sure is good to see it so calm.” She walked back to the sofa then bent down and gave the twins a hug. “All right you two, it’s time to go back up to your rooms. You need to get dressed and ready for church. While you’re doing that, I’ll get breakfast started.”

Mark and Mattie got up and draped the quilt over the back of the sofa. Scampering out of the room, they giggled, hitting each other with their pillows as they headed up the stairs to their rooms. Mattie was glad Mom had understood about them sleeping downstairs. She was also relieved that the storm was over. It would be a lot nicer to ride in their buggy to church now than it would be in the pouring rain.
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“Sure am glad it’s not raining,” Mattie hollered to Mark as they rode their bicycle-built-for-two toward the schoolhouse on Monday morning. She caught a glimpse of Russell and Calvin riding their bikes up ahead. They’d no doubt get to school before Mark and Mattie made it there.

“I agree,” Mark called, steering the bike to the right a bit. “But there are a lot of puddles we have to avoid.”

“That’s for sure,” Mattie agreed. “We don’t want our clothes to get splashed, or we could end up wet and muddy. If the weather was still stormy like it was on Saturday night, either Dad or Ike might have given us a ride to school with the horse and buggy.”

“Jah, but I’m glad it’s not,” Mark said, glancing over his shoulder at Mattie. “I like ridin’ our bike to school so we can enjoy the clean, fresh air. And at least we got a good night’s sleep; otherwise I’d be too tired to pedal.”

Mattie couldn’t argue with that. She felt rested and raring to go, especially since it was so pretty out this morning. The air smelled nice after it had rained, and everything looked vivid and clean.

“Watch out, Mattie, there’s a big puddle straight ahead,” Mark hollered. “Pay attention and help me steer. I think there’s just enough room for us to squeeze our bike around the edge.”

Mattie held tightly to her handlebars and pedaled in unison with her brother. Luckily, working together, they managed to get past the mud puddle with the wheels of their bike hugging the border of the water.

“Whew, that was close!” Mark said, expelling a noisy breath of air. “Sure didn’t want to get my new sneakers all wet and dirty.”

“Me neither,” Mattie agreed. “I want to keep my shoes looking new for as long as possible.”

“Hey, look over there!” Mark pointed as a frog hopped into the grass along the side of the road. “Wish I would have seen him sooner. I could’ve caught the critter and took it home to put with the other frosch that lives in your garden.”

“Oh, there’s another one!” Mattie laughed as a second frog jumped into a small puddle, splashing water everywhere. “There goes one more!” she shouted as yet another frog hopped across the road.

“They seem to be everywhere!” Mark said with excitement. “If I had somethin’ to put ’em in, I’d try to catch a few.”

“We don’t have time for that,” Mattie reminded her brother. “We need to keep going or we’ll be late for school.”

“Must be all that rain we had Saturday night that brought out all those hoppin’ frogs,” Mark said as they continued to pedal their bike. “Maybe we’ll find some more frogs at school when we go outside for recess.”

As the twins neared one of their English neighbor’s homes, Mark suddenly put on the brakes.

“Whoa! What are we stoppin’ for?” Mattie asked, grasping the handlebars tighter, trying to keep her balance. I hope he didn’t see another frog. “Don’t you realize we shouldn’t be fooling around?” Mattie looked down, right below her feet, not waiting for an answer. “Mark, I can’t put my feet down here ’cause you stopped our bike right over the top of a puddle. And if we’re not careful, we really will be late for school.”

“Would ya look at that?” Mark hollered, pointing to an old bicycle lying on its side next to a garbage can. “I think the Johnsons must have thrown that out. I’ll bet it’s their son Andy’s old bike. I saw him ridin’ a shiny new one the other day.”

As her twin brother scooted the bike forward for her with his feet, Mattie’s forehead wrinkled. “I can see why they’d toss the old bike out. It’s really a mess!”

“It’s not that bad,” Mark said, climbing off their bike and putting up the kickstand. He walked over to the older bike, squatted down, and looked it over real good.

Mattie joined Mark in front of the bike. “It looks terrible,” she said. “The paint’s wearing off, the tires are flat, there are several dents in the fenders, and the chain’s even broken. Oh, and the handlebars look rusty, and the seat is torn. The only part of the bike that looks any good is the bell.” She reached out and rang the bell. Ching! Ching!

Just then an idea popped into Mattie’s head. “Say, maybe we could take the bell off this old bike and put it on ours. We still need one, you know, and since we have no money to buy a new bell, this one could work out just fine.”

“Hmm…” With his arms folded and head tipped to one side, Mark continued to stare at the bicycle. “Think I’m gonna knock on the Johnsons’ door and ask if they mind if I take this old bike.”

Mattie plopped her hands against her hips. “Take it where, Mark? With the tires flat and the chain broken, there’s no way you can ride that old bike. Besides, we’re supposed to be heading to school. If we don’t go now, I’ll bet we won’t get there on time.”

“Just relax, Mattie. If the Johnsons say I can have the bike, then I’ll leave it parked at their house and pick it up after school.”

“How are you gonna do that?” she asked. “If you think I’m gonna ride our bicycle all by myself while you try to push that pile of junk home, then you’ve got another think comin’.”

“Don’t get so worked up,” Mark said calmly. “I don’t expect you to ride our bike by yourself. We’ll go home after school, and I’ll ask Dad or Ike to bring our open market wagon over here so we can haul the old bicycle home.”

“You don’t need this bike, Mark. We already have one, remember?” Mattie motioned to their bicycle-built-for-two.

“It’s hard for us to ride our bike when we’re by ourselves,” Mark said. “If I fix this old bike up, I can ride it whenever I want to go somewhere alone.”

“That’s fine for you, but where does that leave me?” Mattie questioned.

“Maybe I’ll let you borrow it sometimes,” he said, smiling widely.

Mattie folded her arms. “Humph! I think it’s a dumm idea, and if we don’t get going right now, we’re gonna be late for school!”

“We won’t be late,” Mark argued. “It’ll only take me a few minutes to run up to the Johnsons’ house and ask if they mind if I take the bike.” Before Mattie could say anything more, he sprinted across the yard and stepped onto the Johnsons’ porch.

Mattie groaned. It wouldn’t be fair if Mark ended up with a bike of his own. She’d probably never get to ride it, either. Secretly, she hoped the Johnsons would tell Mark that he couldn’t have the beat-up-looking bike.
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Mark’s heart started to pound as he rapped on the door. What if the Johnsons weren’t home? It wouldn’t be right for him to take the bike without asking, even though it had been sitting out by the trash. What if the Johnsons were home, but said Mark couldn’t have the old bike?

As Mark waited by the door, he glanced around and spotted Andy’s new bicycle parked on one end of the porch. It would sure be nice to have a brand-new shiny bike like that, Mark thought. Andy was an only child and both of his parents worked, so Mark figured they had more money to spend on nice things than his folks did. A twinge of envy shot through him as he thought about all the other toys Andy had to play with, in addition to the new bike. Since Andy’s folks weren’t Amish, they had electricity running into their house. One time, when Mark went to visit Andy, he’d discovered that the boy even had a TV in his bedroom. He also had a computer as well as a couple of electronic toys. Mark couldn’t help feeling a bit envious about that, but even if he were allowed to have such things, he wasn’t sure what he would do with them. He was used to playing with simple things, like the old rope swing in the barn, flying his kite, blowing bubbles, and all sorts of games. Mark was okay with that because all those things were fun to do.

“May I help you?” Mrs. Johnson asked after opening the front door, halting Mark’s thoughts.

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and cleared his throat. “Uh—yes, I was wondering about that bike you put out by the trash.”

Mrs. Johnson wrinkled her nose. “That old thing has seen better days, and it really isn’t worth much anymore. That’s why my husband and I bought our son a new bike.”

Mark reached up to wipe the trickle of sweat running down his forehead. He didn’t know why he felt so nervous.

“Is there something I can do for you?” Mrs. Johnson asked.

“Well, I was wondering…since you’re tossin’ the bike, would it be okay if I take it?”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Why would you want that old thing?”

“I’m hopin’ to fix the bike so I can ride it,” Mark explained.

Mrs. Johnson glanced toward the road where Mattie stood next to the old bike Mark wanted. “I’m not sure it’s worth fixing,” she said, “but if you want the bicycle, then it’s yours.”

Mark smiled. “Thanks, I appreciate that.” He started to go but turned back around. “My sister and I are on our way to school, so I can’t take the bike with me right now. Would it be all right if I park it here in your yard till my dad or older brother comes over to get it?”

“Certainly,” she said with a smile. “Just bring it up and leave it on the side of the house.”

“Thanks again.” Mark grinned with gratitude and bounded off the porch with a spring in his step. He could hardly believe he was finally going to have a bike of his own, and he couldn’t wait until it was fixed and he could ride it. Mark was anxious to tell his friend John about what he’d discovered today.


CHAPTER 8

Fun at the Farm

Every day after school that week, Mark worked on the bicycle he’d found. He’d sanded the old paint off the fenders, scrubbed the rust off the handlebars, and removed the bell so he could put it on his and Mattie’s bike. He’d asked Dad to help him with the tires and bike chain, but he was too busy in the wood shop right now. Dad had suggested that Mark ask Grandpa Miller to help him, but Grandpa and Grandma had gone to Illinois to see Grandma’s cousin and wouldn’t be back for ten days. It was disappointing that he’d have to wait awhile and wouldn’t be able to get the old bike fixed right away.

Well, one good thing, Mark thought as he headed for the barn to do his chores on Saturday morning, we’ll be leaving soon for The Farm at Walnut Creek to see the animals.

When Mark entered the barn, he fed and watered his cats. Thankfully, the food was kept on a low shelf, and he was able to reach it. He smiled as he watched Boots and Lucky eagerly lap up the water and munch the cat food he’d poured in their dishes. He liked having cats; they were easy to care for and earned their keep by catching mice.

“Not like Mattie’s yappy hund,” Mark muttered. “She’s not worth—”

“What about my dog?”

Mark whirled around. “Mattie, I didn’t know you were here. Were you spying on me?”

She shook her head vigorously. “ ’Course not. I came to the barn so I could get Twinkles’s leash. I’m gonna take her for a walk.”

“Where are you headed?” Mark asked.

“Thought we might go over to see my friend Stella Schrock. I want to tell her about the new bell we got for our bike.”

Mark’s forehead wrinkled. “That bell is really mine, Mattie. It goes on the bike I found.”

“I know that, but I thought you said we could put the bell on our bicycle-built-for-two.”

“I said I’d put it there for now,” Mark replied. “After the old bike is fixed up, then the bell will need to go back on it again.”

Mattie put her hands on her hips. “That’s not fair, Mark. We need a bell on our bike, and we would’ve spent our money on one if we hadn’t ended up buying the light you wanted.”

“I wish you’d quit bringin’ that up,” Mark said. “We needed a light, too, and you agreed to it, so there’s no point in complaining about it now. We can buy a new bell for our bike as soon as we save up the money.”

“But that could take a long time.”

“Maybe.” Mark turned his hands palm up. “Maybe not. We just need to find a way to earn some cash.”

“We can’t sell anything from the garden at our road stand until sometime this summer,” Mattie said. “Besides, I don’t even have any flowers growing yet.”

“When Grandma and Grandpa get back from Illinois, we can ask if they have any chores for us to do.” Mark gave Mattie’s arm a little tap. “In the meantime, we can keep using the bell from the old bike ’cause I can’t fix it up all by myself, and it’ll be awhile before I can ask for Grandpa’s help.”

“You’re gonna let me ride the bike once you get it fixed, though, right?” Mattie questioned.

“Probably. But only when I don’t want to ride it.”

Mattie sighed. “I wish you’d never found that old bike. It’s not fair that you have a bike of your own and I don’t.”

“Are you jealous?” Mark asked.

“A little,” Mattie admitted.

“Well, don’t be,” Mark said. “The bike’s not even fixed up yet, and someday I’ll bet you’ll have a bike of your own, too.”

