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Praise for

The Forgotten Home Child


“Drawing on a dark, yet little-known chapter in Canada’s history, Graham paints a searing portrait of a childhood shattered by isolation and brutality. I was profoundly moved by this tale of courage, fortitude, and the heart’s ability to open again in the wake of great injustice. A powerful and engrossing read, brimming on every page with both heartbreak and hope.”

Roxanne Veletzos, bestselling author of The Girl They Left Behind

“If there’s one thing that defines The Forgotten Home Child, it’s the essence of the past. In these pages, one family discovers the truth about their personal history and realizes that while our pasts are imperfect and multifaceted, and can bind us or set us free, in the end, they inform our identity. Genevieve Graham captures the reader’s attention from the beginning in this exquisite journey to the heart of what makes us human.”

Armando Lucas Correa, bestselling author of The German Girl and The Daughter’s Tale

“Another gem from one of my favourite historical fiction authors. Graham reveals our past—both the shame and the hope of it—in the truest possible light. In doing so, she offers promise that the future can be changed by the telling of such important stories. This novel is heartbreaking yet romantic, distressing yet charming—and perfect for fans of Joanna Goodman and Jennifer Robson!”

Marissa Stapley, bestselling author of The Last Resort

“The Forgotten Home Child is a poignant, edgy, and skillfully written portrayal of a Home Child’s experience that typified so many. The absence of any sugar coating makes this story come to life and brings a level of reality that is often lacking—an emotional journey well worth reading.”

Lori Oschefski, CEO of the British Home Children Advocacy and Research Association




Praise for

Genevieve Graham


“Time and time again, Genevieve Graham shows us just how fascinating our shared past as Canadians is.”

Jennifer Robson, bestselling author of The Gown

“From icy gales on the Chilkoot Trail to the mud and festering greed in booming Dawson City, At the Mountain’s Edge gives new life to one of the most fascinating chapters in Canada’s history. Fast-paced and full of adventure, this novel is an exciting take on the raw emotions that make us human and the spirit required to endure.”

Ellen Keith, bestselling author of The Dutch Wife

“A story of resilience and fortitude in the face of nature’s harshest conditions, and of love breaking through the barriers of battered hearts. I practically read it in one sitting, savoring every page.”

Kim van Alkemade, international bestselling author of Bachelor Girl and Orphan #8, on At the Mountain’s Edge

“Graham continues her worthy crusade of recounting pivotal Canadian history in this poignant story [about] the travesties of war both on the battlefield and the home front.”

RT Book Reviews, on Come from Away

“The talented Genevieve Graham once again calls upon a fascinating true story in Canadian history to remind us that beneath the differences of our birth, and despite the obstacles we face, we’re all human underneath. Vividly drawn and heartwarming, Come from Away is a beautiful look at the choices we make in the face of both love and war.”

Kristin Harmel, international bestselling author of The Room on Rue Amélie and The Winemaker’s Wife

“At once dizzyingly romantic and tremendously adventurous, this novel also serves as a poignant reminder of the senseless toll the violence of war can take—and the incredible lengths of heroism humans will go to in order to survive and rescue the ones they love.”

Toronto Star, on Promises to Keep

“[Graham] has delivered a book that reads like a love letter to a time and place that figures largely in our national identity: Halifax in 1917.”

The Globe and Mail, on Tides of Honour

“Fans of Gabaldon and other historical fiction/romance writers will lap this up for the classy, fast-moving, easy-to-read, and absorbing book that it is—with some Canadian history to boot.”

Winnipeg Free Press, on Tides of Honour
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To the memory of Canada’s British Home Children, and to the over four million descendants of those children, now living across Canada. Many of these can trace back their family’s lineage thanks to the tireless efforts of passionate volunteers. Because of their selfless work, the British Home Children will never be forgotten.

To my daughters, Emily and Piper, who will always know who they are.

And to Dwayne, my one true home.






Being unwanted, unloved, uncared for, forgotten by everybody, I think that is a much greater hunger, a much greater poverty than the person who has nothing to eat.

—MOTHER TERESA







From All Such, Good Lord Deliver Canada

Dr. Barnardo prays with much fervor that God will put it into the hearts of people to give him money with which to gather up the “waifs and strays” of the slums of London, wash off the slime and filth from their bodies, put clean clothes upon them and dump them down in Canada. These “waifs and strays” are tainted and corrupt with moral slime and filth inherited from parents and surroundings of the most foul and disgusting character, and which all the washing and clean clothes that Dr. Barnardo may bestow cannot possibly remove. There is no power whatever that can cleanse the lepers so as to fit them to become desirable citizens of Canada. Dr. Barnardo is probably doing a good thing for London in decreasing, as far as he is able, the vicious and criminal classes there; but he is certainly doing a great wrong in dumping his human warts and excrescences upon Canada.

—The Honourable Frederick Nicholls,

Canadian Manufacturer and Industrial World Magazine,

April 17, 1891
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— Present Day —

My life is spilling onto the street, and I am as helpless as a child to stop it. Through the living room window I watch my treasured Ulster coat tumble into a mound on the pavement, followed by a flutter of faded grey cotton when my frock lands on top. The old woollen stockings, mended so many times, slip out and cushion the books as they fall, then come my boots.

My granddaughter, Chrissie, is staring down at the little pile with a sort of guilty curiosity, but she sobers when she glances toward the house and sees my stricken expression. She stoops and gathers my things, placing them gently back inside the little wooden trunk I have kept with me for over eighty years. As she snaps the rusted hinge closed, I curse the rotted metal for releasing a secret I have kept to myself for so long.

Moments later, Chrissie comes into the house and quietly sets the trunk on the floor next to the rest of my things.

“I’m sorry, Gran, the hinge broke.” She puts a warm hand on my shoulder, and I pray she will be able to contain the questions flickering in her eyes. “But that’s the last of it,” she says, and I exhale. “I have to go pick up Jamie from school—it’s my turn in the carpool. Will you be okay for a bit?”

She’ll only be out for a few minutes, and yet I am glad she asked. I’ve never been comfortable being alone. The silence is too loud, full of so many voices I’ve loved and lost.

I pat the arms of my chair. “I’ll be fine. I promise to sit right here and not die while you’re gone.”

