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To Janette’s grandchildren:  
Vladimir and Anastasia, Laurel’s children,

and Ambrosia, Lavon’s daughter,
who were all adopted into our Oke family  

and who are so precious to us.

And to our two ancestors who actually came  
from England to Canada as Home Children,

much like the characters in this novel:
Edward Oke, Laurel’s great- great- grandfather, crossed  
the Atlantic at age fourteen to find his new family,  

and Daisy Oke, his adopted granddaughter,  
joined the family years later the same way.

And lastly, this book is written with great regard  
for other Home Children and their families.
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Preface

IIt started out so promising. Annie MacPherson, a Scottish 
Quaker, and many others were determined to help the impov-

erished children of Great Britain but quickly found themselves 
overwhelmed by the size of the problem of poverty and its hor-
rendous impact on children and families. During the 1800s, the 
Industrial Revolution lured people away from the English farms 
and hamlets into the overcrowded cities, where diseases spread 
quickly. So the idea of sending street children and orphans to 
other countries within the British Empire— to Canada, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and regions of Africa— must have seemed 
inspired at the time. These needy kids came to be called Home 
Children, and the movement spread to such an extent that it’s 
estimated that one out of every ten Canadians is related to one 
of these immigrants.

In theory, these children would be sent to families who had 
the means to care for them far from England’s slums and work-
houses. Their new homes would be places with fresh air and 
bountiful farmland— where scant populations would actually 
benefit from new residents. Between 1869 and the 1930s, more 
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than 100,000 children were shipped out from England, quite 
literally. Imagine moving as a helpless child from the alleys of 
London to Australia, New Zealand, Africa, or the seemingly 
endless prairies of Canada!

The Canadian government was grateful to participate, pleased 
to have the new residents and happy to collect a small sum for 
each child. Canadian citizens, too, seemed hopeful about the 
program. There reportedly was an average of seven applications 
for every child entering the country this way. The young nation 
needed more settlers, more workers, more citizens— even Eng-
land’s children would be welcomed, particularly boys old enough 
to work. In the United States there was a similar program of 
“orphan trains” that originated in the crowded American East 
and carried the children into the West.

But all of the good intentions frequently turned tragic. For one 
thing, the children were routinely trained with practical skills, 
and so they came to be marketed by many along the way as free 
labor rather than new family members. Even the contracts that 
were signed by both family and child sounded much more like 
indentured servitude than adoption. Typically, the terms stated 
that the child would be educated, receive a small allowance for 
his or her labor, and would complete his or her responsibilities at 
age eighteen. What had been intended as genuine benevolence 
sadly transformed into an immigration scheme.

And even more tragic, abuse was not uncommon and the 
intended evaluations of the children’s welfare post- placement 
didn’t always take place. It wasn’t until the 1980s that research 
done by Margaret Humphreys began to expose the extent of 
the failure. These revelations eventually caused some of the 
nations involved to apologize for their participation— far too 
late to change the circumstances, of course. The children in our 
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novel have stories compiled from actual accounts and situations 
faced by Home Children. Sadly, the following fictional accounts 
are not overstated at all for dramatic effect.

But hardest of all to hear are the stories told by elderly adults 
who were themselves Home Children. Many rarely spoke of their 
tragic childhood, preferring not to admit their past even to their 
own descendants. Why? Because of the dreadful stigma of being 
called “gutter rats” and being outcasts. People of the time consid-
ered orphans from the workhouses to be just a step above those 
gathered from the streets. Common belief held that they’d never 
amount to anything, would become thieves and thugs like their 
good- for- nothing parents clearly had been. Public opinion was far 
from openhearted. It was this stigma that prompted these aged 
immigrants to weep as they told their stories at last for posterity.

It’s a lesson for us today if we choose to listen. We also have 
children within our communities in desperate need of homes 
and permanent families. But it’s not as simple as just removing 
them from “bad” homes and placing them in the care of the 
state— or even finding “better” homes and then considering the 
job complete, as well intentioned as this may be. Any child who 
has lost his or her birth family is wounded deeply. It doesn’t 
matter if they were infants at the time. It doesn’t matter how 
awful their original situation was. Losing your first family— your 
birth mother, your birth father, your biological siblings— leaves 
a deep, deep wound. In fact, new research suggests through use 
of brain scans that these children are often measurably affected, 
particularly if abuse was a factor.