“I doubt it. A new bike would be expensive, and Mom and Dad can’t afford to buy anything like that right now.” Mattie took Twinkles’s leash down from the wall peg where it hung, then she turned toward the door.

“You can’t go to Stella’s right now,” Mark called.

She halted and turned back around. “Why not?”

“ ’Cause we’ll be leaving for The Farm at Walnut Creek to see all the animals soon,” he said.

Mattie thumped her head. “Oh, that’s right. Well, guess I’ll just walk Twinkles around the yard till we’re ready to go.” She turned and hurried out of the barn.

Mark went back to watching the cats eat their breakfast. He knew how bad his sister must feel, but it wasn’t his fault he’d seen the bike first and had come up with the idea of fixing it.
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“This is gonna be so much fun,” Mark commented as their family climbed aboard the large wagon that would take them on the trails to see all the animals at The Farm at Walnut Creek.

“I hope the two horses hitched to this wagon are strong enough to pull all of us,” Mattie said, seating herself on the wooden bench on the right side of the wagon.

“Don’t worry about that,” Dad said, taking a seat on the left side of the wagon beside Mom, Calvin, Ada, and Perry. “The horses are big and strong, just like the ones I use to plow our fields.”

“That’s right,” Ike agreed. “These big draft horses will have no trouble at all.” He took a seat near Mark, Mattie, and Russell.

“Oh, look,” Mark said, pointing at the horses, “they’re wearin’ bells on their harnesses like they did the last time I was here.”

Their guide, who was Amish and said his name was Aaron, explained that he would be driving the wagon. “There are a few rules everyone needs to know before we start our adventure,” he said.

Mattie figured there would be some rules because Mark had told her ahead of time what to expect.

“You must stay in the wagon at all times and remain seated whenever the wagon is moving,” Aaron said. “You can feed some of the four-legged animals by holding the buckets of food I gave you, but some of them will need to be fed by pouring feed out of the buckets and onto the floor of the wagon where they can reach it.” He gestured to the buckets sitting in the middle of the wagon. “Be sure to feed the two-legged feathered animals with beaks out of the bucket. If you don’t, their sharp beaks might hurt your hands.”

Mattie didn’t like the sound of that. She would make sure not to feed any of the animals with her bare hands.

“There are some areas I’ll be taking us through where the animals will walk right up to the wagon, so hang on to your bucket because if you drop it out of the wagon we won’t be able to stop and pick it up.” Aaron looked at Mattie and said, “You look eager to know more, so feel free to ask questions about any of the animals we see along the way.”

She smiled. “Danki, I will.”

As they rode along, Aaron pointed out some goats and several sheep with long, curved horns that were called Aoudad.

“These unusual sheep come from northern Algeria,” Aaron explained. “They’re able to run quickly up steep hills, and they can go as long as five days without drinking fresh water.”

“Wow!” Calvin exclaimed. “Don’t think any of us could go that long without water.”

“You’re right about that,” Dad agreed. “We would quickly become dehydrated.”

“Those sheep can weigh anywhere from 90 to 130 pounds,” Mark interjected.

“That’s right.” Aaron smiled at Mark. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

“Jah, I was here last year with my friend John and his family. After I got home, I did a little reading about the animals we’d seen.”

“I thought you looked familiar, but then I never know for sure because we get a lot of visitors here every year,” Aaron said. “I’m glad to hear you took so much interest in our animals. You’ll never get too old to learn new things. I once read that, ‘Knowledge has a beginning but no end.’ ”

Mark gave a nod.

They rode a little farther until they came upon several elk and deer. Mattie thought it was fun to hold the bucket of feed out or put food on the wagon floor so the animals could eat whenever the wagon stopped.

Ada and Perry were too little to hold the buckets by themselves, so Mom helped Ada, and Dad helped Perry. Ada squealed and clapped her hands every time one of the animals stuck its head into the wagon. Perry laughed and held on tightly to his side of the bucket while Dad held the other.

“Oh, look, there’s a zebra!” Mattie shouted. When the animal came up to the wagon to be fed, she reached out and stroked its ear. Its fur felt soft and silky, just like Twinkles.

“This critter is called the Grevy Zebra, and it’s the largest species of zebra,” Aaron said. “It’s able to run as fast as forty miles per hour.”

Russell whistled. “There’s no way I could ever run that fast.”

Next, they saw an ostrich with a long neck and pointed beak. Mark held his bucket tightly as the ostrich eagerly stuck its beak into the bucket to get some food. In and out! In and out! The big bird’s head bobbed back and forth. “I think this ginormous bird is tryin’ to eat all my food,” he said, laughing.

Mattie rolled her eyes. She didn’t see why Mark had to use such a big word. It seemed like he was showing off. Maybe he was trying to impress their driver and make him think he was really smart for a boy who was only nine and a half.

“An ostrich egg is quite large,” their driver went on to say. “It can be as much as six inches long and weigh up to three and a half pounds.”

Mom chuckled. “Now that is a very big oi! Can you just imagine what a large omelet that egg would make? Why, I’ll bet it would fill up an entire plate.”

Dad laughed, too. “We could probably divide it among ourselves.”

“Now in this next area we’re coming to, there will be more animals roaming around,” Aaron told them. “You’ll have to be careful because some of them might get pretty excited when they come up to the wagon looking for something to eat.”

Mattie hardly knew which way to look. There seemed to be animals everywhere. The little fallow deer had spots and looked like the baby white-tailed fawns they sometimes saw in the fields near their home in the spring.

“Oh, oh. Here come the llamas. Be careful now,” Mark warned. “When I came here with John and his family, one of the llamas spit on me.”

When the llamas approached, Mark and his brothers held out their buckets. Mattie, feeling a little nervous, put some of her food on the floor near the edge of the wagon. She didn’t want to get spit on, so she wasn’t taking any chances.

Ada giggled when one of the smaller llamas tried to stick its head into the bucket Mom held.

Fortunately, no one got spit on this time. Mattie was relieved.

“Now we’re coming to the place where the giraffes are kept,” their guide announced. “They’re in a fenced-in area, and when we stop, they’ll stick their long necks over the fence so we can feed them.”

“Just look at how big they are!” Mattie exclaimed. She’d never been this close to such a large animal before.

Ike snickered when one of the larger giraffes gobbled up all the food in his bucket. “He sure is a hungry fellow.”

When the tour ended and they all climbed down from the wagon, Mom said it was time to eat lunch.

“Over there’s the picnic area.” Mark pointed in that direction. “That’s where we ate when I came here with John and his family.”

They headed for the picnic tables, and then Mom opened the picnic basket, which she’d packed with ham and cheese sandwiches, a large bag of chips, and some cut-up veggies to munch on. She’d also brought several cans of soda pop, and for dessert there were brownies as well as some peanut-butter cookies. Everyone bowed their heads for silent prayer; then they dug into the food.

“Yum! These sandwiches are sure good, Mom,” Mattie said, smacking her lips.

Mom smiled and wiped a blob of mustard off the end of Perry’s nose. “I think food always tastes better when it’s eaten outside, and it’s nice that the weather is warm enough today so we can sit out here and enjoy our meal.”

Ada giggled and clapped her hands when a sparrow hopped over and ate some of her bread crumbs.

“There’s a farmhouse over there where people can visit to see what a real Amish home looks like,” Mark said, motioning across the way.

Dad chuckled. “I don’t think we need to go inside since we already know what an Amish home looks like.”

“That’s true,” Mom said with a nod, “but it might be kind of fun to see how it’s set up.”

“Let’s go over there instead,” Dad suggested, pointing in the opposite direction. “Looks like there is a rock garden with a waterfall and small pond.”

“Jah, that’s right,” Mark said, bobbing his head. “There are all kinds of ducks swimmin’ in there, and lots of fish, too.”

After the family finished eating lunch, they gathered things up and took a walk through the covered bridge that led to the pond.

“Hasn’t this been a fun day?” Mark asked, grinning as he looked over at Mattie.

She nodded. “It’s been the best day I’ve had in a long time.” She wished they could do fun things like this every day, but then if they did, it might not seem so exciting.


CHAPTER 9

A Green Lesson

For the next two weeks, Mattie kept an eye out for her bulbs to sprout. A week ago, on their way home from school, she and Mark had gone down to the creek where a bunch of ferns grew every year. Mattie had taken Mom’s small hand trowel with her that morning and kept it in their bicycle basket to use later that afternoon. Mark had dug the ferns out while Mattie took each bunch to the bicycle basket, which she’d lined with newspapers. Mark had said the trowel made it easy, and in no time at all, they had the basket filled. Mattie had hardly been able to wait that day to head home and get the ferns planted. She knew that once they grew they would complement her garden, and she thought Mark’s frog would like the ferns, too.

At the time Mattie had planted the fiddlehead ferns, they were still curled up. The ferns were named that because they looked like the curled scroll on the end of a string instrument, such as a violin.

Now, as Mattie helped Mom pull some weeds on a Saturday afternoon, she spotted some green growth in her little garden.

“Oh, look, Mom!” she shouted, pointing to the spot. “My tulip bulbs are finally coming up.”

Mom smiled and nodded. “I knew they would, Mattie. You just needed to be patient.”

“I can’t wait till the flowers bloom and I can pick ’em,” Mattie said. “Tulips smell so good, and Mom, I bet they’ll make the kitchen smell nice when I cut you a bouquet for the table.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Mom agreed.

Mattie also noticed that the ferns she and Mark planted had unrolled and were starting to grow upward. Soon they would be feathered out and overlapping each other, creating a tropical-looking shaded area around Mark’s frog house. The ferns would also help to keep the water in the little frog’s pond cool from the afternoon sun during the hot summer months.

Mattie looked across the yard and spotted a robin with a worm in its mouth. She smiled. Just like she’d hoped, a pair of robins had made a nest in the bush outside their living-room window. It had been fun to show Ada and Perry the robin’s blue eggs. Any day now, they should be hearing the peep, peep of baby robins after they’d hatched.

Mom rose to her feet. “I need to see how the clothes on the line are doing. If you don’t want to continue pulling weeds, you’re free to do something else,” she told Mattie.

“Danki, Mom,” Mattie replied. “Think I’ll stay right here by my garden for now.”

“Okay.” Mom smiled and hurried away.

Mattie pulled a few more weeds until Mark came along and squatted on the grass beside her. “I hope you’re not gonna start decorating everything with flowers,” he said, dropping some colorful rocks into Mattie’s little garden.

“You’d better not put those too close to where my flowers are coming up,” Mattie warned.

“Oh, don’t worry….These few little pebbles won’t hurt your flowers.” Mark placed a couple more onto the soil; then he whispered, “Look, Mattie. There’s my little frosch sitting near the pool.” His eyes widened as he pointed to the ferns beside the frog house. “Ach, there’s another frosch sitting between the ferns! I can’t believe there are actually two frogs livin’ in your garden, Mattie.”

Mattie looked at the spot where Mark had pointed. Sure enough, two little green frogs were just where he’d said. It seemed that her little garden was becoming a popular place. “They’re cute, aren’t they?” Mattie asked, looking back at Mark. “Maybe at night, when we’re lying in our beds, we’ll hear them croaking to each other.”

“Well, we know that the one frog is a male ’cause you heard it ribet.” He nodded and grinned. “Male frogs are the only ones that croak, so I guess we’ll have to wait and see if we hear the other one or not. It’ll be fun to watch ’em all spring and throughout the summer. And who knows…maybe other frogs will make this little garden their home, too.”

“I hope not too many,” Mattie said. “I don’t want frogs taking over my garden.”

Mark flapped his hand. “Aw, they won’t hurt anything, Mattie. Speaking of frogs…did ya hear all the peepers last night, down at the end of the field?”

“Peepers?” Mattie asked, tilting her head.

“Jah. They’re little frogs that make peeping sounds instead of ribeting, like other frogs do. Spring peepers are amphibious, and they live in marshy areas or temporary pools of water,” Mark explained.