Chrissie frowns slightly but grabs her keys and heads to the doorway, where she pauses and glances back at me.

“I’ll be fine,” I say again, ashamed of my snide remark. I had only been trying to lighten the mood, but it came out wrong. I’m thrown off by the scene in the street. My gaze drops to the trunk, and I wonder if I have enough balance to carry it all the way to my room and put it away before she sees it again. Out of sight, out of mind.

I had hoped the trunk would outlive me. That once I was gone, someone could dust it off, open the latches, and discover the treasures old Gran had hidden away. Without me to tell the story, no one would be able to figure it out. It would remain forgotten. Like the rest of us.

I watch Chrissie drive away and my chest tightens with gratitude. My dear granddaughter has become quite protective of me ever since she lost her mother, my daughter, Susan, two years ago. Susan and I had shared an apartment, which had suited us both beautifully. Until she’d gotten sick, the high point of our week had been playing bridge at the Seniors’ Centre or shuffling through the mall to see the lights and the people. I should have valued those moments more, but I had always assumed I would be the one going first. It didn’t turn out the way I’d hoped, but I am grateful to have had a long and enduring bond with my daughter. Not all of us can be so lucky. It has been difficult living without her, but it is getting easier. These days I see Susan less and less as a woman in pain. My memories of her now are of when she was so small she needed to hold my hand everywhere we went. So small I couldn’t resist hugging her on impulse, marvelling that she was mine. And his, of course.

Just after Susan’s seventy-first birthday, cancer stole her from me, and it was obvious to everyone that I could no longer look after myself. Every morning and every night my creaking joints and wasting muscles remind me that the sand in my glass is running low, so when I moved from the apartment to the Shady Pines Retirement Home, I resigned myself to sitting and waiting for that last grain of sand to fall. Shady Pines was not the worst part of my life, but it was not how I’d imagined it ending. Chrissie and her son, Jamie, saw through my facade and asked me if I wanted to come live with them. I jumped at the chance. The two of them are a small but good family, and I love them with all my heart. They have no idea how important it is for me to be with family. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, really.

The front door swings open, bringing a curtain of fresh summer sunshine into the kitchen along with my tall, dark, and handsome great-grandson. When Chrissie’s husband left her for another woman ten years ago, Jamie became the man of the house by elimination. Jamie is sixteen, smart, and the spitting image of his great-grandfather.

“Hey, Gran,” he says, shrugging out of his backpack. “Enjoying the new digs?”

“I am.” I smile. “Thank you.”

Chrissie bustles in behind him and makes her way to the kitchen. She had set a chicken to roast to celebrate my first night in their house. I’ve lost track of how many first nights I’ve had in my life. How many times I’ve had to start again.

Over dinner, Chrissie pries out details about Jamie’s day from him, and I listen as he talks about his math teacher, his soccer game, and the fact that one of his friends is getting a car. Jamie is a teenager with teenager things on his mind, but he is a good boy, and he loves his mother. It’s easy conversation, and it takes me back so many years. I almost feel like I’m home again.

“I have homework,” Jamie says when he’s done clearing the plates. He edges toward the door, his eyes on his phone. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Gran.”

“Actually,” Chrissie says quickly, “I wanted to talk about something with you and Gran.”

He winces, then glances apologetically at me. “Yeah, sure.”

“Let’s go to the living room. It’s more comfortable there. I’ll bring cookies.”

They help me shuffle to my armchair, and Chrissie sets me up with a cup of tea. She is a nurse, following in my footsteps and those of her mother, and she always seems to know what I would like before I ask for it. There’s something reassuring in that.

She sits beside Jamie, across from me. “I just thought maybe we could do this sometimes after supper. Get to know each other a bit.”

Jamie’s expression is pained, and I can’t really blame him. I’m sure he’d rather be doing just about anything other than talking to his ninety-seven-year-old great-grandmother.

“Don’t look that way,” she scolds, and I see regret in her eyes. “It’s just that now that your grandma is gone, we can’t ask her things about when she was growing up, you know? We can’t hear any more stories from her. Don’t you ever wonder where our family comes from, Jamie?”

Unease stirs in my chest. I do not want to have this conversation, but I can hear the sadness in Chrissie’s voice. She yearns to know more about her family. About her mom.

He gives a weak shrug. “I guess. But isn’t that what the internet is for?”

“Oh, my life wasn’t interesting,” I assure them. “I can tell you stories about your grandmother, but to be honest, we lived a pretty average life together.”

Chrissie gestures with her chin toward the trunk, which hasn’t been moved since she first brought it inside, and I am instantly reminded of all that it holds.

“I was wondering if you could tell us about the little suitcase,” she says. “I don’t mean to be snoopy, but it looks like it holds more than an average life.”

I’m sitting perfectly still, and yet I feel myself toppling backwards, as if a lifetime of secrets is unravelling before me. My gnarled fingers curl around the arms of the chair, holding me in place.

“Gran?” Jamie is by my side now, and oh, it is as if eighty years have flown away.

My hands unclamp. “You look so much like your great-grandfather.” The thought sticks in my throat. “So, so much like him.”

He grins, and again, it’s as if I’m looking at my husband, the way he was at Jamie’s age—though he had been underfed and toughened by street life. But when he smiled, he lit up my world.

“Do I?” He settles back on the couch. “What was he like?”

“I loved Pop,” Chrissie tells him. “He was quiet, and he…”

She pauses, so I help her out. “He had a bit of a temper.”

“Maybe, but I didn’t see that very often. I was going to say that he was a good man. He always had time for me. And he loved Mom so much. That was obvious.”

“Yes, he did.”

“He wasn’t from Ireland, was he?” she wonders. “I mean, he didn’t have the same accent as you.”

“I thought I’d mostly lost mine,” I say. “I haven’t been there in a very long time.”

Jamie shakes his head. “Nope. You’re still real Irish. I wish I had an accent.”

I wink and reach for my thickest brogue. “Come on you, boyo. Oi’m not the one who’d be havin’ an accent.”

Jamie grins and takes a bite of a cookie as his mother leans toward me. “Mom said your family left for London when you were little, is that right? And you had four brothers? Why did your parents decide to leave Ireland?”