They need love, acceptance, affirmation, and healing. For 
most, it takes a lifetime of restoration in stages. Internally, the 
questions often nag well into their adult lives: Am I worthy of 
love? Will I be rejected again? Am I different than others?
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We pray we’d learn the lessons from history so we won’t repeat 
mistakes. The Bible says that if we give charity without love we 
gain nothing. Children are never just wards to administrate. 
They’re uniquely created individuals. And though they may seem 
resilient on the outside, we can’t overestimate the complexities 
of the heart and soul of a person, and the impact of trauma in 
early life. Only as we love those around us and really listen when 
they speak can we be the hands and feet of Jesus to the “least of 
these.” Are we ready to make a difference, to meet the challenges 
we face in our own generation? That’s the enduring question.

For more information:
https://canadianbritishhomechildren.weebly.com
http://www.britishhomechildrenregistry.com
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 Chapter 1 

Lillian

MMama.” The word came quietly at first, then grew in inten-
sity. “Mama! Mama!” Lillian’s small body wrestled in 

the dark bedroom until her thick quilt became tangled, con-
stricting around her tiny shoulders. Still the nightmare persisted. 
Droplets of sweat formed beneath her hair and began to slide in 
lines down her neck, soaking into her flannel nightgown. She 
fought with frail arms against the bondage that her blankets had 
become. “Mama, where are you?”

Abruptly, the slit of light tracing her door broadened into 
a halo around a slender form. “Lillian, I’m here. My sweet girl, 
what’s wrong?”

Wincing at the brightness of the hallway, the child closed 
her eyes again. Her mind was clouded and slow. “No, no, no.” A 
sense of terror clung stubbornly.

Soothing hands untangled the folds of blanket, tenderly pull-
ing her upward into a gentle embrace. “It’s Mother. I’m here.”

Lillian pushed futilely against the arms, her young mind still 
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refusing to comprehend. Once more she pleaded, “Mama,” and 
shrank farther away.

Undaunted, a soft hand brushed back strands of auburn hair 
and tucked them behind the child’s ear. “Why, you’re wringing 
wet, dear. Was it another bad dream?” A soft handkerchief began 
to dab away all traces of sweat and tears.

“Mama.” The plea came softly, with defeat and great sorrow.
“I’m here, Lillian. Mother is here.”

The smell of rain wafted into the parlor. Lillian heard the 
sound of wind and raindrops playing among the nearby trees. 
She rose from her chair even before the light shower arrived at 
the house, a spattering of rain tiptoeing quietly across the lawn. 
Pushing the pane firmly down into place, she allowed her eyes to 
scan the narrow hayfield that separated her family’s property from 
the edge of the small town of Brookfield, Alberta— really just a 
collection of homes and businesses in a wide valley shadowed by 
the Rocky Mountains, surrounded in every direction by small 
farms and sprawling cattle ranches. Modern conveniences for the 
new century were finally beginning to arrive here. Automobiles 
were not unusual now in town among the horses and horse- 
drawn wagons, electricity had reached its spreading branches 
into many of the homes, replacing the old gaslights, and that 
first single telephone line had now multiplied into many. Father 
was anxious for them to have a telephone box hanging on the 
wall of the kitchen here in their own home. It was something 
of a point of pride to him. And he’d surely have achieved it by 
now— except for that one narrow hayfield standing between their 
property and modern progress.

It didn’t matter to Lillian. She loved her home, loved the quiet, 
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loved the dusty old barn that now housed only their faithful 
automobile and a few chickens. This was where she’d grown up. 
Truly, everyone she knew lived nearby. Of course, she’d expected 
to be married and in her own house now that she was in her mid- 
twenties, but life hadn’t taken her along the anticipated paths. 
In fact, in recent years the town had come to feel increasingly 
distant, unfamiliar. She frowned and let the white lace curtains 
fall back into order. Cool rain pattered delicately on the win-
dowsill outside. At least she’d stopped it from ruining Mother’s 
favorite carpet.