“What does ‘amphibious’ mean?” Mattie wanted to know.

“It means they’re able to use either land or water,” Mark replied. “The peepers are probably down there where the water always collects after a heavy rain. In the spring, they need wet areas like that ’cause that’s where they lay their eggs.”

“Wow!” Mattie exclaimed. “You sure know a lot about peepers. Too bad you can’t find one of ’em to put in my little flower garden by the frog house.”

Mark shook his head vigorously. “That wouldn’t be a good idea, Mattie.”

“How come?”

“Those other frogs might eat the peepers. Snakes and birds eat ’em, too. But I might take a walk down to the field sometime soon, to see if I can get a peek at one of those peepers.” He wiggled his eyebrows playfully and grinned.

“Eww…I sure hope we don’t see any snakes near my flower bed,” Mattie said, wrinkling her nose.

“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” Mark calmly said. “And if we should get any, it’ll probably be an old garter snake.”

“A snake is a snake,” Mattie said, nibbling on her lower lip. “I hope I never see any of them in my garden spot!”

“Do you wanna come with me when I go peeking for peepers?” Mark asked.

“You’re so funny, Mark. Peeking for peepers.” Mattie giggled. “Naw, that’s okay; I don’t need to go with you. I’m sure you’ll tell me all about it if you see any peepers.”

Just then Grandpa rode into the yard on the old bike Mark had found. It had been in Grandpa’s barn ever since he and Grandma got home from Illinois, and Grandpa had been fixing it up.

“Wow, that looks really great!” Mark shouted. He jumped up and ran over to stand beside Grandpa. “Danki, Grandpa, for fixing my old bike. It looks almost good as new.”

Grandpa smiled. “You’re quite welcome, Mark.”

“Where’s Grandma?” Mattie asked, joining them by the bike. “I want her to see the tulips that are finally coming up in my garden.”

“She’ll be coming along soon with our horse and buggy to pick me up,” Grandpa said.

Mark nudged Mattie’s arm then motioned to the bike. “So what do ya think? It looks almost new, doesn’t it?”

Mattie gave a slow nod, barely able to look at the bike. Besides getting a new paint job, the seat had been replaced and a new set of tires had been put on. And of course, because of the work Mark had previously done, the rust was now gone from the handlebars. Now that Mark’s bike was done, he could begin riding it. Mattie hoped he wouldn’t be selfish and would let her ride it sometimes, too.

“Sure can’t wait to take a ride on my new bike,” Mark said, smiling widely as he rubbed his hands together.

“Well, there’s no time like the present.” Grandpa let loose of the handlebars, and Mark grabbed ahold. “Why don’t you take a little spin around the yard or up and down the driveway?” Grandpa suggested.

“Okay, I will.” Mark seated himself on the bike and started pedaling. “This is great!” he shouted. “It rides really nice.”

As Mark rode the bicycle around the yard a few times, Mattie folded her arms and watched, feeling even more jealous because she had no bike of her own.

Mattie shook her head, remembering the day they were on their way to school and Mark had seen that old bike by the side of the road. It had turned out just the way she’d figured when Mark came bounding back, all excited, saying that Mrs. Johnson had given him permission to take her son’s old bike. Mattie had even kept her fingers crossed, but of course, that hadn’t helped. She remembered Grandma Troyer saying once that crossing one’s fingers, in the hope that something would or wouldn’t happen, was superstitious. Grandma had also said it was best to pray about things and ask God’s will instead of hoping things would go a certain way.

“Why don’t you ask your bruder if you can take a ride on his bike?” Grandpa suggested, bending close to Mattie’s ear.

Mattie thought it would be fun to ride the bike alone without having to pedal behind someone else, like she did whenever she and Mark rode their bicycle-built-for-two. So she cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Can I take a ride on your bike now, Mark?”

“Maybe after a while, Mattie,” Mark hollered as he rode on past. “It’s my bike, and I wanna ride it some more.”

Mattie’s shoulders shook as she dropped her gaze to the ground and began to cry. It looked like this bike of Mark’s was going to be nothing but trouble!

Mom had just finished taking the clothes off the line, and she called to Mark, “Don’t be selfish now, son. You need to let Mattie have a turn on the bike.”

Mark, looking none too happy, stopped the bicycle in front of Mattie. “You can go up and down the driveway twice, but that’s all.”

Mattie climbed on the bike and pedaled off. She couldn’t believe her brother didn’t want to share his bike with her. If he’s gonna be like that, then maybe I won’t let his frogs live in my garden, she thought. But I guess that wouldn’t be very nice. It’s not the frogs’ fault that Mark is being so selfish. Besides, how would I keep the frogs out of my garden? Those hopping little critters can pretty much go anywhere they want.

After Mattie rode up and down the driveway twice, she parked Mark’s bike near the barn, where Mark was busy doing something with their bicycle-built-for-two. “What are you up to now?” she asked.

“I’m takin’ the bell off this bike so I can put it on my own bicycle.”

Mattie put her hands on her hips. “If you do that, then we’ll have no bell on our bike, and you know we don’t have enough money saved up to buy a new one yet.”

Mark merely shrugged in reply.

Grandpa stepped up to the twins. “If you two want to earn some money, as soon as Grandma and I are ready to start picking dandelions, you can give us a hand with that. We’re a bit behind on some things this spring since we made our trip to Illinois, but we need to get those dandelions picked soon while they are still tender enough to eat.”

“That’d be great,” Mattie said, “but what do we do in the meantime with no bell on our bike?”

“We didn’t have one before I found the old bike,” Mark reminded her.

“I know, but we should have had one. You thought a light was more important than a bell.” Mattie frowned. “You must think havin’ a bell is pretty important now, or you wouldn’t be taking it off our bike to put on the old one you found.”

Before Mark could reply to what Mattie had said, the clip-clop of horse’s hooves let them know that Grandma had arrived.

“Why don’t we all go in the house for a piece of pie?” Mom suggested after Grandma climbed down from the buggy.

“That’s a good idea,” Grandpa said as he tied their horse to the hitching rail. “I’m always hungerich for a piece of pie.”

“Me, too,” Mark and Mattie said at the same time.

A short time later, they all headed for the house. Calvin and Russell were inside, keeping Ada and Perry occupied. Dad and Ike were out in the barn, but Mattie figured they’d be in soon.

When Mom took out two banana cream pies and set them on the table, Mattie smacked her lips. The pies looked so good, and she couldn’t wait to taste a piece.

Mom had just cut the pies and was in the process of dishing them onto plates when Dad and Ike entered the kitchen. “Yum. Those sure look tasty,” Dad said, pointing to the pies.

“If everyone will take a seat, we can sample them,” Mom said.

After the family gathered around the table, with Grandpa and Grandma sitting on either side of the twins, Mom handed Mattie and Mark each a piece of pie.

Mark studied his piece a few seconds; then he looked up at Mom and frowned. “How come Mattie’s piece is bigger than mine?”

“It’s not that much bigger,” Mom said.

“Jah, it is,” Mark insisted, his cheeks turning red.

“Is it really that important whose piece of pie is the biggest?” Dad questioned.

“It is to me,” Mark replied. “It’s not fair that Mattie’s pie is bigger.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Dad said. He looked sternly at Mark and then at Mattie. “What’s gotten into you lately? You’ve both been acting jealous about some things, and it’s not right. Do you realize that jealousy can poison a person’s life?”

Mattie said nothing, and neither did Mark. They both sat staring at the table. Mattie figured if they said the wrong thing, they’d probably be sent to their rooms without any pie.

“It’s not good to envy others for things you don’t have,” Dad continued. “You should be appreciative and thankful for what you do have. You know, the Bible tells us in Philippians 4:11, ‘For I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.’ ”

To make his point, Dad got up and filled a glass with water. Then he walked over to the cupboard where Mom kept all her baking spices. Sitting back down, he put in several drops of green food coloring and showed the twins how the color changed the glass of clear water into a sickly looking green.

“Jealousy can color all areas of a person’s life, making them unhappy and discontent with what they have,” Dad said.

Grandpa bobbed his head. “Your daed is right. Remember what I told you both the day we went fishing?”

Mattie nodded and so did Mark. “You said a person who is green with envy can let their jealousy eat away at them till they feel sick and that green fever’s a good analogy,” Mark responded.

“That’s correct. And you two don’t want that, do you?” Grandpa asked.

Mark shook his head. Mattie did the same.

“When you’re green with envy, you’re ripe for trouble,” Grandma added.

“Would you like my piece of pie?” Mattie asked, holding her plate out to Mark.

He shook his head. “Naw, that’s okay. Guess mine’s big enough.”

Mattie thought about everything Grandpa and Dad had said. She would try not to be so jealous anymore because she did not want a case of green fever!


CHAPTER 10

Best Friends

The following Saturday afternoon, Mattie had just taken a seat on the top step of their front porch and begun to pet Twinkles when her friend Stella Schrock rode into the yard. Mattie felt a twinge of envy, knowing Stella had a bike of her own. She also had a nice bell on her bike, which she quickly rang when Mark’s cat Lucky ran in front of her bike. Ching! Ching! Ching!

“Wie geht’s?” Stella asked after she’d parked her bicycle and joined Mattie on the porch.

“I’m doin’ okay,” Mattie replied, hugging Twinkles who sat comfortably in her lap.

Stella, who had dark brown hair and matching eyes, took a seat on the step, and then she reached out and stroked the dog’s head. “Twinkles is sure a nice hund. Wish I had a dog like yours.”

“Twinkles is a great pet.” Mattie looked wistfully at Stella’s bike. “I wish I had a bike like yours.”

“You and Mark have a bicycle you ride together.”

“Jah, but now Mark has his own bike, and he hardly ever lets me ride it.”

“That’s right, my cousin John mentioned to me that Mark found a bike someone had thrown away.”

“I think it was bad timing that the trash man didn’t come earlier that morning,” Mattie said. “Otherwise, Mark wouldn’t have seen the old bicycle lying there near the trash. Now that it’s fixed up, Mark has a bike he can ride by himself and I don’t.”

“That’s too bad.” Stella touched Mattie’s arm. “Would you like to ride my bike? I don’t mind at all.”

Glancing at her friend’s bicycle, Mattie hesitated a minute, but then she shook her head. “I guess not. I’m holding Twinkles right now.”

“I can hold the hund if you want to ride around for a bit,” Stella offered, scratching the fur under Twinkles’s chin. “Go ahead, Mattie. It’ll be fun.”

“No, that’s okay. I’d rather hold Twinkles.” Mattie knew she was being stubborn, but if she rode Stella’s bike, then Stella would be here by herself with Twinkles. Besides, riding Stella’s bike wouldn’t be the same as having one of her own. It would most likely make her feel worse and want her own bicycle even more.

Just then Mark came out of the house holding a jar of rocks. He smiled when he saw Stella and plopped down on the step below them. “How are ya doing, Stella?” he asked.

“I’m fine.” She leaned down and peered into the jar. “I see you have some pretty unusual felse in there.”

“Uh-huh.” He smiled. “I enjoy searching for different kinds of rocks. It’s a hobby of mine.”

“I hope you’re not plannin’ to put those felse in my garden,” Mattie said. “There are already more than enough in there.”

“That’s fine with me,” Mark said. “I’ll put the rocks someplace else.” He stepped off the porch and started across the yard.

“Think I’ll go see where he’s gonna put those nice rocks.” Stella rose to her feet, and then she glanced down at Mattie. “Did I tell you that I started a rock collection of my own?”

“No,” Mattie said. “I didn’t know a thing about that. I thought you liked to grow blumme, same as me.”

“I do like flowers, but after seeing some unusual felse in our yard, I decided to start a rock collection.” Stella grinned and bounded down the porch steps after Mark.

“Hope you have fun,” Mattie muttered under her breath. She watched with envy as Mark and Stella knelt on the ground next to one of Mom’s larger flower beds. Mattie couldn’t understand why they were so interested in a bunch of rocks. They weren’t nearly as pretty as flowers, and they didn’t have a pleasant fragrance, either.