How long had it been since I’d thought of my little brothers? I imagine they’re all gone now. “London was where everyone was going. Jobs, money, a better life.… Almost all the English, Irish, and Scots living in the countryside moved to the city back then.”

“Was it better?”

“No. Just more crowded.”

“What about Pop?” Chrissie asks. “Where was he from?”

“Oh, he was from London.”

“Did he have any brothers or sisters?”

“He had a sister,” I reply, then I stop, unable to say any more.

Only one person in the whole world knows my story, and he has been gone for fifteen long years. Not even my beautiful daughter, Susan, knew the humiliating truth about her parents.

Chrissie and Jamie are watching me, waiting, and my heart races as if I am standing on the edge of a cliff. I am ashamed to tell my story, but now I have no choice. My family deserves a history. As much as I don’t want to talk about my past, I do not want them to wonder, as I always have, about their roots. I am haunted by the truth that I have kept from everyone I know, everyone I love.

Everyone but him, of course.

Nowadays, doctors have words to describe the way our minds can construct a wall to keep it strong—blocking painful memories in order to help us survive. But youth no longer maintains my walls, and I feel them giving way, brick by brick, spilling long overdue sunlight onto my truths. I have seen enough days to know we have no say over any of them. Life picks us up and drops us where it will. My friends and I were thrown into a whirlpool, and we did what we could, but we were only children after all. We had no idea how to swim.

I take a deep, shuddering breath and stare at the trunk. “I never expected anyone to ever open that trunk.”

“I really am sorry, Gran. I don’t want to upset you, and you don’t have to tell us anything if it’s too hard to talk about. We all grieve in our own ways.”

“I know, sweetheart.” I hesitate, daring myself. “Jamie, can you put that trunk up on the table here?”

It looks small in his hands, and the once-dark wood has faded to a dull, lifeless brown. It’s the size of a small suitcase, like those bags they call carry-ons these days. I still remember when it was my carry-all. All my worldly possessions in one little box.

When he sets the trunk before me, I stare at it, wondering where to begin. I tentatively rest my hands on its surface, feeling the familiar grooves and coarse lines. Like my hands, the wood shows the ravages of time—though not nearly so vividly—and my fingers go to the long, deep scrape on top, then the notch on the back corner. The trunk and I both bear scars.

I turn it around so they can see the letters of my name carved into the back. “I made this trunk when I was a little girl.”

Jamie looks impressed, and he runs his young fingers over the old seams.

“What’s in there, Gran?” Chrissie asks.

If only she knew what she was asking. The answers will change the way she and Jamie see their own lives.

With a sigh, I unfasten the latches and the old trunk creaks open. I haven’t looked inside for a very long time, but other than the fact that its contents had been hastily repacked that afternoon, nothing has changed. I pull out an old hairbrush and comb, then I fold back a piece of material and dig out my copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress. Such a terrible book to give to children. I set it aside, then sort through the bits and pieces of cloth until I find my soft, black leather Bible.

This is where I must start, I realize. The cover falls open, and I slide the book toward Chrissie so she can see the sticker where my name is printed on the inside of the cover.

“ ‘A memento of the old Country from the British and Foreign Bible Society,’ ” she reads, then she looks to the page on the right. Her finger taps a black-and-white photograph of a stately, spectacled gentleman with waxed ends on his moustache. “Who’s this?”

“Dr. Thomas Barnardo,” I say softly. His name hasn’t passed my lips in probably seventy-five years, and yet I still speak it with a twisted blend of admiration and loathing. “I’m afraid I haven’t told you the whole truth about our family and how we ended up here.”
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— 1936 —

The shadow of the huge steamship flooded the pier and loomed over Winny, and she shivered despite the warm morning. She’d been on a boat once before, but back then she’d been with her family, leaving Ireland for England. When they’d arrived, those two countries hadn’t felt so different from each other. Where she would be going this time was another matter entirely, and so many questions filled her head.

She studied the movement on the pier, and her eyes rested on the assembly line of men stowing baggage on board the ship. As they passed trunk after trunk to each other, Winny wondered which one was hers. The wooden cases all looked the same, and from where she was standing, it was impossible to see the different names carved onto the back of each one. For a moment, a panicked thought raced through her that maybe hers had been left behind, forgotten back at the Home. But no, she remembered seeing the men at the London station load it onto the train to Liverpool, along with the others. That little trunk held everything she’d ever owned. She didn’t know what she would do without it.

At the end of the pier, smaller fishing vessels were unloading their catch. Despite the foul smell that hung in the air, Winny’s stomach growled. They hadn’t had a bite to eat since the night before. Miss Pence, their chaperone from the Home, had said the combination of breakfast and ocean might make them sick, but the train ride had taken a full day, and she was so, so hungry. Her legs felt weak from it. Some of the younger girls had sunk to the ground and were sitting cross-legged on the dock, and Miss Pence’s fair brow creased as she worried over their frocks getting dirty.

“I’d give anything for a biscuit,” Winny said.

Mary, her best friend in the whole world, stood beside her, scrutinizing the dock. As long as Winny had known her, Mary had studied her surroundings as if scouting for an escape route. It was a habit from the time they’d spent living on the streets with Mary’s older brother, Jack, their friend Edward, and his younger brother, Cecil.

“You’re always hungry,” Mary replied, still peering around.

Mary wasn’t wrong. After growing up never knowing where her next meal was coming from, hunger had become habit for Winny.

“I wonder what people eat in Canada.”

Mary’s hand closed around hers. “I reckon we’ll find out soon enough.”

Winny was doing her best to think of today as the beginning of an adventure. That’s what Mrs. Pritchard, the matron at the Barkingside Girls’ Village, had assured them this would be. How many children could say they’d travelled across the ocean and started new lives in Canada? Winny and the others had been told over and over what lucky girls they were to have been chosen to go. But try as she might to imagine the bright, exciting future ahead, Winny couldn’t help feeling as if she was stepping into a thick fog where she couldn’t see a foot in front of her nose.

