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Synopsis: The Smallest of the Orphans -- A
destitute woman in New York gives birth to a tiny baby and the
orphanage there is unsure of the newborn’s survival. After feeling
that it’s the baby’s only chance for a good life, a friend of the
orphanage takes the baby out to Indiana for adoption by a childless
couple. This is the story of that little one and how she made her
way through life and how she affected the couple that adopted her,
with the help of the Lord.

 


 



Prologue

 


Muirenn bit down on her lip hard as the pain
started again. It wouldn’t do to have anyone hear her cry out. No
one would be willing to help her, and she’d find herself out on the
street in the cold. She huddled in the dark room trying to will the
pain to stop. It was too early for the baby. She didn’t want to see
the wee one die even before it had a chance to live.

Her husband had disappeared the day after
they’d arrived in the New World with all their money and her
identification papers in his pocket. She wasn’t willing to believe
he’d abandoned her, not with his own child on the way. She knew him
better than that. She could only think that he’d been jumped by
thugs and taken aboard one of the ships at the dock, or killed for
what was in his pocket. Things like that happened to people all the
time in New York, or so she’d been told.

Now she was hiding out in a ghetto trying to
avoid the authorities, as she feared being deported. She didn’t
know anyone in this massive city and had no idea of how to find
someone to help her. The few women she’d tried to talk to, being
Irish and all, had given her dire warnings concerning her
situation. Her fears mounted day by day as she struggled to find
something to eat in trashcans and soup lines.

Her mind was starting to unravel with the
stress of being alone and pregnant with no safe place to sleep and
nothing to eat. Soon it would start getting cold and then what
would happen to her with a babe to feed. She dared not to try to
think that far ahead. It appeared that she had no future in this
place and her past had been erased.

As she slipped into a fitful sleep, she
dreamed of her father. He’d been a fisherman, born to a long line
of fishermen going back in time to as long as anyone could
remember. He’d been the one to choose her name, Muirenn, which
meant “born of the sea” in Gaelic. He and her mother had been a
happy couple, known in their little village for their devotion to
each other.

Muirenn had grown up in a little house by the
sea until a young man had caught her eye and stole her away from
home to bring her to America. They’d had big dreams of a life on
the frontier with land of their own, far from the wretched poverty
from whence they’d come. All of those dreams died with her husband
and now she had no idea of how she would survive until
tomorrow.

The pain woke her again and she struggled to
hold back the screams that rose up inside of her. Her body was
growing weak and the babe inside was fighting to stay alive. She
began to pray that somehow she would be able to find something to
eat before the end of tomorrow or there would be no way for the
child to live.

 


 


Elkhart, Indiana

 


Fiona turned over in the bed and stared at
the wall. She knew she should get up and make Clancy’s breakfast,
but she couldn’t bring herself to face him so early in the morning.
The haunted look in his eyes would cast a pall over her whole day.
She knew that he saw her as a failure as a woman and a wife and his
opinion mirrored her own. She’d never expected to fall so short in
either category. Her mother had done everything in her power to
prevent such a thing by raising her with all the skills she would
need in life. She decided it would be better to pretend she was
still asleep until she heard him leave the house.

She didn’t have to wait very long. The
slamming of the door reminded her of the passing time and she
hurried to get dressed. Mara would be over soon with her three
little ones in tow. She was scheduled to take care of them while
Mara went to visit the doctor. It wouldn’t do to be caught sleeping
in as Mara’s tongue would spread word of it throughout the
community before the end of the day. Fiona didn’t need any more
strikes against her.

 


 


A sharp knock at the door before it burst
open with the weight of the three little ones behind it caught
Fiona by surprise. Laughing, she knelt down to sweep up Mara’s
children in a hug as they cast themselves into her arms. They were
all talking at the same time as they vied for her attention. She
struggled to make some sense from their chatter.

Mara, following in the wake of her brood
looked down at them from the doorway. Her rounded belly strained
the fabric at the front of her dress. There was talk of twins this
time around for the young family and she groaned inwardly at the
thought. She’d just finished potty training the littlest one and
soon she’d be looking at washing diapers again. The idea of having
to wash double diapers was overwhelming.

“I’m thankful for your help Fiona,” Mara
said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Don’t worry about anything. I’m sure we’ll
all be fine,” Fiona replied. “You can take your time.”

The children called out their good-byes even
as they searched for the cookies they knew Fiona had hidden away
for them. She was always turning things into a game and they loved
her for it. There was no one else in their small town that treated
them like Fiona did. Visiting her was high on their list of
favorite things. The sound of the door closing behind their mother
barely registered with anyone in the room.

 


 


Fiona spent the rest of the morning and a
good part of the afternoon taking care of Mara’s children. She
managed to put together a picnic lunch for them to eat in the park.
The weather was still a bit cool for spring, but the children
didn’t mind.

After the long winter, they were happy to
have any excuse to be outside. Winters in northern Indiana could be
quite harsh. The wind would sweep down across Lake Michigan and
bring snow and ice that buried the town for at least four months.
Spring was always welcomed on its return.

There were a few other mothers out in the
park with their children. Noticing Fiona with the children, they
would stop to take a good, hard look at her. When they would
realize that she was once again taking care of Mara’s children,
they’d go back to their own business. It was well known around
Elkhart that Fiona and Clancy didn’t have any children of their
own. Within the Irish community where they lived, it was almost
treated like some kind of scandal.