“If Mark and Stella want to collect a bunch of silly old rocks, that’s fine with me,” Mattie muttered, hugging her dog closer. “I’d much rather grow flowers! Isn’t that right, Twinkles?”

The dog’s only response was to slurp Mattie’s chin. It was just what Mattie needed to help her feel better. At least Twinkles wanted to be with her right now. That was more than she could say for her best friend.
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“Those are really pretty felse. Are they quartz?” Stella asked as Mark positioned some of the bigger stones around Mom’s flower bed.

“That’s right, they are, but those over there are just regular rocks.” Mark pointed to a few of the darker stones. “I like ’em because of their unusual shape.”

“I have an interest in collecting rocks, too,” Stella said. “I just started that hobby a few weeks ago.”

“Have you found many yet?” Mark asked curiously. He was surprised that he and Mattie’s friend shared the same interest in rocks.

Stella nodded. “There’s a dirt road close to my house, and I’ve found a lot of neat-looking felse there. After it rains, they pop right up to the surface,” she explained. “Oh, and I’ve even found a few pieces of pyrite in the creek behind our house.”

“Wow!” Mark exclaimed. “I’d sure like to see where you found those. Maybe sometime you can show me and we can do some rock hunting together.”

“Sounds like fun.” Stella smiled.

“Say, how’d ya like to get your bike and we can ride over there right now? Then I can see the felse you’ve been talkin’ about,” Mark suggested after he’d finished putting all his rocks in the flower bed. “I’ve got my own bicycle now, ya know.”

“Jah, I know that, but what about Mattie?” Stella questioned. “Maybe she’d like to go for a ride, too.”

Mark shook his head. “Mattie can’t go. She doesn’t have a bike.”

“She could go if you ride your bicycle-built-for-two.”

“I don’t wanna ride that,” Mark said, brushing the dirt from his hands as he stood. “It’d be harder to steer and pedal. I can go a lot faster if I ride my own bike.”

Stella glanced back at the house where Mattie still sat holding Twinkles. “Do you think Mattie will mind if you and I go look for rocks? I don’t feel right about leaving her alone.”

“Naw,” Mark said with a wave of his hand. “She’s busy with Twinkles, so she probably won’t care. Besides, she’s not really that interested in looking at stones.”
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“Mattie, would you come inside for a minute?” Mom called out the door. “I need your help right now.”

Mattie sighed as she lifted Twinkles from her lap and set the dog on the porch. “Now don’t you run off,” she warned as Twinkles darted into the yard and curled up in a sunny spot on the grass. Mattie hoped whatever Mom asked her to do wouldn’t take too long because she wanted to spend some time with Stella after she was done looking at Mark’s rocks.

“What did you need me to do?” Mattie asked when she entered the kitchen and found her mother kneading some bread dough.

“Perry and Ada are playing with their toys in the living room,” Mom said, “They’ve been fussing at each other all morning, so I need you to watch them until I get this bread dough rising.”

Mattie figured that wouldn’t take Mom too long, so she smiled and said, “Sure, Mom. I’ll check on the little ones right away.”

Mattie had just started down the hall toward the living room when Stella came into the house. “Mattie, I wanted you to know that Mark and I are gonna ride our bikes over to my house to look at the felse I’ve found,” she announced.

Mattie frowned. “You’re going there right now?”

Stella nodded. “Mark said he didn’t think you would mind.”

Well, I do mind, Mattie thought, but she didn’t say the words. Instead, she shrugged her shoulders and mumbled, “I hope you have a good time.”

Stella hesitated a minute; then she smiled and said, “You and I can visit after we get back.”

Mattie blinked a couple of times, trying not to cry; then she gave a quick nod and dashed into the living room. She found her little sister and brother sitting on the floor with a pile of blocks between them. They seemed happy enough and weren’t getting into mischief, so they’d probably be okay by themselves if she went back outside. However, Mattie knew it was wrong to disobey her mother, so she took a seat in the rocking chair and watched Ada and Perry build a tower with the blocks. It wasn’t long before Perry got a sly grin on his face, and then he reached out, and—wham!—all the blocks tumbled to the floor.

Ada screamed, and her face turned red as a ripe tomato. Tears streamed down the little girl’s cheeks as she shook her finger at Perry. “Nixnutzich!” she shouted.

“I ain’t naughty,” Perry countered. “I’m just havin’ fun.”

“The correct word is ‘isn’t,’ not ‘ain’t,’ ” Mattie said. “And you were being naughty, Perry. You shouldn’t have knocked over the blocks.” Mattie went to Ada and gave her a hug. “Let’s go find something else to do.”

Perry looked up and blinked a couple of times, like he might be about to cry, too. “S–sorry, Ada. I won’t do it again. Come on, we can build another tower.”

Thinking it would be better to separate her little sister and brother for a while, Mattie took Ada’s hand and led her across the room. Taking a seat in the rocking chair again, she lifted Ada into her lap and started humming as she rocked. After a few minutes, Ada stopped crying and began to relax.

Sometime later, after the little girl had fallen asleep, Mom stepped into the room. “The bread is rising now, Mattie,” she said. “So I’ll take Ada, and you can go back outside to whatever you were doing.”

After Mom took Ada, Mattie went out the door. When she stepped onto the porch, she noticed that both Mark’s and Stella’s bikes were gone. She figured they were probably at Stella’s house by now, looking at rocks and talking about the hobby they shared.

A lump formed in Mattie’s throat, and she squeezed her eyes shut. She knew it was wrong to feel jealous, but she couldn’t help it. Now that Mark had a bike of his own and Stella had begun collecting rocks, it seemed like they’d become good friends. Did that mean Stella didn’t like Mattie as much anymore? Would she rather be Mark’s friend instead of Mattie’s?

Mattie sank into one of the chairs on the porch and covered her eyes as she gave in to her tears.

A few seconds later, Mom came out of the house and touched Mattie’s shoulder. “What’s wrong, Mattie? Why are you crying?” she asked.

Mattie swiped at her damp cheeks with the backs of her hands. “Mark stole my best friend,” she murmured, nearly choking on a sob.

“What makes you think that?” Mom questioned.

“They took their bikes and went over to Stella’s to look at some felse. I—I can’t believe they left me like that.” Sniff! Sniff! “And I still don’t think it’s fair that Mark has his own bike.”

“Please don’t be jealous, Mattie,” Mom said, pulling Mattie gently into her arms. “If you save up your money, we may be able to find you a used bike at a yard sale or something.”

“But Mark didn’t have to buy his bike. It was free, and Grandpa Miller helped him fix it up real nice.” Mattie turned to look when she heard a familiar Ching! Ching! Stella and Mark, both ringing the bells on their bikes, rode into the yard, laughing and chattering like they were good friends.

Mattie didn’t think she could stand hearing about the fun they’d had, so she jumped up, opened the screen door, and raced up the stairs to her room. Was her friendship with Stella over? If so, then Mattie had to think of some way to get it back quick because she and Stella had been best friends for a long time!
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“Danki for showing me where those felse were and some of the ones in your collection, too,” Mark said after he and Stella had parked their bikes by the barn. He pulled two sparkly rocks from his pocket and smiled. “These two that we found will look nice in front of the house by the bush where the robins built their nest. When the sun hits the rocks, they’ll sparkle. Are ya sure you don’t mind if I keep ’em?” he asked Stella.

She shook her head. “You’re welcome, and I don’t mind at all. I have plenty of rocks like those at home. The sparkly ones are my favorite kind to find.”

“Mine, too,” Mark agreed. “Say, do you want to take a walk down to the field behind our house and see if we can find any peepers?”

“Sure.” Stella glanced around. “I don’t see Mattie anywhere, so I guess we’d have time to do that. I’d like to spend some time with Mattie, though, before I have to go home for supper.”

“Okay. We shouldn’t be there long. If we’re quiet, I bet we’ll spot at least one peeper right away.”

Mark and Stella headed toward the field. Mark led the way, and Stella followed close behind. Soon they came upon a wet area where the field met the woods. The shallow pool of water was shaded at this time of day, and a cluster of mosquitoes swarmed at the far end.

“We should only have to wait a few minutes before we spot one of the peepers,” Mark said as they both took a seat on the top rung of the fence that ran along Mark’s folks’ property line.

“Look at all those mosquitoes,” Stella whispered. “I hope they stay at that end of the water. It makes me itch just lookin’ at them.”

Mark pointed to a spot beyond the water. “Look over there, and don’t move a muscle.”

“What is it?” Stella asked in a low voice.

“It’s a muskrat, and it looks as if it’s gatherin’ material for a nest,” Mark replied. “I read in one of my books that their young are born in a grass-lined nest.”

“Do you think she’s gonna have some babies soon?” Stella questioned.

“Jah, probably sometime next month. I read that their first litter is born in early May, and they can have four to eight young ones,” Mark explained as he and Stella continued to watch the rodent gather fresh green grass around the fence posts that were farther down from where they sat. “Muskrats can also have up to three litters in a year’s time,” he added.

Stella’s eyes widened. “Wow, that’s a lot of little ones to take care of.”

“You’re right about that.” Mark smiled as he watched the muskrat make several trips to the stream and then return to get more grass. The critter didn’t seem to know it was being observed as it went about its routine of gathering more nesting material.

Mark snickered when the muskrat took a swim in the small pool, making little ripples in the water with its tail. After it was done swimming, it went back to the task of getting more grass.

“The muskrat looks sort of like a small beaver, except its tail isn’t as flat or as big,” Stella whispered to Mark. “It almost looks like the tail is on sideways.”

“That’s right, and its hind feet have webbing between the toes to help it swim,” Mark replied.

“Guess we aren’t gonna see any peepers today,” Stella said with sigh. “I wonder what time it’s getting to be.”

“I’m not sure, but we’ve been here awhile watching the muskrat.”

“This has been fun, but I think I’d better head for home.” Stella climbed down from the fence. “I don’t want my parents to worry, and I sure don’t want to be late for supper.”

“Okay. Maybe we can watch for peepers some other time,” Mark said as they headed back to his yard. “Even though we didn’t see any peepers today, seeing that muskrat sort of made up for it, don’t ya think?”

Stella nodded. “Tell Mattie I’ll see her at church and that I’m sorry I didn’t get the chance to visit with her much today,” she said when they got back to the house.

“Sure, I’ll tell her,” Mark said.

As Stella got her bike and rode out of the yard, Mark whistled a happy tune. He’d had a lot of fun with Stella today. Too bad Mattie wasn’t interested in rocks or peepers. She could have had fun with them, too.


CHAPTER 11

Good News

Mattie wiggled around on the backless wooden bench where she sat during church, trying to find a comfortable position. Bishop Yoder seemed to be taking longer to deliver his sermon than usual today. He was talking about the importance of helping others when they had a need, but Mattie barely heard what he was saying. She knew she should pay close attention, but all she could think about was how she planned to talk to Stella after church. She needed to know if they were still best friends and whether Stella liked Mark better than her now that they both had the same hobby.

The more Mattie thought about Stella and Mark spending time together yesterday, the more upset she became. Even worse, when they’d returned from Stella’s, she had watched from her bedroom window and seen them head down to the field. Mattie and Stella had been friends since they were little, and if their friendship was over, she didn’t know what she would do.

Mattie had found out from Mark later in the day that after he and Stella had gotten back from her house, they’d gone looking for peepers but ended up watching a muskrat instead. Mattie didn’t let on to Mark that she’d been looking out her bedroom window and seen him and her best friend head toward the field. She’d been able to watch them from a distance when they’d climbed onto the fence railing and sat there for the longest time. Mattie knew they were watching something, and she’d become even more envious that Stella had fun with Mark and apparently didn’t want to be with her that day.

Mom nudged Mattie’s arm and whispered, “Stop rutschich.”

Mattie sat up straight so Mom would know she was trying not to squirm. Even little Ada wasn’t fidgeting, but that was because she’d fallen asleep and looked quite comfortable on Mom’s lap.