She wished she was still at Barkingside. She and Mary had lived there for two years and she had loved almost every minute of it. For Winny, the Home had been the answer to her prayers—sheer heaven after the wretched year she and Mary had spent in the orphanage. Instead of fighting for space with hundreds of other girls in the cold, close quarters of the orphanage, the girls at Barkingside were divided between seventy cottages—sixteen girls and a housemother in each one. There was even a house just for babies. Winny and Mary were given neat dresses and pinafores to wear and cheery white bows for their hair, and they ate three meals a day off clean dishes.

When they’d first arrived, it was all Winny could do not to gobble her food down in case it might vanish before her eyes. Over time, she began to trust that at Barkingside, there would always be enough for everyone. That unfamiliar sense of security had lifted a heavy weight from her shoulders, freeing her to laugh again. Together, she and Mary learned to read, sew, cook, and clean, all in preparation for someday becoming a lady’s maid, a house servant, or a cook. She particularly liked caring for the younger girls at Barkingside, and one of the teachers suggested she consider studying to become a nurse one day. She even gave Winny a book to read about Florence Nightingale.

At the Home they worked hard and were disciplined when they broke any rules, but Winny no longer worried about an unexpected blow from a cane hitting her backside as it had at the orphanage. Punishments at Barkingside weren’t doled out simply for the matron’s enjoyment. The Barkingside Girls’ Village had been created by Dr. Thomas Barnardo, a generous, good-hearted man who had opened many other homes to help take thousands of poor children like Winny and Mary off the dangerous streets and help them become productive citizens. Every night, after they’d included the good doctor in their prayers, the girls snuggled into clean, warm beds and whispered in the darkness until sleep overtook them.

“What do you suppose he’s doing now?”

Winny never had to ask who Mary meant. It was Jack. Always Jack. “Same as us. Lying in bed, wondering what you’re doing.”

“Think he’s all right?”

“I think so. He’s smart. And he has Edward and Cecil. They’ll stick together.”

“You’re right. I’m glad they have each other.” Mary gave Winny a soft smile, barely visible in the dark room. “I’m glad I have you.”

Hearing Mary voice her own thoughts filled Winny with warmth. “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she admitted. “I can’t imagine my life if I hadn’t met you that day.”

“You might still be free,” Mary said wryly.

“I’d rather be with you in here than out there alone. Besides, I like it in here.”

“Yeah, it’s all right. It’s just…”

“I know. I miss him too. But I’m sure we’ll see him again someday.”

“Someday.”

On a good night, their muted conversations were more hopeful.

“What’ll we do when Jack finds us?” Winny asked. “Where should we go?”

Mary was a practical, straightforward girl, and Winny loved that about her. Even more, she loved when Mary could relax enough to imagine possibilities. The dreams seemed far-fetched, but on those wonderful nights with Mary, Winny let herself believe almost anything was possible.

“We’ll get our own place to start,” Mary began. “You and I shall open a small shop, and Jack will open his own, right next door, with the brothers.”

“That sounds lovely. What will we sell?”

“We know a lot now,” Mary said quietly. “We can make and sell dresses.”

“Oh, yes. For all the ladies. And hats and shoes. All of it.”

“We’ll have to earn some money first, maybe work in a shop before we can have our own.”

“Of course.”

“The sooner we can get out of here, the sooner we can live our lives the way we want to.”

But once Winny was happy, comfortable, and well-fed, she stopped thinking about running away. Mary, on the other hand, never had. Her plan had always been to get away from Barkingside, find Jack, and carry on with life as it had been. Winny understood her feelings, since she missed Jack as well, but she couldn’t imagine leaving all the wonders of Barkingside behind to return to a dirty, meagre life on the street.

And then one day, almost two years from the day they’d first arrived, she and Mary were working in the laundry when they were called to the matron’s office.

Winny picked nervously at her fingernails as they headed across the courtyard. It was a habit she’d always had. “What did we do?”

“We’ll soon see,” Mary replied, steady as ever.

In the office, they stood in front of a wide desk, waiting for a woman with a handful of paper to take her seat. “My name is Mrs. Pritchard,” the woman said, indicating that they should sit as well. “I’m the new matron of Barkingside.” She lifted a paper off her desk and studied another underneath. “Winnifred Margaret Ellis is your name, am I correct?” she asked, looking at Winny.

Her voice wasn’t unkind, just matter-of-fact. Winny nodded, transfixed by the woman’s face. Her hair was swept back into a dark bun just as Winny’s mother had worn hers. Her nose was a little smaller, and her eyes had little lines in the corners that Winny guessed had come from smiling. She couldn’t recall if her mother had any of those. The lines beneath her eyes had always been much darker than this woman’s, but she couldn’t remember any at the sides. It had been a long time since she’d last seen her mother.

“You’ll say, ‘Yes, ma’am.’ ”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We haven’t been able to locate your mother. The last place she was living was on William Brown Street.”

“Yes, ma’am. Near Steple Fountain.”

“Do you have any idea where she might have gone?”

Winny pictured the cramped, ugly rooms she’d shared with her family in London, the constant screaming and crying, the way her mother seemed to age by the day. If she wasn’t there, what had happened to her? What had happened to Winny’s brothers?

“I don’t know, ma’am,” Winny said. “I ain’t seen her in three years.”

“And your father? Where is he?”

“Da died when I was eight, when we first came from Ireland.”

“What about your brothers or sisters?”

“I’ve four younger brothers, ma’am, but I ain’t seen them since I left home.”

Mrs. Pritchard turned her attention to Mary, confirmed her name, then asked about her family.

“Da’s dead, Grammy’s dead, and we left our mother to her gin,” Mary said. “It’s only me and Jack now.”

“Jack is your brother?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Mary leaned forward. “Last I saw him was before the orphanage, and I need to find him. He’s a year older than me, hair straight and black as mine, aye? And he’d be looking for me as well. Can you help me find him?”

Mrs. Pritchard didn’t appear to be listening. She made a couple of notes then sat back in her chair. “I hear you’re both doing well with your studies, that you’ll make fine maids one day.” She tapped the table with the tips of her long fingers. “Have you heard about other children going away from here on a ship and living somewhere else?”

“No, ma’am,” Winny said slowly. She knew some girls had left Barkingside, but that was only when their parents came to claim them, or when they were too old to live there any longer.

“It’s only for very special, fortunate children willing to work hard and make something of themselves. And because you two are such good girls, it’s your turn. How would you like to go to Canada?”