She stepped out from behind the sofa and managed to bang 
her shin against a sharp edge. “Oh fiddlesticks! Father, weren’t 
the deliverymen supposed to be here by now? I keep tripping 
over these trunks.”

His voice called from where he sat at the table in the dining 
room organizing lecture notes. “I can’t make them come any 
sooner by willing them here. Be patient.”

Patient? Which of us needs patience? Their upcoming trip across 
the ocean to Wales had not been Lillian’s idea. It was entirely 
Father’s. His business ideas, his solutions for better refrigerated 
railroad cars, would be further advanced by his speaking engage-
ments. His hard work had always provided them with a comfort-
able lifestyle and financial stability. However, if it had been left up 
to Lillian, she would have preferred to allow at least a few more 
months to pass before forsaking this home. Still, she knew there 
was no point in raising her objections again. Father had been 
very firm in setting his plan into motion. There were railroads 
in Great Britain too. And they would benefit from hearing about 
Father’s patents.

“But I’m not ready yet,” she whispered aloud sorrowfully. 
Though she hadn’t found the words to explain her feelings to 
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Father, it was as if Mother were still present here somehow, as if 
the years of losing her so, so slowly had all been a bad dream. Oh, 
God, if only . . . Immediately she corrected herself. I don’t mean 
to accuse You, Lord. And yet, her stubborn heart contended that 
no one could love another so much and feel any differently. Is it 
even being faithful to Mother’s memory to let go of her so soon— so 
easily? How can Father . . . ?

Lillian’s shin had begun to throb. She pursed her lips together 
hard and dropped into an armchair. One hand raised the hem of 
her long skirt while the other pulled away the edge of the torn 
stocking to expose broken skin.

Oh dear! As if the stinging wound had weakened her ability to 
stifle internal pain, her thoughts tumbled silently over the same 
questions. It just isn’t fair. It’s too much! Why would You take my 
mothers? Ashamed again of her ungovernable thoughts, Lillian 
bit her lip. I’m not blaming You, God. At least, I’m trying not to. 
Honestly, I am trying. But I just don’t understand. Will You ever tell 
me why You took them— both of them?

It had been difficult to fight back so many bouts of tears through 
the weeks that had followed her adopted mother’s death. Weary 
with the constant effort, Lillian allowed herself this moment of 
weakness. She raised the corner of her apron and buried her face 
against it, letting the sorrows begin to flow.

“What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”
She hadn’t heard Father enter the parlor, and his concerned 

words startled her out of her lapse of control.
Her head dropped lower. “I’m fine. Well, that is, I bumped 

my shin.”
Instantly, he came near to inspect the damage. “Oh, my dear, 

you’ll certainly have a nice bruise there. Do you want some ice 
for the swelling? I could ask Miss Clare to chip some from the 
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icebox. She’s in the middle of making dinner by now, but I’m 
sure she’d . . .”

Lillian nudged the folds of her hem down into place. “Oh no, 
it’s not worth the trouble. She has plenty to do. And I’m fine.” 
Quickly dabbing her apron against her cheeks again to remove 
any evidence of her tears, she rose to her feet and, hoping to 
divert his attention and get her feelings back under safe control, 
she hurried on. “Are you planning to pack away the garden tools 
or just leave them where they are? Remember, you worried that 
they might rust before we return.”

“I guess I’d forgotten about the shed. Well, I suppose we’d 
better move them to the cellar. But, Lillian, are you certain you 
don’t want ice?”

“I’m fine. Really. There’s just so much to get done and so little 
time.”

“That’s my little soldier. Keep striding on, eh?”
“That’s right, Father.” She managed a half smile. Still . . .
Lillian had always found relief in work. Through the difficult 

years, she’d managed to distract herself from many unpleasant 
feelings with the comfort of labor. It had been easier to be useful 
rather than honest— at least with Father. Mother had always seen 
through such charades. Lillian’s lip threatened to quiver again 
and she rushed out the back door toward the shed, where she 
could hide from inquisitive eyes.