When church finally ended, Mattie hurried out the door of Deacon Hostetler’s buggy shed, where their service had been held. She spotted Stella talking with her cousin John, so she quickly stepped up to them and said, “Stella, can I speak to you for a few minutes?”

Stella smiled. “Sure, Mattie. What did you want to talk to me about?”

Mattie didn’t want to say anything in front of John, so she whispered in Stella’s ear, “Can we go somewhere private to talk?”

“How about over there?” Stella motioned to the fence surrounding the field, where several horses milled about.

Mattie thought that would be a good place to talk since there were no people over there right now. “Sure, that’ll be fine,” she said with a nod.

“I’ll see ya later,” Stella hollered to John as he ran over and met up with Mark.

Stella led the way to the fence, and Mattie followed. “What’d you want to talk to me about?” Stella asked again.

Mattie moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. She felt suddenly nervous about asking Stella the question that had been on her mind since yesterday.

“What is it, Mattie? You’re wiggling around. Are you naerfich?”

Mattie nodded slowly. “I am kinda nervous.”

“About what?”

“About us.”

Stella tipped her head and looked at Mattie curiously. “I don’t understand. Why would you be naerfich about us?”

“It’s about our friendship,” Mattie blurted out. “Do you like Mark more than me?”

Stella’s eyes widened as she shook her head. “Course not. Why would you think that?”

Mattie explained how she felt when she’d seen Stella and Mark together on Saturday. “Seeing how interested you were in those felse Mark collected made me think you’d rather be with him more than me.”

Stella opened her mouth like she was about to respond, but Mattie rushed on. “Last night Mark told me that you two had gone to the field behind our house to look for peepers but saw a muskrat instead.” Mattie didn’t let on to Stella that she’d been watching them with envy out her bedroom window.

“We did go there.” Stella patted Mattie’s arm the way Mom often did whenever she was trying to make Mattie feel better about something. “I was interested in Mark’s felse and in showing him mine,” she admitted. “It was fun to ride my bike with him, too, and I even enjoyed walking down to the field. I really thought we’d only be there a few minutes to see some peepers, but we ended up watching that muskrat collecting grass for its nest. Before we knew it, a lot of time had passed, and then I realized I needed to get home. Mattie, I really feel bad about not spending time with you yesterday, but we didn’t see you when we got back from my place, so I figured you were busy,” Stella went on to explain. “You know you’ll always be my best friend, and I hope nothing ever changes that.”

Mattie breathed a sigh of relief, feeling much better about things now. “That’s good news, and I’m so glad to hear you say it. You know, if I had a bicycle of my own, we could go riding together.”

Stella smiled. “That’s a good idea. Let’s plan to go riding one day after school or maybe some Saturday.”

Mattie shook her head. “Didn’t you hear what I said? If I had a bike of my own, we could go riding.”

“Maybe you could borrow Mark’s bike,” Stella suggested.

“I doubt that he’d let me.” Mattie pursed her lips. “I still wish I had a bike of my own, but that will probably never happen unless I find an old one, the way Mark did.”

“We don’t have to ride bikes to have fun together,” Stella said. “There are lots of other things we can do. If Mark won’t let you ride his bike, maybe you and I could ride your bicycle-built-for-two. That would be fun, don’t ya think?”

Mattie was about to comment when Mom called her to come eat lunch. Stella’s mother also waved her over to the tables that had been set up for the noon meal, which the people in their church district always shared after the service.

“Maybe you could come over to my house to play sometime soon,” Stella said as the girls walked back across the yard.

Mattie smiled and squeezed her friend’s hand. She was glad to know that she and Stella were still best friends.
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On Monday during breakfast, Dad told the twins that when he’d checked the answering machine in the phone shack earlier this morning, there had been a message from Grandpa and Grandma Miller. “They are ready to have you both help them pick and clean dandelions now,” he said. “This will be a good opportunity for you to earn enough to buy that bell you’ve been wanting for your bicycle-built-for-two.”

“That’s good news, but I’d rather use the money we earn to buy a new light for my own bike,” Mark said.

Mom shook her head. “The money will be spent on a bell for the bike you and Mattie own together. You both agreed on that long before you found that other bike, Mark.”

Mark knew he had to do what Mom said, and he had promised Mattie they would buy a new bell for their bike. He guessed he’d have to wait a while longer to buy a light for his own bike. Maybe he could save some of the money he would earn at their roadside stand this summer to buy the light. Summer was only a couple months away, so maybe it wouldn’t be so long after all. In the meantime, if he went anywhere during the hours after dark, he’d have to ride their bicycle-built-for-two.

Russell interrupted Mark’s thoughts when he bumped Mark’s arm and said, “Would ya please pass me the strawberry jam?”

Mark did as he asked and was about to say something when Calvin spoke up. “Mark, would you mind handing me the butter? I forgot to put some on my toast.”

Mark heaved a sigh as he handed his brother the dish of butter. “I had something I was gonna say, and it was right on the tip of my tongue, but now I forgot what it was.”

“Open your mouth, Mark, and let me see what’s on the tip of your tongue,” Perry said, snickering.

Everyone laughed. Everyone but Mark, that is. “That’s not funny,” he said, frowning.

“What did you want to say, Mark?” Dad asked.

Mark scratched the side of his head. “Oh yeah, now I remember….Think I’m gonna ride my own bike to school today,” he announced.

“That would mean Mattie would have to either walk or ride your bicycle-built-for-two by herself,” Mom said.

Mattie reached for another piece of toast. “That wouldn’t be fair, Mark, and you know it. It’d be hard for me to ride our two-seater bike by myself.”

“I’ll tell you what, son,” Dad said. “You can ride your own bike after school and on Saturdays, but unless Mattie agrees to walk some of the time, you must ride with her on the bicycle you share as you travel to and from school.”

Mark knew better than to argue with Dad, so he nodded and said, “Guess I’ll take a ride on my bike as soon as Mattie and I get home from school this afternoon.”

[image: ]

“Look over there, to the right!” Mattie shouted as she and Mark rode their bicycle toward the schoolhouse. “See those wildflowers blooming in our neighbor’s field? Aren’t they schee?”

Mark said nothing, just gave a quick nod, barely taking notice of the flowers Mattie thought were pretty. He had other things on his mind this morning.

Sure wish I could have ridden my own bike today, Mark thought, glancing up ahead at his brothers, Calvin and Russell, as they rode their bikes to school. They were some distance away since they could ride faster than Mark and didn’t have an extra passenger on the back of their bikes. They also didn’t have to listen to their sister chatter away about pretty flowers and birds chirping in the budding trees along the way.

Remembering all that Grandpa and Dad had said about jealousy, Mark had been trying not to feel envious of his brothers, but jealous thoughts kept creeping in. He wondered what it would be like to ride to school without Mattie on the back of the bike talking his ear off about things he really wasn’t that interested in.

“Say, Mattie,” Mark called over his shoulder. “Would it be okay with you if I ride my own bike to school tomorrow? I’m sure Mom and Dad would be fine with it if you are.”

“But I’d have to walk if you rode your own bike ’cause I’m sure not gonna try to ride this bike alone,” Mattie replied.

“Walkin’ wouldn’t be so bad,” Mark said. “If you walked to school, you could get a better look at all the flowers along the way.”

Mattie didn’t reply, and Mark wondered if she was thinking things over or if her silence meant she was not going to budge.

When they reached the schoolhouse sometime later and had parked their bike, Mattie turned to Mark and said, “I’ll walk to school tomorrow, and you can ride your bike. But I’m not gonna walk every day—just tomorrow, okay?”

Mark gave a nod and squeezed Mattie’s arm. “Danki, Mattie, that’s good news!” He could hardly wait until tomorrow. If I ride my bike really fast, he thought, smiling to himself, I’ll bet I can get to and from school faster than Calvin or Russell. That would show everyone that me being short doesn’t matter after all.


CHAPTER 12

A Fair Trade

“Here are your lunches,” Mom said the following day before Mark and Mattie left for school.

“Danki.” Mattie smiled at Mom and took her lunch pail.

“Mattie said it was okay for me to ride my own bike today while she walks to school. So is it all right with you, Mom?” Mark asked.

“That’s fine for today,” Mom said, handing Mark his lunch pail. “But you won’t be able to ride it every day because it wouldn’t be fair to make Mattie walk when you get to ride.”

Mark grinned up at her. “Maybe I could ride my own bicycle to school once a week, and the rest of the time I’ll ride with Mattie on the bike we share.”

“We’ll see.” Mom gave the twins a hug. “Now hurry along or you’ll be late for school. Calvin and Russell are already well on their way.”

Happiness bubbled in Mark’s chest as he hurried out the door and climbed onto his bike. Since he didn’t have a bicycle basket yet, he wasn’t sure what to do with his lunch pail. He could hold onto the handle with one hand and steer the bike with the other, but that wouldn’t be safe. He could hang the handle of the lunch pail over the bike’s handlebars, but it might jostle off or bump his knee when he started pedaling real fast.

As Mattie started walking down the driveway toward the path that led to the schoolhouse, Mark called, “Hey, Mattie, would you do me a favor?”

She stopped walking and turned to face him. “What do you need?”

“Could you carry my lunch pail? There’s no place for it on my bike.”

Mattie’s forehead wrinkled. “You should have thought about that before you decided to ride by yourself.”

“I forgot that I don’t have a basket on my bike, and I’m gonna have to get one as soon as I save up some money. Please, Mattie,” Mark pleaded. “If you do me this favor, then I’ll do one for you.”

“What favor will you do for me?” she questioned.

“I’ll wash the supper dishes tonight. How ’bout that? Think it would be a fair trade?”

Mattie shook her head. “That won’t work because it’s your night to wash the dishes anyhow, and it’s my turn to dry.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Mark thumped his head. “How about if I wash and dry the supper dishes? That way you’ll be free to play awhile before it’s time to get ready for bed.”

“That’d be nice.” Mattie walked back to where Mark sat on his bike and held out her hand. “I’ll carry your lunch pail to school today, but you’d better not forget your promise to wash and dry the dishes.”

“I won’t,” Mark said. “I’ll do ’em as soon as we’re done eating supper.”

As Mark rode to school, quickly passing Mattie along the way, he felt free as a bird that had just been let out of its cage. He wished he could ride his own bike to school every day instead of riding with Mattie. But he guessed that probably wouldn’t happen unless Mattie had a bike of her own.

Too bad the Johnsons weren’t getting rid of two bikes that day, Mark thought. It would have solved everything for both me and Mattie.

[image: ]

As Mattie walked to school by herself, she envied Mark even more, getting to ride his own bike. Why couldn’t it have been her who’d found that old bike? But then, remembering how bad the bike had looked, she probably wouldn’t have wanted it anyhow. If she had seen the bike first, she’d have gone right by and not given it much thought.

Sure wish I could earn enough money to buy my own bike, Mattie thought as she trudged along the path, watching Mark way ahead as he tried to catch up with Russell and Calvin. But even picking dandelions for Grandma and Grandpa, I’m sure we won’t earn a lot of money. New bikes, and even some that were used, could be expensive. That’s why Mattie’s folks had bought the used bicycle-built-for-two they’d given Mark and Mattie for their birthday last year instead of getting them each a bike of their own.

Walking along, Mattie glanced at some pretty pink wildflowers growing in the field near the path and decided to stop and pick a few. She set the two lunch pails on a large, flat rock and started picking. She’d heard many people call some of the flowers she liked “wild phlox,” but Mattie knew their correct name was “dame’s rocket.” These wild phlox grew plentiful along the roadways and meadows, and their clusters gave a beautiful hue of purple, pink, or white.

One nice thing about walking to school, she could stop and pick flowers easily. Whenever Mattie rode with Mark and saw some flowers she wanted to pick, he usually said they didn’t have time to stop for that. There was another advantage to walking this morning, for she soon had a beautiful bouquet to give to her teacher, Anna Ruth.