Winny had never heard of Canada and didn’t know what to say. Beside her, Mary stilled.

Mrs. Pritchard smiled when they didn’t answer. “Canada is a wonderful place with fresh air and horses and mountains and a great deal for girls and boys to do.”

Butterflies swooped in Winny’s stomach as she recalled a photograph she’d seen in her schoolbook of unfamiliar, wide open spaces. The image had been in black and white, of course, but in Winny’s eyes, it came alive with blue sky and green grass and spectacular, towering mountains. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined she might see that in person.

“Like what?” she asked.

“The children we send over from here will live with families, go to school, learn new things, and work.”

“Is it far?” Mary’s voice was quiet.

“Why, yes. It’s on the other side of the ocean, Mary.”

“Then we can’t go,” Mary said firmly. “I can’t leave England. What if my mother comes looking for me? And what about my brother? I can’t leave Jack.”

The picture in Winny’s mind vanished. “And I can’t go without Mary,” she said. She’d sworn never to be alone again. She’d left that awful life behind.

Mrs. Pritchard’s mouth set in a straight line. “Mary, has your mother come to see you even once while you were here or at the orphanage?”

Mary shook her head.

“I didn’t think so. I believe it’s fair to say she won’t come looking anytime soon. As for your brother, I’m afraid I don’t have any idea where he is. Regardless, you can’t let that stop you from making a better life for yourself.”

“Can’t we stay here?” Winny asked. “We will work hard so you won’t need to send us away.”

“Girls, you are looking at this the wrong way. It is an opportunity, and you are very lucky to be included. People in Canada are looking for children like you to work in their homes and farms, to tend their children, and to live with their families in a beautiful new land.” She got to her feet. “You must trust that we know what’s best for you. Anyhow, everything is all arranged. You will be leaving here in two weeks.”

Winny opened her mouth to speak, but Mrs. Pritchard had no time for conversation. “Out you go. Back to work.”

Mary had gone very pale, her eyes round as dinner plates, so Winny took her hand. They walked numbly down the corridor, and Winny dug through the fog for something to say.

“It’ll be all right,” she tried.

“We can’t leave Jack,” Mary whispered.

But as Mrs. Pritchard had said, the arrangements had been completed, and the subject was closed. Winny and Mary had to prepare for the voyage. The first time they were brought into a woodworking shop along with the other chosen girls, it felt strange. They’d never learned that sort of trade before. The hammer and nails were unfamiliar at first, and the agony of missing a stroke and hitting her thumb was excruciating, but it was all part of their next lesson—building their very own travel trunk for the journey to Canada.

Now Winny stood on the pier, watching those trunks be swallowed up by the ship.

“Stay in line, girls,” Miss Pence called, corralling the children into place. “We cannot get on the boat until everyone has been counted.”

Winny looked down at her coat where her nametag fluttered from a buttonhole. Each girl had one with her destination on it. Winny’s said Winnifred Ellis, Toronto. Mary’s said Mary Miller, Toronto. She had never heard of Toronto before, but it was a comfort to know that she and Mary would end up in the same place. Her gaze passed over the crowd and paused on the little ones, some of whom were only five and six years old. Winny couldn’t help but wonder what good those young children would be in Canada. Were they being sent over as housemaids? Who would expect a baby to clean a house?

For the voyage, all the girls were dressed in matching black coats and skirts, straw hats perched on their heads. Unfortunately, the fine job the ladies at Barkingside had done of combing out the girls’ freshly washed hair had been wasted by the wind. At least they had taken everyone’s photographs in advance of going to the pier. Winny heard them say the pictures were “for their files,” but she wasn’t sure what that meant. She would have liked to keep hers.

A gust of wind pushed at them and Winny slapped her hand onto her hat, holding it in place. One of the littlest girls lost hers and stepped out of line to retrieve it. Without thinking, Winny reached for her, wanting to keep her safe.

“Stand still.” Mary grabbed Winny’s arm. “Miss Pence will see to it.”

But Miss Pence was distracted by something on the other side of the dock. “Wait here, girls.”

Winny popped up on her tiptoes. At fifteen, she was still shorter than many of the younger girls, probably because she hadn’t had much to eat as a child. It didn’t help that her mother had also been small. Between the other girls’ heads and shoulders, Winny spotted another group of children approaching the ship, and she took in the matching navy coats, caps, and short pants with interest. It was a group of boys.

“Mary, look!” She pointed, practically jumping in place. “Could it be…?”

Beside her, she heard Mary catch her breath. “Do you see him? I can’t see him.”

“Excuse me,” Winny muttered, pulling Mary through the group.

“Get off me!” a girl cried when Winny accidentally trod on her foot.

“We just need to see is all.”

“I’ll thank you not to do it on my foot.”

“Keep going, Winny,” Mary urged, squeezing her hand.

Once they stood on the outside edge of their group, the two girls scanned the crowd of boys.

“Anything?” Winny asked.

“Not yet. Keep looking.”

It had been so long since they’d seen Jack and the others. He’d be sixteen now. How had the last three years been for him? Had they been anything like hers? Would she recognize him? Would he recognize her?

“Edward!” Mary suddenly cried. “Edward! Over here!”

Winny squealed, spotting their old friend’s sandy-coloured hair and the laughing blue of his eyes. “Edward! It’s us!”

The girls waved with both arms so he couldn’t miss them.

“Mary? Hey, Winny!” Edward called, then he turned back to the other boys and dragged his brother Cecil forward so that the sun shone like copper off his thick red hair. Then, just like that, there was Jack.






three JACK
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Jack didn’t care what Mr. Keller said. He broke from the group and sprinted toward Mary, gathering her into his arms before either of them could speak. She held him tight, her frame racking with sobs, and it was all he could do not to cry with her. From the day his sister was born until the day they’d been separated at the orphanage, the two of them hadn’t left each other’s side, and for the past three years, Jack had felt as if a piece of him was missing. Holding her now, he felt truly alive for the first time in ages.

She stepped back, her red-rimmed eyes taking him in as he did the same with her. She was taller than he remembered—as was he, of course—and she looked so grown up in her uniform. So many questions rose inside him that he couldn’t speak at first.