As she jerked open the rickety door and hurried inside to 
escape the light rain, she paused to let her mind go back over 
all the reasons it was understandable to feel as she did. For one 
thing, she remembered very little about her birth parents, who 
had died of tuberculosis along with her younger sister while Lil-
lian was still a small girl. There were very few images left in her 
memory of that first family— as if it had been easier to close a 
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mental door over that life. Admittedly, there’d been no overt 
encouragement to recall them.

She was still aware, though, that there had been love and 
security, flashes in her memory of moments spent with Papa as 
he tinkered with repairing his old pocket watch or some other 
gadget, stories read aloud and tender moments of bedtime ritual. 
The baby, her toddling sister, was always near at hand. But for 
some reason, Mama’s face had quickly slipped into a dark oblivion 
from which it was harder to draw a comforting image. Lillian 
had fought deep guilt for having let that face fade from her mind. 
But on the other hand, there had been no one left with whom 
she could converse, remember, and keep her birth family alive 
in her memory. She’d been so small and all alone.

It had taken years with her new family before she could fully 
unwind the pain of the great loss that choked her heart, before 
she could allow herself to freely give and receive love again. Now 
as she reached for the first rake hanging on the wall of the shed, 
her face scrunched again in spite of her resolve to control her 
grief. It was all coming back now. As if the wound had reopened. 
Mother had soothed her through the first loss— the loss of Mama 
and Papa, of little Gracie. Mother was simply unrelenting. Always 
gentle. Always patient. Always safe. How strange to be such a 
skillful and confident mother when she’d never been able to have 
a child of her own.

No, the voice in Lillian’s mind corrected, recalling emphati-
cally spoken words. “You are my own dear daughter. You didn’t 
come to us in the conventional way, but you’re ours just the same. 
Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Not all people understand the 
deep bond of adoption.”

It wasn’t difficult to bring up an image of this mother. They 
were together constantly. Lillian had been Mother’s “most impor-
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tant occupation” during the years when Father had traveled on 
business, promoting his improvements on railroad car design. 
Now, as Lillian pulled the garden tools from their place on the 
wall and deposited them into a large crate, she let her mind 
wander through the world of her childhood. There had been 
piano and singing lessons, church classes, and art instruction.

Lillian smiled despite her turbulent feelings. Even with her 
busy schedule, Mother had fretted that there weren’t more 
opportunities in their small town. Had Father chosen to settle 
in one of the nearby prairie cities of Calgary or Lethbridge, there 
might have been many more womanly arts Lillian would have 
been trained to do. The thought brought a crooked smile, deep 
appreciation mixed with sadness. She placed a pair of Mother’s 
gardening gloves in the crate among the tools.

Mother had been the constant fixture through it all, nearby 
when Lillian practiced at home and in the audience at every 
recital. She’d assisted with homework in addition to instructing 
in all manner of social graces involved in being a proper lady, 
from needlework and cooking to home management and har-
monious relationships. They’d shared all of life together.

However, while Lillian was still in her teenage years, it had 
dawned on them all slowly through simple oddities that Mother 
was growing ill. At first she merely took naps more often, gradu-
ally attending fewer of Lillian’s events. Father passed it off as 
“coming to a certain age” and overlooked the weariness easily. 
But Mother chastised herself vehemently for giving in to what she 
perceived as her growing laziness. Father argued that it was time 
for Lillian to learn independence anyway, to need less supervi-
sion, have more freedom.

Then Mother began to have difficulty holding on to the hair-
brush while helping put up Lillian’s hair for church. Her hand 
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shook ever so slightly while she tucked a flower from her garden 
in among her daughter’s copper tresses. She frequently forgot 
their appointments with friends— sometimes even struggling 
with names of neighbors she’d known for years.

There came the day when Lillian followed Mother down the 
hallway and noticed for the first time the strange dragging step. 
Mother had one hand braced on the wall for support, because 
her left leg didn’t seem to function properly. It lagged behind. 
Lillian said nothing at the time, but worry began to niggle. She 
couldn’t remember an injury— and Mother would have shared.