By the time Mattie reached the schoolhouse, she was tired and out of breath. After she’d picked the flowers, she was concerned that she might be late, so she’d run the rest of the way.

Seeing no children in the schoolyard, her heart started to pound. The teacher must have rung the bell, and class had probably begun.

Mattie hurried up the steps and into the school house. Sure enough, all the scholars were already at their desks.

“Sorry I’m late, Anna Ruth,” she panted. “I had to walk to school today, and…” Mattie stopped talking and placed the flowers on her teacher’s desk. “I picked these for you.”

“I appreciate that, Mattie,” Anna Ruth said. “But the next time you walk, try not to be late.”

“I don’t plan on walking too often,” Mattie said, turning to look at Mark, who sat at his desk with a grin on his face.

Mattie didn’t say anything more, just hurried to take a seat at her desk. At least when she walked home from school this afternoon she wouldn’t have to worry about being late.

Placing her lunch pail on the shelf under her desk, Mattie suddenly realized she didn’t have Mark’s lunch box with her. Oh no! What did I do with it? she wondered, putting her head in her hands. The last thing she remembered was placing their lunch pails on that large rock when she’d stopped to pick the flowers. She couldn’t go back to look for it now, so the only thing she could think to do was share her lunch with Mark and look for his pail on the way home from school.
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As Mark headed for home that afternoon, he pedaled as fast as he could, trying to get ahead of his brothers. He’d started out before them, but it didn’t take long before they passed right by, leaving Mark in a trail of dust.

“Hurry up, slowpoke,” Calvin called over his shoulder.

“See you at home!” Russell shouted as they moved even further ahead.

Calvin and Russell were used to riding their own bikes, and with them being older, their long legs were probably stronger because they sure rode like the wind.

Frowning, Mark was reminded once again of how short he still was. Will I ever have long legs like my brothers? he wondered. Will I grow up to be taller than Mattie, or will I end up being a short-legged man?

Mark thought about how tired Mattie had looked when she’d arrived at the schoolhouse a few minutes late this morning. He couldn’t blame her for not wanting to walk, but it wasn’t fair for her to expect him to ride the bike they shared when he had his own bike now and could travel much faster without a passenger on the back. Even though Mattie was supposed to pedal, she sometimes quit when she was watching for pretty flowers. Maybe if he was willing to do the dishes every night, she’d agree to let him ride to school by himself every day. Washing and drying the dishes was a chore Mark wouldn’t mind doing so much if Mattie went along with the idea. At least he figured it was a fair enough trade.

Mark thought about how Mattie had left his lunch pail somewhere between home and school, and he realized that it might have been partially his fault since he’d asked her to carry it for him. Mattie had been nice and shared her lunch with him that afternoon, but Mark’s stomach growled afterward because it really hadn’t been enough food for both of them. Mark couldn’t wait for supper this evening. He knew he’d probably eat like a horse. Hopefully, Mom would have a snack ready when he got home, and that would tide him over until it was time for their evening meal.

As Mark came closer to home, he saw Calvin and Russell up ahead. Maybe if I pedal extra hard I can catch up to them, he thought.

Directing his bike onto their graveled driveway, he turned too quickly. The bicycle wobbled, tipped one way, and then the other. Mark gripped the handlebars tightly and tried to keep the bike upright, but it was too late. He lost his balance and fell off.

Mark groaned as the bike toppled over and the back wheel landed on his ankle. Tears welled in Mark’s eyes because it hurt so much. Oh, he hoped it wasn’t broken!
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As Mattie walked home from school that afternoon, she wondered if she’d ever get the chance to ride Mark’s bicycle again. It seemed that every time she asked her brother about it, he had an excuse that he was using the bike and Mattie would have to wait for some other time to ride it.

It isn’t fair, she thought once more. It had made her feel even worse when she’d watched Mark pedal over the hill this afternoon and quickly disappear out of sight. At the rate he’d been going, Mattie was sure that her twin brother would be home in no time at all. He’d probably make it there way before she did, too.

Mattie was at the spot now where she’d picked the wildflowers this morning. After looking behind the rock where she’d set their lunch pails, she spotted Mark’s lunch pail in a clump of high weeds. No wonder she hadn’t seen it when she’d grabbed her own pail and rushed on to get to school.

Maybe I’ll get up early some Saturday morning and take a ride on Mark’s bike, Mattie thought as she trudged wearily toward home. I’ll just need to make sure I’m back before Mark knows I borrowed it.


CHAPTER 13

Mark’s Ankle

Mark tried to stand, but his ankle hurt too much. He moaned and fell to the ground with a thud. All he could do was lie there, moaning and struggling not to cry. He turned his foot this way and that, but there was pain no matter which way he moved it. Please don’t let my ankle be broken, he prayed.

“Help me! Help me!” Mark hollered, hoping Calvin or Russell would hear him. But then he spotted their bikes parked near the barn and realized they must have already gone into the house.

Mark looked at his knee and saw blood seeping through a hole in his trousers. He’d obviously skinned it when he landed on the gravel. But that wasn’t what hurt so bad—it was his throbbing ankle. He cupped his hands around his mouth and hollered once more, “Help! Help! Help!”

Several more minutes went by; then Ike stepped out of Dad’s wood shop on the other side of their yard. When he spotted Mark, he ran down the driveway and knelt beside him. “Hey, what happened, Mark? Did you fall off your bike? Are you hurt?”

Blinking back the tears stinging his eyes, Mark nodded, rubbing his foot. “My gnechel hurts. I—I think it’s broken.”

“Let’s get you up to the house so Mom can take a look.” Ike quickly scooped Mark into his arms and carried him up to the house.

Mark was glad his big brother was strong and had muscular arms. If Russell or Calvin had tried to carry Mark, they might have dropped him. Then he might be hurt even more than he was.

“Ach, what happened to Mark?” Mom asked when Ike came in and placed him on the sofa.

“He fell off his bike and injured his ankle,” Ike said.

“I—I think it might be broken.” Mark sniffed. “It hurts somethin’ awful.”

“Is your daed back from running his errands?” Mom asked, looking at Ike.

He shook his head.

“Mark’s ankle is starting to swell, so I think we ought to take him to the clinic and have it checked out,” Mom said. “Ike, would you please run out to the phone shack and call our regular driver? Hopefully, he’ll be free to pick us up right away. If not, then you should call someone else.”

“Okay, Mom, I’ll do that right away,” Ike said before hurrying out the door.

Mom removed Mark’s shoe and gently placed a pillow under his leg; then she went to the kitchen to get some ice and antiseptic for Mark’s knee. She’d just returned to the living room and had put the bag of ice on Mark’s ankle when Mattie rushed in the door.

“What happened to Mark?” she asked, eyes wide with concern. “I saw his bicycle lying in the driveway, so I brought it up to the house.”

“I fell off,” Mark said, feeling a little better now that the cold ice had numbed his ankle a bit. “I turned the corner too sharp and lost my balance.”

“I suppose that could have happened even if we’d been on our bicycle-built-for-two,” Mattie said.

“Maybe so,” Mark agreed, “but it probably wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t been trying to catch up with Calvin and Russell.”

“I got a hold of our driver,” Ike said, reentering the house. “He’s coming right over to take Mark to the clinic.”

Mom turned to Mattie and said, “I’ll need to go with your bruder, of course, so I want you to keep an eye on Ada and Perry.”

“Okay.” Mattie gave Mark’s arm a gentle pat. “Hey, don’t worry; it’ll be all right. At least I found your lunch pail on the way from school. It was right where I left it this morning when I stopped to pick wildflowers.” She held up his pail and then opened the lid. “I hope your gnechel’s not broken, and I’ll say a prayer for you.”

“Danki, Mattie. I hope that helps.” Mark reached down and rubbed his ankle, which had started to throb as soon as he lifted the bag of ice. “It could be the tibia or the fibula, or even the talus that’s broken.”

“Tib-a-what?” Mattie asked.

“The bones in my ankle. The tibia, fibula, and talus,” Mark explained. “Those are the three bones that make up the ankle joint, and I wouldn’t be surprised if one of ’em isn’t broken.”

“You sure are schmaert.” Mattie smiled. “Let’s just hope it’s not that.”

Mark managed a weak smile as he took the peanut butter cookie Mattie handed him from his lunch pail.
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Mattie paced the living-room floor like she always did when she was nervous about something. She’d been praying for Mark ever since he and Mom left for the clinic and hoped they would be home soon with good news about his ankle. If it was broken, he wouldn’t be able to ride his bike for many weeks. Any other time she would have been glad if he couldn’t ride the bike by himself, but not this way, with him getting hurt. Mattie wouldn’t wish that on anyone. She decided that she might have to put off riding Mark’s bike because she didn’t want to upset her brother any more than he already was.

She glanced toward the stairs, wishing Ada and Perry would wake up from their naps. Usually Mattie liked it if they slept, giving her some time alone. But this was different. If she had to keep her little sister and brother occupied, it would give her something to do and she wouldn’t worry so much about Mark. Too bad Russell and Calvin were in the barn doing their chores. It would have been nice to have them to visit with right now.

Mattie went to the window and looked out. No sign of Mark and Mom, but Dad’s horse and buggy had just pulled into the yard. She watched Ike come out of the wood shop and walk up to Dad’s buggy. They talked a few minutes; then Ike unhitched the horse and led him to the barn while Dad headed for the house.

Mattie met him at the door. “Mom’s not here,” she said. “She took Mark to the clinic to see—”

“I know,” Dad interrupted. “Ike told me about Mark falling off his bike.”

“That’s right,” Mattie said. “He’s worried that his gnechel might be broken.”

“I hope that’s not the case,” Dad said, removing his straw hat and placing it on the back of a chair. “I wish now we’d never let him ride that bike by himself.”

“But it could have happened if Mark and I had been riding the bike we share,” Mattie said.

“That’s true.” Dad was about to take a seat when a car pulled into the yard.

“Oh, they’re back,” Mattie said, looking out the window.

Dad rushed out the door, and Mattie followed. “What’d the doctor say?” she and Dad asked at the same time.

“Thankfully, Mark’s ankle isn’t broken, but he does have a pretty bad sprain,” Mom replied. “He won’t be able to ride his bike or even walk to school for several days. He’ll need to use a pair of crutches until his ankle is better and he’s able to walk on that leg without pain.”

“I’m glad it’s not broken,” Dad said, reaching into their driver’s car to pick Mark up. “I’ll give you a ride to school every day until your ankle is healed.”

Mark smiled. “Danki, Dad.”

“What about me?” Mattie questioned. “Can I ride in the buggy, too?”

“Of course,” Dad answered. “And if Russell and Calvin don’t want to ride their bikes to school, they can ride with us as well.”
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Mark had a hard time getting used to the crutches, but his ankle was too sore to put any weight on that foot, so he hobbled along the best he could. During recess the next day, he was jealous when he watched the other boys and girls running around the schoolyard or playing on the swings. He even felt envious when he sat on the schoolhouse porch, watching as several of the scholars, including Mattie, played a game of baseball. Normally, he wouldn’t have cared because he didn’t like playing ball. But today, knowing he couldn’t run or even walk without the crutches, he wished he could join in the game.

Last night Dad had carried Mark upstairs to his room, and this morning he’d carried him back down. Mom said that wouldn’t be necessary tonight, though, because she thought Mark should sleep in Perry’s bedroom, and Perry could move to Mark’s room upstairs until Mark’s ankle was better. That was fine with Mark. He didn’t want to rely on someone having to carry him up and down the steps. It would be a lot easier if he slept downstairs.

“Are you doing okay?” Mark’s teacher asked as she took a seat on the porch step beside Mark.

Mark shrugged his shoulders. “Just wish I hadn’t sprained my gnechel. It’s not fun to walk with crutches or be forced to sit and watch while others have fun.”