“I thought…,” she said, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “I was afraid you… I thought I’d have to go without you, and—”

“Me too. No one would tell me where you were. I didn’t know if you were still at the orphanage, or if Barnardo’s people had come for you, too. I’d never thought to see you here today!”

From his first moments in the orphanage, he’d questioned anyone and everyone in authority, demanding to know where his sister had been taken. Answers had come in the form of beatings, sometimes followed by days locked in the black, earthy pit of the cellar, but he never stopped asking. How many nights had he lain awake, wondering how and where she was? Praying she was eating well, that she was safe and warm? Mary had always prided herself on being tough, but Jack knew how fragile she could be.

By the time he, Edward, and Cecil had been transferred from the orphanage to Barnardo’s Stepney Causeway Home for Boys, he had almost accepted that he’d never see his sister again. But here she was. He took a step back and saw Winny hopping on her toes at Mary’s side, her cloud of curls bouncing under her hat.

“Hi, Jack,” she said. Her wide brown gaze was just as intense as it had been the first day he met her.

“Hey, Irish,” he said, pulling her in for a hug. “God, it’s good to see you.”

“We missed you so much,” she said into his ear.

Edward and Cecil took turns embracing the girls. “You two sure are a sight for sore eyes!” Cecil said, grinning.

“Thought I’d seen the last of you,” Edward said quietly to Mary, and Jack heard relief in his friend’s voice.

Mr. Keller strode over, separating the boys from the girls with a wide sweep of his arms. “Back in line, children,” he said.

But Jack didn’t move. “Can’t I have a moment with my sister?”

“It’s all right, Mr. Miller. You’ll have time to talk when we’re on board. We’re travelling together.”

Happiness surged through Jack at the news, so he nodded and returned to his group. All that mattered was that Mary was here, safe and sound. From this point on, he could take care of her and Winny again, just like he used to.

Winny’s chipper voice rang out from across the dock. “See you on board, Jack!”

Her teacher scolded her for shouting, but as soon as the woman moved away, Winny looked back at him, still beaming. Her smile was as contagious as ever.



The first time he’d met Winny, there had been no smile on her face. Mary had found her down the street from the market, dirty, shivering with cold, and stooped with hunger, and she had brought the little waif to their hideout in the tunnel. The girls were the same age, but Winny looked much younger. A tiny little thing. They gave her some of their food, then Mary took her under her wing and explained how their gang worked. He was glad to see Winny didn’t argue when Mary told her she’d have to contribute to the pot if she wanted to stay with them, whether that was by earning money fair and square or by stealing, as most of them did.

“I took a plum yesterday,” she’d said in her singsong Irish accent. “On my own.”

“That’s a good start. Just grabbed it, did you?” Mary said. “Jack can teach you some tricks too.”

He liked how Winny watched them all—Mary, him, Edward, and Cecil—and how she seemed to ingest everything that happened around her. Her eyes were big and as brown as nuts, and Jack was well aware that those were valuable to a little group like theirs. He knew from experience that folks would do just about anything for a kid who looked like her.

By the time Winny joined them, he and Mary had been scraping by on the streets for about two years. Their father had been a tight-lipped, hard-fisted man who couldn’t stand children, and their mother cowered before him. Jack was eleven and Mary was ten when he’d abandoned them. They’d hoped their lives would get better after he was gone, but their mother blamed the children for driving him away and making her life miserable, and she turned to gin.

One day, three solemn-faced women from the Children’s Aid Society showed up at their door. They had taken one look at Jack’s mother, unconscious on her bed, then said that for the children’s own safety, they had to go with them. Jack and Mary had always been able to communicate without words, and when he glanced at his sister he could see the idea didn’t sit right with her. It certainly didn’t with him. Feigning agreement, Mary assured the women they’d collect their things and be right back. Instead, they escaped through a rear window and never looked back.

Jack sometimes toyed with the idea of going back to the old place just to make sure their mother was all right, and once in a while, he and Mary dreamed about a happy ending for their family, but they knew it would never come true. The truth was, their mother had probably barely noticed they were gone.

Life on the street was difficult, but they were used to fending for themselves. Finding shelter was the hardest part. One cold winter morning they came across a woman’s frozen body, curled against a wall like a snail, and Jack had peeled her shawl off to wrap around his sister’s shoulders. Living rough was the price they paid for not going to an orphanage or workhouse, where they’d have to pick oakum, smash rocks, or do some other kind of miserable labour for a roof over their heads and food to eat. But there, they would be separated from one another. That was the one thing they couldn’t face.

Other children, including Cecil and Edward, had met up with them along the way, but only the brothers stayed. No one knew where the others went. They might have returned home, they might have gone into a workhouse, they might have died. With so little certainty about what might happen on any given day, no one ever thought to say goodbye.

And then Winny came along.

A few days after she joined their group, they had gone to the market, and he’d asked if she was ready to try something new. She’d nodded eagerly, and he was glad to see there was already a bit more colour in her cheeks.

“Today, you’re the bait,” Jack said.

She blinked once. “What’s a bait?”

“Don’t be daft.”

“I’m not daft. I just dunno what a bait is.”

“Sure you do. Like a worm when a fella goes fishing,” he’d said, though he’d never fished in his life. “It’s easy. You’re real small for twelve, so they’ll think you’re just a tyke. You don’t gotta say nothing, just look up at them with them eyes of yours. So you distract ’em, see? Try it. Show me them eyes.”

She looked up at him, eyes wide.

“That’s it. As big and sad as you can.”

“But—”

“Is ya hungry, Irish?”

“I am,” she said.

“Then let’s go.” He spun her around so they both could watch the crowd milling about the stalls. “There. See the lady with the big hat and the black feather?” He pushed her gently forward. “That’s the one for you. Go over and look sad. So she sees you.”

“Then what?”

“You’ll see. Sad as you can.”

He left her there, but as he wound his way between the merchants, he kept a protective eye on her. He didn’t want her getting hurt in the bubbling stew of people. She stopped behind the woman with the black feather hat and sought Jack out, but before she saw him he’d ducked behind a stack of crates. She had to do this herself. She needed to know how to get her own food if she was to survive. After this first time, it would get easier.

“Go on,” he urged. “Do it.”