Father appeared to be untroubled by any comments she made. 
That is, until returning with Mother from a visit to the city doc-
tor. Then he called Lillian into his office and explained that the 
situation was decidedly worrisome. They weren’t certain which 
disease Mother had contracted. However, it was clearly getting 
worse. The prognosis wasn’t good. The physician would call asso-
ciates in eastern Canada in hopes of discovering more about what 
he called Mother’s “exacerbations”— her bouts with increased 
symptoms of weakness.

Lillian was fifteen by then. And in all her life she could never 
remember having had a temper tantrum. To her young but logical 
mind there’d never been a reason for such an emotional outburst. 
But that evening, alone in the barn, stretched out on the back 
seat of the brand- new family car, she had screamed and kicked 
and wept out her bitterness to God. She had shouted aloud every 
angry thought she’d kept bottled up in her heart since she’d lost 
her first family. At last she’d fallen asleep from utter exhaustion.

Mother, frantic with worry, had discovered Lillian long after 
darkness engulfed the building, and ushered her back inside. 
Lying down together on the bed in Lillian’s room, they had held 
each other and cried softly, unashamed.
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Lillian wiped a bead of sweat away from her forehead. Still pil-
ing one hand tool upon another, she recalled the many moments 
when she and Mother had shared the same intimacy over the 
following years— Mother lying down next to Lillian on her single 
bed, just being close, just sharing each other’s pain. And then, 
in the same way that Mother had made Lillian the center of 
her world, Lillian made Mother her “main occupation,” despite 
Mother’s frequent objections and resistance. Through most of 
Lillian’s high school years and after her graduation from the 
town’s little school, her world had shrunk down to caregiving 
and assisting.

A sudden rattling of the shed door caused Lillian to startle. 
Father poked his head inside. “Want me to carry?”

The neglected crate was still only half full. She turned her 
back toward Father in order to hide her reddened eyes, gesturing 
at the wall before her. “I’m not quite ready. But I will be soon. You 
could come back. Or leave it for Otto to care for in the morning.” 
She added two hammers to the pile. Somehow Lillian managed 
to perform the task without facing Father.

“I’ll give you a hand, dear. Oh, and the deliverymen came for 
the trunks. So we’re all set to leave in two days. Just think, in no 
time we’ll head out for my homeland. Haven’t been back since 
I was a crwt— or so my old dad used to call me.” He chuckled, 
pleased to pronounce aloud the word from his childhood. “Lil-
lian, the nearer our trip draws, the more I return in my memories. 
I’m overcome with hiraeth— with deep longing for my childhood 
home. I’m sure it won’t be just as I remember, but I’ll show you 
all the places . . .”

She scrunched her face tight again. She usually loved to hear 
Father speak the quaint Welsh words, but not today. Just get the 
tools. Just do the work. These feelings will pass.
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There was a knock at the door. Lillian lifted her eyes from 
the needlework project she’d begun merely as a distraction. She 
looked toward the sound, to Father and back again.

He asked, “Are you expecting anyone?”
A shake of her head, her shoulders shrugging.
He folded his newspaper carefully and rose from the sofa. 

They could hear Miss Clare open the door and greet the caller. 
Father strode out of the parlor and into the foyer. Lillian heard 
muffled voices in conversation. She kept her seat, though it was 
difficult to try not to listen. Then an exclamation from Father. 
“Nonsense! After all this time, how can that be? There must 
be some mistake, sir.”

Lillian set aside her needlework, rose slowly, then paused at 
the doorway cautiously. It was uncharacteristic of him to speak 
so brusquely, especially to a guest.

“I can understand your surprise, Mr. Walsh. But I have docu-
ments to prove all of my assertions. May I come in?”

Father hesitated before extending an invitation. “I suppose if 
you must. What did you say your name was?”

Unable to hold herself back, Lillian slipped just inside the 
foyer, pressing her back against the paneled wall. She watched 
silently as the man set down his leather satchel and lifted off his 
hat, giving it to Miss Clare. Removing his coat, he surrendered 
that as well.