“I understand,” Anna Ruth said with a sympathetic smile. “When I was a young girl, I ran into the leg of a chair and broke my big toe. I couldn’t wear any shoes or walk on that foot without pain for several days. Fortunately, it was during summer break, so I didn’t have to worry about going to school. Even so, it was hard to see my sisters and brothers running and playing while I sat and watched.” Anna Ruth gave Mark’s shoulder a squeeze. “I know how much you like to learn about new things, so while you’re waiting for your ankle to heal, you can get lots of reading done.”

“Guess that’s true.” Mark felt a little better after talking to his teacher, but he would still be glad when he could ride his bike again and have fun with the other kids at school. When Dad dropped Mark and Mattie off this morning, Mark’s friend John said he would try to come by Mark’s house after school to visit. That had put Mark in a little better mood because at least he had something to look forward to now.


CHAPTER 14

John’s Visit

By the end of the week, Mark’s ankle was doing better, but he still couldn’t walk very far without the crutches or ride his bike. He was glad none of his ankle bones were broken like he’d first thought. That would have been much worse and meant a longer recovery for Mark. He hoped he’d be able to pedal his bike to school again soon. But then, of course, he’d have to ride with Mattie on their bicycle-built-for-two because he was sure she wouldn’t want to walk. Mark also knew that Dad wouldn’t hitch their horse to the buggy just to take Mattie to school. Once Mark was able to get there on his own, that would put an end to Dad giving rides to and from school.

Today had been a good day at school since Mark had done well on both his math and spelling tests. He’d been confident about passing the tests—especially because he’d had lots of time to study for them. But now that he and Mattie were home from school, Mark was bored, so he went out and took a seat on the porch.

Ever since Mark had sprained his ankle, either Calvin or Russell had been doing his chores. Mark guessed that wasn’t really a bad thing, but he did enjoy feeding the animals—especially his cats. For now, though, he’d be content to pet them, which was what he was doing while sitting on the porch swing with Lucky on one side of him and Boots on the other.

Rocking back and forth, Mark’s hand tingled as Lucky licked it with her sandpapery tongue. He snickered as Boots rolled over on his back with all four feet sticking straight up. “You want your belly rubbed, don’t ya, boy?”

The cat gave a quiet meow! Then he started purring real loud.

“Okay, okay.” Mark rubbed one hand over Boots’s stomach while Lucky continued to lick his other hand. That went on for several minutes until Mark’s friend John showed up. He often rode his bike when he came over to visit, but today John had walked.

“Wie geht’s?” John asked, joining Mark on the porch.

Mark shrugged. “I’m okay, but I’ll be doin’ better when I can start ridin’ my bike again.”

“It is more fun to ride than walk,” John agreed. “Any idea how much longer you’ll have to keep usin’ those?” he asked, pointing to Mark’s crutches leaning against the porch railing.

“I’m able to walk a little without ’em,” Mark said, “but when I go too far, my ankle starts hurting again. I’m hopin’ by next week the pain will be less and I can start riding my bike to school.”

“That’d be good.” John took a seat on the other end of the swing and scooped Boots into his lap. “I thought about bringing my katz Tippy over to play with Boots and Lucky today, but changed my mind ’cause he likes to run off.” John grunted. “Sure didn’t want to spend my time chasin’ after the cat.”

“I can’t blame you for that.” Mark glanced at Lucky who had stopped licking his hand and was now curled into a tight ball, sleeping. “My cats are pretty good about staying close to home, except for when Mattie’s hund starts chasin’ them.”

“Sometimes Boots and Lucky chase after Twinkles,” Mattie said, coming out of the house and onto the porch.

Mark didn’t say anything, just continued to rock while he stroked Lucky’s soft fur. He hoped Mattie wasn’t going to cut in on his time with John. After all, his friend had come over to visit him, not her.

Mattie took a seat in one of the wicker chairs on the porch and smiled at John. “I don’t see your bike parked in the yard. Did you walk over here today?”

“Jah,” John said with a nod.

“Never thought I’d say this, but I miss not riding on our bicycle. I’m glad our daed’s been giving us rides to and from school, though.”

“If you miss riding so much, why don’t you take the bike out for a spin?” John asked.

Mattie shook her head. “It’s too hard for one person to ride a bike that’s built for two.”

John sat several seconds; then he smiled at Mattie and said, “Say, I have an idea. Why don’t the two of us take a ride on that bike? I’ve never ridden a bike with two seats and two sets of handlebars before, but I’ll bet it would be a lot of fun.”

Mattie looked at Mark as if waiting for him to say something.

Mark lifted his shoulders in a quick shrug. “You don’t need my permission. If ya wanna go ridin’ with John, then go right ahead.”

“All right then!” Mattie leaped up from her seat. “Come on, John, let’s get the bicycle out of the shed!”

“Are ya sure you don’t mind?” John asked, looking over at Mark.

Mark shook his head. “Said it was all right, didn’t I?”

“Okay, Mattie, let’s go!” John hurried off the porch and followed Mattie across the yard to the shed.

A short time later, Mark watched as John and Mattie rode out of the yard. That familiar feeling of envy swept over him, and he wondered if he might be losing his best friend. Does John care more about spending time with Mattie than he does me?

Knowing he should think about something else, and feeling the need for a drink of water, Mark left the swing, grabbed his crutches, and went into the house.

When he entered the kitchen, he leaned his crutches against the wall and hobbled over to the cupboard to get a glass. Then, remembering that he wasn’t tall enough to reach it without a stool, Mark started back across the room.

“Do you need some help?” Mom asked when she came into the kitchen.

Mark nodded. “I need a glass so I can get a drink of wasser.”

“If you’d like to take a seat, I’ll get you some water,” Mom said, motioning to the table.

“That’s okay,” Mark replied. “I was gonna take it outside and sit on the swing. I want to wait for Mattie and John to get back.”

“Where did they go?” Mom asked with a curious expression.

Mark frowned. “They went for a ride on our bicycle-built-for-two.”

“You look unhappy about that,” Mom mentioned as she took down a glass and filled it with cold water from the kitchen sink.

Mark didn’t want to admit that he was jealous of John and Mattie spending time together, so he forced a smile and said, “Just wish my gnechel was better so I could start ridin’ my bike again.”

“I know, son.” Mom handed him the glass. “Some-times a bad sprain takes a while to heal. Hopefully, by this time next week your ankle will be strong enough to pedal your bike. In the meantime, you need to be patient.”

Mark gave a nod and headed out the door, leaving his crutches behind. He’d just stepped onto the porch when a sharp ache shot through his ankle, sending ripples of pain all the way up his leg.

Wincing, he teetered and let go of the glass. Whoosh!—water rushed out all over his trousers, and the glass fell to the porch with a crash!

“Are you all right?” Mom asked, rushing out the door and clasping Mark’s arm, helping him to keep his balance.

Tears welled in Mark’s eyes as he pointed to the porch floor. “It hurt when I stepped wrong, and I—I’m sorry that I dropped the glass.”

“It’s okay,” Mom said. “Let’s go inside so you can change out of those wet clothes; then I’ll take care of that broken glass. I don’t want anyone getting cut on it.”

As Mom helped Mark back into the house while he hopped on one foot, a sense of frustration welled in his chest. It wasn’t fair that Mattie got to go riding with John while he stayed home with nothing to do but pet his cats and limp around, making a mess of things. He couldn’t even do something as simple as carry a glass of water out to the porch!
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“Sure is fun to ride this bike,” John called over his shoulder to Mattie.

“Jah,” she agreed. “I didn’t enjoy riding our bicycle-built-for-two when Mark and I first got it, but I’ve gotten used to it now.”

They rode past the schoolhouse, and then after they’d gone up a small hill, they stopped to catch their breath. “You and your cousin Stella are sure lucky,” Mattie said.

“Why’s that?” John asked.

“You both have bikes of your own, and now so does Mark.” Mattie sighed. “I’d rather have a bike of my own that I could ride without anyone else.”

“Why don’t ya ride Mark’s bike?” John questioned. “He sure can’t ride it right now.”

Mattie shook her head. “I did ride it once, but Mark doesn’t want me to ride it again.”

“Well, since he can’t pedal the bicycle, I wouldn’t think he would care. If you do ride his bike, though, just be careful not to turn too quickly or spin out in the gravel the way Mark did when he sprained his gnechel.”

Mattie thought about John’s suggestion, which had already been on her mind. Maybe one Saturday soon when she first woke up, she would take Mark’s bike out for a short ride, like she’d previously thought about doing before he hurt his ankle. Mark usually slept in on Saturdays, so if she left before he got up, he’d never even know she’d ridden his bike. And if he did find out, he might not mind so much.

Mattie smiled, feeling good about her decision. Jah, that’s just what I’m gonna do.
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The next day was Saturday, and Grandpa Miller had just pulled into the yard with his horse and buggy.

“Hi, Grandpa!” Mark smiled as he hobbled over and met him at the back door.

As Grandpa entered the house, he held out his hands and Mark pointed to the left one. “How do you always guess what hand I have the package of gum in?” Grandpa asked with a chuckle.

“Guess I’m just lucky or else I have a good intuition.” Mark grinned as Grandpa handed him the gum.

“How’s your ankle doing?” Grandpa asked.

“It’s gettin’ better, but not fast enough to suit me,” Mark mumbled.

“Well, I have something to say that might lift your spirits. Where’s your mamm?”

Mark pointed to the living room. “She’s in there with Ada and Perry.”

Just then Mom walked into the kitchen and smiled when she saw Grandpa Miller. “What a nice surprise,” she said, moving over to the sink with Perry and Ada tagging along behind her.

“Thought I’d come over to see if I could borrow Mark and Mattie for a while,” Grandpa said. “Grandma wants to get those dandelions picked and cleaned today before they all go to flower.”

Mom’s eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t think Mark will be able to help pick since his ankle’s not completely healed.”

“That’s okay,” Grandpa said as Mattie skipped into the kitchen with a bouquet of flowers. “Hi, Grandpa. It’s good to see you,” she said before handing the flowers to Mom.

“Same here.” Grandpa held his closed hands out to Mattie as he said to Mom, “We were thinking Mattie could help me pick the dandelion greens, and Mark can help Grandma clean them. There’s a wooden stool he can sit on beside her as they wash the greens and place them in kettles to cook.”

“That sounds like fun.” Mattie squealed as she pointed to the correct hand Grandpa had her gum in. “When can we leave?”

“Right now, if it’s okay with your mamm,” Grandpa answered.

“Go along and have fun helping your grandparents.” Mom smiled at the twins, then she looked at Grandpa and said, “Should we come by later and pick them up?”

“Well, Grandma and I had an idea. Why don’t the rest of you come over for supper tonight?” Grandpa suggested. “By then we’ll be done with the dandelion process, and we can enjoy sharing our evening meal with the whole family.”

“That sounds real nice,” Mom said. “I’ll bake a cake to bring for dessert.”

Grandpa smacked his lips. “Sounds wunderbaar. I’ll let Grandma know.”

Mark wasn’t real excited about his part in helping Grandma. He’d much rather help Grandpa pick dandelions instead of cleaning them. But at least he’d be busy doing something other than just sitting around waiting for his ankle to heal. Better yet, it would be nice to visit with Grandma. She always had cookies or some other delicious treat. Yum. His mouth watered just thinking about it.


CHAPTER 15

Lessons

On a Saturday morning two weeks later, Mattie woke up with a start. Had she slept too late? Was anyone else in the house out of bed? She glanced at the small clock on the nightstand by her bed. It was 6:00 a.m. and only a little light filtered into her room. She tipped her head and listened. Not a sound in the house. Just a gentle scraping as the branches of the tree outside brushed against her bedroom window. Maybe she wasn’t too late.

Last Saturday by the time she’d gotten out of bed, Mom was up and starting breakfast. Of course Mark, Calvin, and Russell had been up, too, and she’d even found Perry and Ada in the kitchen, anxious for breakfast. Mattie still hadn’t gotten over her feelings of envy because Mark had his own bike, so this morning she was determined to take a ride on that bike. Thanks to the money Grandma and Grandpa had given them for helping with the dandelions, she and Mark had been able to buy a new bell for the bike they shared. But riding it wouldn’t be nearly as much fun as pedaling a bike all by herself.