As if she heard him, Winny stepped into the woman’s line of sight and heaved a deep breath before gazing soulfully up. She bit her lower lip and looked through her eyelashes at the woman, making her saddest face. It was the juiciest piece of bait Jack had ever seen.

“Oh my! What a pretty little thing you are. Where’s your mother, dear?”

Winny just looked at her, not saying a word, then the woman leaned down and asked the magic words.

“Are you hungry?”

Winny nodded, and the woman gave the grim-faced seller a coin before handing Winny an apple. Jack was especially glad he wasn’t with her in that moment, because the man knew him and their gang well. He’d chased them away from his stall many times. Then again, he most likely wouldn’t say anything as long as this woman handed him her coins. A sale was a sale, after all.

The woman smiled with appreciation as Winny bit into the apple. Quiet as a cat, Jack wound his way back toward her and waited for his cue.

“What a dear little thing you are,” the woman said, producing a small sack from within her coat. “Here now.” She peered into it and Jack braced to run. “I’ve enough here to—”

He snatched her purse before Winny or the woman saw him coming, then he vanished back into the crowd. He could hear the woman screaming, “Thief! Thief!” but they’d never catch him. As he ran, he glanced behind, but Winny wasn’t there. She must have stayed put. He circled back at a safe distance and spotted her standing in the same place, looking around for him.

“Winny!” he called, just loud enough for her to hear.

Looking slightly annoyed, she headed toward him. “You never told me if I should run or—”

But the seller was right behind her, hollering for the police.

“Run now, Irish! Run!” he said, shoving her ahead of him. “I ain’t getting caught ’cause of you!”

Winny got going as fast as her legs would carry her, her arms pumping like mad. When she started to lag, Jack scooped her up and carried her lickety-split out of the market. He ran until he reached an alley, then he let her go, his chest heaving against his threadbare shirt.

“You gotta run faster next time, Irish.”

“My name is not Irish,” she said, gasping for breath. “It’s Winny.”

“I know that. But you’re from Ireland, ain’t ya? That’s your home.”

“I live in England now, so England’s my home.”

“Nah. That’s not the way it is.” He took a few big gulps of air. They both needed to get their breath back before they could run again. “This is my home because I was born here, but it’s more than that. Mum said—” He hesitated. He never liked to think about Mum. “When I was little she told me home is where your heart is.”

Winny cocked her head to the side. “In Ireland I lived in a dirty wee house in the middle o’ nowhere. In England I lived in a dirty wee house in the middle of a city, until I met you lot. Now I live on the streets. I dunno where my heart is.”

“Maybe you just have to wait and see.”

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “I feel like I’m home when I’m with you and Mary.”

He laughed. A person couldn’t be a home, he wanted to say.

“Coast is clear,” he said, ducking his head out of the alley, and they started off again. Jack reached the tunnel first, and when Winny arrived, puffing behind him, he was already telling them about her success.

“There she is!” Edward said, grinning. “Well done, mate.”

“Whatcha get?” Cecil asked.

Jack handed over the purse. “You mean what did Irish get,” he said, giving Winny a wink.

Cecil squinted into the bag, one finger stirring the coins within. “Looks like ten pence, maybe.”

“Your first steal,” Mary said. “Now you’re one of us.”

Winny smiled, but her brow creased.

“What’s wrong?” Mary asked.

“I feel bad for doing it. That lady was kind to me, then we stole from her.” She looked at Jack. “It feels like a lie.”

They all knew stealing was wrong, and Jack was plenty guilty of that, but he was also responsible for making sure he and the others ate. In his mind, those two things balanced each other out. He’d never actually thought of stealing as lying until now. Somehow that was a harder thing to swallow. It made what they did feel more personal.

“Would you do it again?” he asked.

The crease in her forehead disappeared. “Oh, well. If it means we don’t starve, then I’ll do it again.”

And that was all Jack needed to know.



From his place on the pier, Jack watched the group of girls begin to cross the gangplank and board the ship. At the last second, Mary glanced over her shoulder at him, and their eyes locked.

I’m here, he thought hard, needing her to know. And I ain’t leaving you again.

When she nodded with understanding, he grinned. It was astounding how much life could change in a moment. Minutes before, he’d been dragging his heels, torn apart that he’d be travelling to Canada and leaving Mary behind. Then she’d appeared as if by magic, and now he was impatient to board the ship. When it was his turn, Jack stepped forward then grasped the rope banister when the gangplank swayed. The seawater looked very black beneath his feet, and Jack had no idea how to swim.

Once everyone was on board and gathered on the main deck, Mr. Keller and the girls’ teacher, Miss Pence, explained where on the ship they were permitted to wander. To Jack’s relief, it was announced that as long as they all behaved with decorum, the boys and girls were allowed to socialize during the voyage. Jack could hardly wait to hear about the girls’ lives and tell them about his.

Edward clapped him on the back, looking happier than Jack had seen him in a while. “We’re all together again, just like the old days.”

Cecil snorted. “For how long? Once we’re over there, we’ll probably never see each other again.”

The reality of what Cecil was saying smothered Jack’s joy, and he looked away. He knew his friend was probably right, but he didn’t want to think about that just yet.

“Ain’t you a bringer of glad tidings,” Edward muttered to his brother.

“What? You’re daft if you think this is gonna go well for us. They said we’re being sent to different places. They’re sending us over to work.”

“And live,” Edward reminded him. “Which means maybe we will see each other.”

“Doubt it,” Cecil muttered, and Jack heard the fear behind Cecil’s words. The brothers had never lived apart from each other.

“Shhh,” Jack said, noticing the girls coming toward them. “No more moping.”

“There you are,” Mary said, hugging Jack again.

“I still can’t believe you’re here,” he replied, stepping back to take a better look. “Or how grown up you both are.” He turned to Winny. “You’ve gotten bigger. You must be eating all right.”

“I’m fifteen,” she said, as if he didn’t remember. “Practically a lady.”

“I can see that.” And it was true. She’d always been small, and she still was, but she stood taller now, and her wild mane of hair had been slightly tamed under her straw hat. Those big brown eyes were as deep as ever, though.

“And look at you.” She gestured to his cheeks. “Shaving like a man.”

“I’m sixteen,” he copied her. “Practically a gentleman.”