“My name is William Dorn from Mayberry, Parks, and Dorn. 
Our office is in Calgary. Now, I’m sorry to come unannounced, 
but we were told you and your daughter will leave soon on an 
extended journey. That’s the reason I drove over one hundred 
miles in order to come here today and speak with you. Mr. Walsh, 
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this investigation has been open for some time. We’re quite anx-
ious to see it settled.”

“Investigation?” The word escaped Lillian’s lips before she 
could manage restraint.

Mr. Dorn’s face lit up. “Ah, Lillian Walsh, I presume?”
Father stepped between them, brushing aside the man’s 

extended hand in the process. “Please come to the dining room.” 
He nodded toward the man’s satchel, recognizing the possible 
need for a table. “I think we’ll be most comfortable there.” His 
words were courteous, but his tone betrayed frustration.

The satchel was lifted again and Father led the man across the 
foyer. Lillian chose a chair at the far end of the room with Father 
seated between her and the man. He unpacked papers and laid 
them out neatly on Mother’s dining table before beginning again.

“My company was contacted by the executor of this estate. You 
see, for many years it’s been held in probate. Legal questions were 
raised and it was routinely deferred. I’m sure you can understand 
why we’d prefer this matter be settled.”

“Of course,” Father answered slowly, leaning back and crossing 
his arms over his houndstooth vest.

“Well, sir, it concerns a couple whom I believe to be the birth 
parents of Miss Walsh here.”

Lillian stiffened.
“As legal counsel, we’re not immune from the tragedy of this 

particular situation, the parents of two small daughters dying of 
consumption about twenty years ago. However, their will is still 
in probate, contested. A relative from Toronto claimed to be the 
beneficiary but it could never quite be proven what had happened 
to the two girls. And this heir didn’t seem in any hurry to see 
the matter settled. So the court put the proceedings on hold 
until my company was finally hired by the executor.” He paused 
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and leaned forward. One hand reached out to tap a pointing 
finger onto the stack of papers in front of him. His eyes turned 
to Lillian hopefully. “Now that I’ve discovered information about 
your adoption by Elliott and Mae Walsh, I believe that you, Miss 
Walsh, might be a rightful heir.”

What? Me? How on earth? But Lillian had little time to process 
his words as the man hurried on.

“Miss Walsh, am I correct that your birth parents were George 
and Suzanne Bennett?”

The man searched Lillian’s face for recognition of the names. 
Instead, she turned helplessly toward Father. He cleared his 
throat before answering, though his arms had fallen humbly to 
the table in front of him. Now his hands lay fidgeting with a tuft 
on Mother’s lace tablecloth. “Yes, those are the correct names 
of Lillian’s birth parents.”

Mr. Dorn rummaged through his papers. “Very good. I’m so 
pleased to hear it. We’ll need to provide proof, but your affirmation 
is an excellent start. So often these cases of adoption have very 
little paperwork. It makes my job quite complicated. So then, we’ll 
begin to document it with this form that I’ll have you fill out.”

“Sir, please,” Father pressed, “before you begin, I’d like to know 
more about what implications this may have.”

Mr. Dorn frowned. He took his wire- rimmed glasses off his 
nose, folded the arms, and set them on the table as if he were 
protesting Father’s skepticism. “Well, with proper documentation, 
Miss Walsh would become a proven heir to this estate. It’s not a 
large estate, mind you. But it’s been held for twenty years with 
interest accruing. So most people would be very pleased to hear 
this kind of news.”

Father cleared his throat again. “And what of the heir in 
Toronto? As a relative, will he wish to lay some kind of claim 
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to— to my daughter? We weren’t aware of any living relatives.” 
His voice was noticeably strained.

The man produced a paper from within his stack, then passed 
it across the table toward Lillian. He drew a pen from inside his 
jacket pocket, offering it as well. “Your daughter has reached her 
majority. Had she been a minor still, this man may have had 
cause to contest the adoption. But as she’s an adult, he can no 
longer claim any legal rights over Miss Walsh.”