She hurried to get dressed, crept quietly down the stairs, and went out the back door. Mattie heard voices coming from the barn and figured Dad and Ike were inside doing their usual chores. She walked quietly past the barn door, took Mark’s bike out of the shed, and headed toward the field where she liked to pick wildflowers.

Mattie enjoyed riding the bike, and hearing the birds starting to sing made it seem even more peaceful. There was a slight warm breeze, and with the quiet of the morning, Mattie felt like she had the whole world to herself while most everyone else still slept.

After she got to the field and had parked the bike beneath a tree, Mattie took a seat on a large rock to enjoy the view. It was calm and quiet until she heard some ducks flying overhead. Mattie shielded her eyes against the glare of the rising sun and watched the ducks land in a creek on the other side of the road. She noticed the ferns softly blowing in the breeze, now high and feathered out, where she and Mark had come here to pick about a month ago.

She smiled, enjoying the moment and letting her thoughts wander. Off in the distance, she heard some cows mooing, probably coming in from the fields and lining up for milking.

Looking in the other direction, she noticed a pretty butterfly on the tip of a milkweed stem. She walked over to get a closer look and watched as it slowly flapped its wings, drying them out from the morning’s dew. It seemed too early to be seeing a monarch butterfly, but yet here it was, pretty as a picture.

Mattie stood and went a little farther up the hill, where she found a grassy spot all matted down. She figured a deer had probably slept here last night.

She bent over and felt that the area was still warm. I wonder if I scared the deer when I pedaled up on the bike. The spot was dry, since it was high on the hill, so she lay down and looked up at the sky. With her hands behind her head, Mattie watched as soft white puffy clouds moved at a snail’s pace across the bright blue sky.

Her thoughts wandered as she reflected on how two weeks ago she had enjoyed helping Grandpa Miller pick the dandelion greens in his yard. Later that afternoon, the rest of the family had arrived, and they’d had a delicious dinner of fried chicken, baked beans, and a huge dandelion salad. Mattie had eaten so much of it that her mouth felt dry and her tongue turned green. But it was so good, she couldn’t stop eating it. Grandma had prepared the salad with some sliced onions and a little oil drizzled over the leafy greens. Even Ada and Perry had eaten their share of it, too.

Bringing her thoughts back to the present, Mattie drew in a deep breath. It was so relaxing here. I wonder if I should have left a note on the table so Mom would know where I was if she got up to start breakfast, she thought as her eyes grew heavy. It’ll probably be okay ’cause I’m sure I’ll be back in plenty of time before Mom starts breakfast.
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“Where’s Mattie?” Mom asked when everyone else in the family sat down for the morning meal.

“I don’t know,” said Dad with a shrug of his shoulders. “Didn’t she help you with breakfast?”

Mom shook her head. “I haven’t seen Mattie at all this morning.” She looked at Mark. “Have you seen your sister?”

“Nope,” Mark answered. “The last time I saw her was last night before we got ready for bed.” Mark was happy to be back in his own room after switching with Perry until his ankle had healed enough that he could climb the stairs.

“Would one of you go upstairs and see if Mattie’s in her room?” Mom asked, looking at each of her children.

“I’ll do it,” Calvin offered. He jumped up from his chair and dashed from the room.

Several minutes later, Calvin was back, but Mattie wasn’t with him. “She’s not there,” he said. “But her bed’s been made up.”

Mom’s eyebrows furrowed. “Now that’s sure strange. I wonder where she could be.”

“Did you knock on the bathroom door?” Dad asked. “Maybe she’s in there.”

“I was going to do that,” Calvin said, “but the bathroom door was open, and Mattie wasn’t inside.”

“Did you check the rest of the house?” Mom questioned.

“Jah, I did, but she was nowhere to be found.”

Dad pushed his chair back and stood. “Come on, boys, we’d better check the barn and all over the yard. Ike and I didn’t see Mattie when we went to the barn earlier this morning, but if she was outside, we may have missed her somehow.”

After looking in the barn and around the property, Mattie was nowhere to be found. Mark noticed that his bicycle was missing, though, so Dad hitched his horse to the buggy and took Mark and his three older brothers to look for her.
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Bz.z.z. Bz.z.z. Mattie’s eyes snapped open, and she sat straight up. A bee flew past her nose, and she quickly clambered to her feet. She’d been stung once last summer and didn’t want to experience that again.

As the bee flew away, Mattie noticed that the sun was up higher, which let her know she’d been here much longer than she’d planned.

Jumping to her feet, she quickly picked some wildflowers—lavender, wild hyacinth, white trillium, and larkspur. Then, holding the bouquet in one hand, she climbed onto Mark’s bike, gripped both handlebars, and headed for home.

When Mattie stepped onto the porch sometime later, Mom came out to greet her. “Mattie Miller, where have you been?”

Mattie could see from the wrinkles in Mom’s forehead that she was upset. “I—uh—took a ride on Mark’s bike,” Mattie stammered.

“You left without telling anyone where you were going?” Mom shook her finger at Mattie. “Your daed and brothers are out looking for you. Don’t you know how dangerous it was for you to be out by yourself with no one knowing where you were?”

Tears gathered in Mattie’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Mom. I just wanted to ride Mark’s bicycle, and I thought if I went early, before anyone got up, he’d never find out.” She extended her hand. “I found a field full of pretty wildflowers, and I picked some for you.”

“I appreciate the gift,” Mom said, picking up the broom to sweep the porch steps. “But you can’t go running off without at least telling one of us what you’re planning to do. Is that clear?”

Mattie nodded, tears dribbling down her cheeks.

“And you shouldn’t have ridden your brother’s bike without asking permission.” Mom clasped Mattie’s shoulders. “You know it’s not right to have jealous thoughts, don’t you?”

“Jah. I just wish I had a bike of my own.”

“Maybe someday you will,” Mom said, “but from now on, if you want to ride your brother’s bike, you’ll need to ask him first.”

Mattie sniffed. “I—I will.”

Just then Dad and the boys returned. “Mattie, where have you been? We looked everywhere for you!” Dad shouted as he ran across the yard toward the porch.

Mattie quickly explained things to him and ended it by saying she was sorry. Then she looked at Mark and said, “Someday maybe I’ll have a bike of my own, but right now, I don’t care about that. I’m just happy to be home.”

Mark smiled. “I’m glad you’re okay, Mattie, and the next time you want to ride my bike, just ask.”

“I sure will. I’ve learned a good lesson today.”
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That afternoon Mark went out on the porch and watched as Russell painted the fence that surrounded their yard. It was a bright green color and reminded Mark of grass. Mark wished Dad had asked him to do some of the painting. It looked like fun and seemed easy enough. Since Mark’s ankle was better now, he felt sure he’d have no trouble climbing the ladder.

Mark left the porch and headed across the yard. “That looks like fun,” he said, standing at the foot of the ladder and looking up at his brother.

Russell groaned. “There’s nothin’ fun about painting the fence. It’s a lot of work, that’s what it is.”

“Doesn’t look that hard to me. I’d sure like to give it a try.”

Russell said nothing, just whistled as he kept painting.

“Sure wish Dad had asked me to paint. It’s not fair that he asked you instead.”

Russell stopped painting and looked down at Mark. “Are you jealous because I get to paint the fence?”

“Jah, a little.” Truth was, Mark was more than a little jealous. He felt green with envy right now.

“I’ll tell you what,” Russell said, climbing down from the ladder, “you can take over for me while I go up to the house to get a drink of water. How’s that sound?”

Mark bobbed his head eagerly. “That’s great. I’m sure I’ll do a good job.”

Russell handed the paintbrush to Mark. “Be careful you don’t get any paint on your clothes. Mom wouldn’t be happy about that. And be really careful climbing the ladder. The paint can is balancing on the small wooden platform on top, but it should be okay if you climb up slowly.”

Soon after Russell headed for the house, Mattie showed up. “What are doing?” she asked, pointing to the ladder.

“I’m takin’ over for Russell while he goes to get a drink,” Mark replied with a grin. “I think it’ll be fun to paint this old fence.” Before Mattie could respond, Mark put one foot on the ladder. He was about to start up when his arm bumped the ladder, and—whoosh!—the bucket tipped over, and the paint spilled out.

“Mark, look out!” Mattie hollered, covering her mouth. But it was too late—green paint splattered on Mark’s head and dropped onto his shirt and trousers.

“Oh no,” he groaned, moving quickly away as the remaining paint spilled onto the ground. “Guess that’s what I get for being jealous of Russell. This has sure taught me a good lesson.”
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That evening as the Miller family sat around the supper table, the discussion turned to the nice weather they’d been having. Mark was glad the topic of conversation wasn’t about him because he felt bad enough about spilling the paint. Worse yet, he was sorry he’d allowed his feelings of jealousy to surface again. Both he and Russell had gotten in trouble for the mishap—Russell for letting Mark do a job Dad had asked him to do—and Mark for knocking over a bucket of perfectly good paint. Normally, Mom and Dad didn’t punish their children for an accident they couldn’t avoid, but in this case, Dad pointed out that Mark had no business trying to climb the ladder, especially since he hadn’t been asked to do the job. Both Mark and Russell had been given extra chores to do for the next week.

“You know,” said Mom, continuing with their talk about the weather, “as soon as the snow melts at the end of each winter and the weather turns warm, I always get a case of spring fever.”

Mark smiled and looked across the table at Mattie. “Spring fever’s a lot better than having green fever, wouldn’t ya say?”

Mattie giggled. “When that paint dripped on your head and clothes, you definitely looked like you had a case of green fever.”

Mark gave a nod. “From now on I’m gonna try to remember that it’s wrong to have jealous thoughts.”

“Same here,” Mattie agreed.

“That’s good to hear,” said Dad. “Now let’s say our silent prayer, and then we can eat.”

They’d just finished supper when a knock sounded on the back door.

“Now, I wonder who that could be,” Mom said, rising from her chair. She left the room, and a few minutes later she returned with a strange expression on her face.

“What’s wrong, Alice?” Dad questioned. “You look verhuddelt.”

“I am confused, Willard,” Mom admitted. Then she motioned to Mattie and said, “There’s something on the porch, and I think you should see it.”

“What is it?” Mattie asked.

Mom gestured to the door. “Why don’t you go take a look?”

Mattie jumped up and raced out the door. The rest of the family followed.

When Mattie stepped onto the porch, she was surprised to see Stella’s bike parked there. But where was Stella, and why had she left her bike on the porch without coming into the house to see Mattie?

“What’s going on here?” Mattie asked her mother. “Do you know why Stella left her bike on our porch?”

A smile stretched across Mom’s face as she pointed to the handlebars, where a piece of paper was attached with a bow. “You’d better read that note.”

Mattie tore the note away from the bow and read it out loud. “ ‘To my best friend, Mattie: I’m giving you my bike.’ ” Mattie stood with her mouth hanging open, hardly able to believe what she’d just read. “But why would Stella give me her bike?”

Stella came around the side of the house then, pushing a brand-new bicycle. Her cousin John was with her. “My grandparents bought me a new bicycle,” Stella explained, grinning at Mattie as she and John joined the Miller family on the porch. “So I wanted you to have mine,” she said, giving Mattie a hug. “John pedaled it over here for me while I rode my new bike.”

Mattie stood for several seconds, letting Stella’s words settle into her brain. She’d never expected to be given such a wonderful gift. “Danki, Stella,” she said tearfully. “Now we can ride our bikes together whenever we want.”

“But only when you’ve gotten your mamm’s or my permission,” Dad said as he lifted Mattie’s new bike off the porch and placed it in the yard.

Mattie nodded. “Jah, of course.” Then she bounded down the steps and climbed onto the bike. She was pleased to see that Stella’s old bell was on the bike as well as a basket for carrying things. This day had turned out to be perfect. Like Mark had said earlier, she would try to remember not to let jealousy take over her thoughts, for she never again wanted to worry about coming down with a case of green fever.
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