Winny laughed just like he remembered, but when he glanced at Mary, her tense expression was unfamiliar. Every gaze, every lifted eyebrow or shoulder had always carried an implication that he understood, but he couldn’t quite read her now. Maybe the past three years had taken away more than time spent together.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“This shouldn’t be happening,” she said, wringing her hands. “Cecil’s right. We shouldn’t leave England. We know nothing about Canada or what they’ll have us do there. Jack, tell me you have a plan to get us out of this.”

“A plan? I suppose if you’d asked me an hour ago, I’d have agreed with you, but that was before you lot showed up. Canada don’t seem so frightening now we’re together again. Sure, they’re sending us to work, but—” He elbowed Cecil. “There’ll be no more marching in lines, no more ‘yes sir, no sir.’ Right?”

Cecil wrinkled his heavily freckled nose at the memory.

Just the thought of living without those restraints made Jack feel as if he could fly. No more living in a cage. Whether at the orphanage or at Stepney Causeway, he’d always felt trapped. It was true that once they’d been taken to the Home, they’d had better food to eat and books to read, but they’d still been inmates in a prison of sorts.

“They say we’ll be cowboys in Canada,” Edward put in, trying to lighten the mood. “We’ll live good.”

Mary shook her head. “I don’t believe it.”

“Don’t believe what?”

“Any of it. That Canada will be a good thing,” she said. “Who knows where we’ll end up?”

Jack caught Edward’s eye, recalling an incident where they’d both ended up at the wrong end of a teacher’s belt. “It’s gotta be better than here.”

“It wasn’t so bad in the Home,” she insisted.

“That’s true. I liked Barkingside,” Winny said. “We always had food and warm beds, and they taught us loads. I can sew and cook now, and I never knew none of that before. We used to sing, too. I liked a lot of things there.”

Jack didn’t remember Stepney Causeway with that much fondness. He remembered the discipline, the drills, the work, and the everyday drudgery. He remembered staring past the black iron gates, wishing he could run through them.

“Never mind that. The point is we’re free now,” he said. “Mr. Keller said folks want us so bad out there that they pay the Home to bring us. And nobody wants us here in England. Nobody.” He looked at Winny. “What do you say, Irish? Anybody gonna miss you when you’re gone?”

Her face fell. “Nobody.”

He suddenly wanted her smile back. “Don’t worry. I bet you’ll get the very best family over there. They’ll love you and take care of you, and one day you’ll marry a prince.”

“The ship’s moving,” Edward said quietly.

Seeing the gangplank had been raised, they ran to the side of the deck and watched as the thick ropes connecting the boat to the pier were tossed loose. The black line of water between ship and land widened, and Jack’s heart thudded with the sense of being trapped yet again. The coast of England faded into the distance, becoming smaller and smaller until it was blocked out altogether by the ship’s oily belch of smoke.

“Aren’t you scared?” Mary asked him softly.

“We’ve faced worse,” he reminded her. “Everyone says this is a good thing for us. We’ve no choice but to believe them.” He turned and leaned his back against the rail. “Would you rather be hiding in doorways? Or back in the tunnel, eating whatever you can steal?”

“I didn’t mind that,” she said. “As long as we were together.”

“Jack will make sure we are,” Winny said. “He’ll take care of us again.”

He swallowed hard and drew the girls in close as the familiar, welcome weight of responsibility returned to his shoulders. For so long, he’d had no idea where the two of them were and if they were all right, and not knowing had made him feel unsteady. Now that he had them again, it was a relief to carry that burden. But the truth was, he couldn’t look into Winny’s trusting eyes and assure her that everything would be fine. They were going into the unknown, and he couldn’t make her that kind of promise. He would do everything he could to protect them, but he couldn’t lie. Not to Mary, and not to Winny.






four WINNY
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What do you say, Irish? Anybody gonna miss you when you’re gone?

Jack’s question had burrowed into Winny’s mind. Even now, tucked into a bunk in the belly of the ship with a scratchy grey blanket tickling her chin, she couldn’t shake it. She stared at the metal slats over her head and listened to the quiet breathing around her, feeling all alone in a roomful of girls.

When the ship rocked slightly, moving with the sea, Winny rolled her head toward Mary. Just like at the orphanage, then at Barkingside, Mary had secured the bed right beside hers. It comforted Mary to know Winny was safe. It comforted Winny to watch Mary sleep. Winny still recalled those nights at the orphanage when she’d heard Mary crying to herself, missing Jack so much it hurt. Winny had gone to her every time, crawling into her friend’s bed and curling up around her. Here on the ship, Mary’s sleeping expression was calmer than Winny had seen it in three years. She had her brother again, even if it was only for now.

Winny wondered about her own brothers. Did they miss her? They’d been so young when she’d left. Only Harry would have been old enough to even remember her. Her mother would, of course. Unless—could a mother ever completely forget her child? Winny pictured her as she’d last seen her, hunched over a bucket, scrubbing a filthy brush over a filthier frock, and wondered if she ever thought of her only daughter. Did she question where Winny was? Would she care that her little girl was sailing across the ocean right now, miles and miles away from home?

Barkingside had done more for Winny than her mother ever had. Maybe someday, once she’d made something of herself—a lady’s maid or a governess, perhaps—Winny would go back to England and find her family again. What would her mother think of her then? Wouldn’t it be grand to one day return to the Home and show all the little girls there that it was possible to do well? All they had to do was put their life in the right person’s hands.

Jack called her Irish, but the truth was Winny didn’t remember much about Ireland. As an eight-year-old child, she’d huddled with her family in the belly of a reeking boat, and her father had told them stories he’d heard about England, trying to brighten the shivery darkness with hope. Winny had clung to every word just as she had clung to his hand when the family finally disembarked. To her disappointment, England was no warmer, the sky no bluer than in Ireland, but the sudden, overwhelming noise and bustle of the city had been terrifying.

Harry was six back then, Freddy was four, Jimmy was two. Sam was born a few weeks after they landed. They all squeezed into two rooms of an old stone building that housed two other families, and they all fought the rats for space. The air was choked with soot from grimy chimneys, and Jimmy had coughed constantly. At least they were protected from the rain, until the puddles seeped under the door, anyway.
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