“Well, that’s a reassurance, at least.” Father intercepted the 
paper and began to scan it carefully. “But, sir, it seems he’s contest-
ing the will. Does he have legal counsel working on his behalf? 
Is he claiming any specific property? We purchased this house 
from the Bennetts, for instance— about a year before they fell ill.”

“I had heard that. May I ask, what were the circumstances of 
the purchase?”

“Oh dear. Well, as I understood things at the time, George 
Bennett chose to move his family away from the Brookfield area 
here in order to join his brother on a farm in central Alberta. 
I was told that the brother had immigrated to Canada from 
Somerset, England, a couple years earlier. I remember well how, 
when they showed us through this house, Mae, my wife, was 
immediately taken with it. She asked Mrs. Bennett why they’d 
ever want to sell such a lovely home. I’ll never forget what the 
woman said. ‘Being with family is better than any house.’ You see, 
they were going to farm together out on the prairie— and appar-
ently Mr. Bennett was already making regular trips on horseback. 
Can you imagine?” Father shook his head.

Lillian had never heard the particulars of this story before. 
She sat in shock as Father discussed her deceased parents so 
casually, as if she weren’t even in the room. For her it was effort 
enough just to process their names. George and Suzanne Bennett. 
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Yes, those were my parents. I was Lillian Bennett. The name felt 
strange and uncomfortable.

“If I remember correctly,” Father continued, “I was told 
later that the brother was unaware he had already contracted 
consumption— likely picked it up on his ocean voyage here— and 
because of this, George’s family was also exposed— sometime 
during all those trips to the prairie, I suppose. Now, they didn’t 
pass away until at least a year after we bought the house from 
them. So I can’t imagine that it could possibly be involved in the 
settlement of this estate. But I’ll admit I’m struggling to under-
stand the implications of all this. It’s quite a lot to consider with 
such little information.”

“Of course, I understand your concern about the implications 
to your daughter, sir.”

With a visible shudder, Father seemed to have become aware 
again of Lillian’s presence. His eyes grew wide. He dropped his 
head.

“We’re very thorough, Mr. Walsh. I have a short list of assets 
involved in this case. As I say, there aren’t many. The brother’s 
farm was heavily mortgaged. But before I came here, I did pay a 
visit to the town office, where the sale of the Bennetts’ home to 
you is recorded. It’s clear that the transaction had been completed 
before they moved away.”

Father nodded solemnly.
The man hesitated. “I have, however, wondered how it came to 

happen that you and your wife adopted their child after purchas-
ing their home. It’s most unusual. Were you friends of the family?”

“The church . . .” Father rubbed a hand across his dark mus-
tache peppered with gray as he cast an uncomfortable glance 
toward Lillian. This time it seemed he would temper his response 
for her sake. “We’d so recently moved to town, had begun to attend 
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a local church. When Mae and I heard the story of this poor fam-
ily from their friends and neighbors, my wife . . .” He corrected 
himself with a grimace. “My late wife— she had always longed for 
children, but . . .” He paused for a difficult moment. “She insisted 
we . . . you see, Mae felt Lillian had already lost enough and that 
. . . that being brought back to this familiar home and community 
would help her to . . . would ease some of her pain.”

“I see. She must have been an exceptional woman, your wife. 
I’m sorry for your loss, sir.”

Father shifted in his chair. He glanced toward Lillian again, 
then back at the man and his paperwork. Lillian could tell that 
he was struggling with his thoughts, worried now that he had said 
too much, too little— or perhaps the wrong thing. The subject 
of adoption was rarely addressed by Father.

“Was there a solicitor involved in the adoption, Mr. Walsh?”
“I know we met with the orphanage in Calgary where Lillian 

stayed for a very short time— just two weeks, I believe. It’s my 
understanding that they had papers of some kind drawn up through 
the hospital that treated the family. I don’t know if legal counsel 
was involved. And we weren’t given any information regarding 
the estate. We weren’t even thinking about any assets, just Lillian.”

“Yes, I understand. Unfortunately, these matters have been 
quite poorly conducted in the past. Almost nothing filed legally 
in cases of adoption.”

“But there’s no question that Lillian is . . .”
“Yours? No question at all, sir. I’m not here to cast doubt on 

that. My work is merely with regard to the estate.”
A sigh of relief from Father. “Well, that’s it, then. What do 

you need from us? I don’t think we care to make a claim on the 
estate. The other man may keep it all. My daughter has every-
thing she needs.”
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“Father, please.” At last Lillian spoke softly. “Please, I’d like 
to find out more about— all of it. How it happened. About this 
relative in Toronto. He would be my relative.”

Father’s face fell. It seemed that for a moment he had hoped 
to hastily dismiss the impact of the situation. “Of course. Foolish 
of me, my dear. Mr. Dorn, my daughter and I must have time to 
discuss this unexpected revelation, perhaps even time to consult 
my own solicitor in order to examine the legal ramifications.”

“And certainly you may do so if you please, sir. But, as I said 
before, it was my understanding that you were leaving shortly on 
a journey. It’s imperative that we have the paperwork completed 
before you go. Surely you understand that . . .”

“But we’ve only just learned . . .”
“Yes— but how long will you be away?”
A deep sigh. “We expect to be gone at least a year. I’m sched-

uled to do a series of lectures.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Walsh. You can’t possibly expect to keep the 

court waiting.”
“But until your papers are signed, we have no legal respon-

sibility?”
Mr. Dorn reached for his glasses again, unfolded them, and 

set them back on his nose. “I’m afraid that’s not true, sir. If your 
daughter has a legal claim to the estate, that would also render 
her responsible in the eyes of the court— your daughter and the 
other heir.”

“Other heir?” Father shook his head. “Oh yes, the man in 
Toronto, you mean?”

“No, sir, the sister— Grace Bennett.”
Lillian gasped audibly. Grace? Sweet little Gracie. No, she died 

too.
Father’s voice softened. “Forgive me, but you’re misinformed, 
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Mr. Dorn. Lillian had a younger sister, but she also succumbed 
to illness— shortly following Lillian’s birth parents.”

The man’s head tilted in surprise at Father’s response. “No, I 
don’t believe that’s correct.” More shuffling through the papers.

Lillian held her breath. What is it he’s saying? No, that was 
settled long ago.

As he drew out the proof document, Mr. Dorn became 
noticeably shaken. “I—I’m afraid that I didn’t realize you 
weren’t aware. I’m so sorry, Miss Walsh. I’m afraid I’ve been 
recklessly blunt.” Holding out this new paper, he pushed it across 
toward Lillian, explaining solemnly, “We have a record from 
the hospital where your parents were treated. Grace Bennett 
was suspected of having contracted tuberculosis, but there was 
never a death report filed. Which led me to check with various 
sanitariums in the region— places where she might have been 
treated instead. And I found one where Miss Bennett was, in 
fact, registered.”

Lillian’s words were scarcely audible. “Gracie? My sister? She 
was so small at the time.”

“Yes, miss, your sister.” Setting his pen on the table, he paused 
for Lillian to recover from the shock before proceeding gently. 
“I’m afraid we’ve failed to find her though. I’m so sorry. All I can 
tell you is that she didn’t die alongside your parents. She went to 
the sanitarium, but she was later released. We just don’t know 
where she went afterward. That’s where our trail currently ends. 
I had hoped you’d shed some light on this as well.” His expres-
sion was tender with empathy. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of such 
unexpected and— well, unsatisfactory— news, Miss Walsh. Please 
know, for the purposes of our investigation into the matter, we 
shall continue to actively search for Miss Bennett’s whereabouts.”

Softly at first, Lillian’s words began to tumble out. “Oh, Father, 
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Gracie might be alive. I have to find her. I just have to find her. 
I’ve got to find out . . .” she pleaded, hands trembling.

“Yes, of course. Yes, we must . . .” Father turned fully toward 
Lillian at last, his eyes surrendering as he realized the state of 
her. “My dear, I’m so sorry. You must be in utter shock.” His hand 
reached over the table to cover hers.

“I’m fine,” she whispered, though her tears belied the words. 
Blinking down at her father’s large hand tight around her own, 
she knew it wasn’t true. No, I’m not. I’m in pieces! Absolute pieces!
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