Fiona carried the weight of their judgment on
her shoulders. She’d followed all kinds of strange counsel from
women she knew, said hundreds of prayers and seen the doctor for
his advice. Nothing had made any difference in the size of their
family. The only option she found that was left to them was to
adopt. The problem was Clancy wasn’t too keen on that idea. He
never wanted to even talk about it.

 


 


After their picnic, Fiona brought the
children back home and sat down on the floor to play with them. She
liked to teach them the games and songs she’d learned when she was
a little girl. They were busy clapping and singing loudly when the
door opened and Mara stepped inside. Everyone looked up in
surprise.

“Sorry, I’m so late,” Mara said. “The doctor
was called away on an emergency and it seemed like I had to wait
for hours. I nearly gave up and came home without seeing him.”

“Is everything okay,” Fiona asked looking
pointedly at Mara’s belly.

“Ah, yes. It’s all good,” Mara replied. “The
doc is pretty sure he’s hearing two heartbeats.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“Aye, if you’ve got nothing against washing
diapers,” Mara groaned.

She began to round up her children for the
trip home. They all chattered at the same time trying to tell their
mother about the picnic and the walk to the park. She shushed them
repeatedly as she herded them out the door.

 


 


The sudden silence as the door closed behind
them caught Fiona in its grip. With the children barely gone, she
missed them already. She looked around the room at the muddy
streaks from their little boots and the cookie crumbs that littered
the table and chairs. Picking up the broom, she sighed as she
started to clear away the precious mess of the little ones.

The sound of Clancy’s boots hitting the porch
reminded her of the late hour. With a start, she realized that
she’d prepared nothing for supper in the excitement of playing with
the children. He wasn’t going to be pleased with a cold supper, but
it was going to have to do. She scrambled to the kitchen to pull
something together.

 


 


Setting the sandwich and a glass of milk down
on the table in front of him, she avoided meeting his gaze. He
stared at the plate for a moment. She slipped into the chair across
the table from him and waited.

Clancy sighed. He picked up the sandwich and
began to eat. The noise of him chewing was the only sound in the
room. He finished his sandwich and drank the glass of milk before
setting it down on the table with a thud.

Fiona jumped at the sound.

With barely a glance in her direction, he got
up from the table and headed outside to the porch. She knew he’d
sit out there until it was time to go to bed. It didn’t seem to
matter how warm or cold it was out there. It was always warmer on
the porch away from her.

She cleared the table and washed the few
dishes before heading off to the bedroom. It was too early to go to
bed, but there was nothing else she wanted to do. Sometimes, sleep
was the only way to escape the ache that she carried in her heart.
She didn’t even feel like trying to pray anymore. She only wanted
one thing and that wasn’t happening for her.

God didn’t seem to hear her prayers.

 


 


New York City, New York

 


Bridgette was late for prayers again. She
hurried up the steps of the church hoping she could slip in the
back pew unnoticed. An odd sound caught her ear just as she opened
the door. She paused to take a look around. A large basket was
pushed off to one side of the entryway. The sound seemed to be
coming from there.

Hesitantly, she walked over to the basket and
peeked inside. It almost looked like a basket of rags, but a sudden
movement from them caused her to jump back in surprise. A mewling
cry came from the basket and in that instant she realized there was
something alive inside. She reached over and pulled the rags aside.
Instantly her heart melted at the sight of the tiny face looking
back at her. She knew Father McKilligen wouldn’t mind her being
late this time.

 


 


Sister Marion looked around the nursery in
dismay. Every bassinet was holding a baby and there were so many
crammed into the room, there was barely space to walk between them.
The latest arrival was still in the basket of rags as they awaited
the doctor’s assessment of the baby’s health. It wouldn’t do to
bring sickness into the nursery.

The orphanage was full and the directors were
pushing for increasing adoptions and soon. The cost was quickly
moving beyond the budget with all of these mouths to feed. Infants
required far more staff than the older children and sickly, weak
infants were even more demanding. This new baby was extremely small
and under-nourished. They needed to find a home for this one
quickly or it wouldn’t survive in an institution.

Sister Marion was considering her options
when the doctor arrived. She watched as he lifted the tiny baby
from the basket and laid it on the examining table. The baby barely
reacted and she knew the prognosis wasn’t good. Even she could see
that the child’s hold on life was tenuous at best.

He made a cursory examination of the child
and wrote some notes on the clipboard. He determined the
approximate date of birth and then weighed the baby on the scale.
He shook his head sadly at the number as he wrote it down. Babies
weighing in at less than five pounds rarely survived without
extreme measures, in his experience, and the orphanage wasn’t
equipped for that kind of care.

“She’s not had the best start in life,” he
said quietly, “but she’s got a good strong heart and clear lungs.
That at least gives her a fighting chance.”

He handed the baby over to Sister Marion and
turned to write down a few more notes. There wasn’t much more he
could do for the babe. God would determine whether the child would
live or die.

It was out of his hands.

 


 


Sister Marion knew the baby needed a mother,
and quickly. She had to be looked after full time and there wasn’t
enough staff in the orphanage to meet that kind of need. There were
too many babies in the nursery already and it was hard to care for
them. This one would push the staff beyond the breaking point and
she couldn’t risk that.

It was also risky pushing an adoption for a
baby with no past and no paperwork. The birth mother could change
her mind and come looking to take the child back, if she was still
alive. On the other hand, the baby probably wouldn’t survive if she
didn’t take the chance and find it a home. She bowed her head as
she sat at her desk and asked the Lord to guide her in this life
and death decision.

 


 


When she opened her eyes, a picture on her
bulletin board caught her eye. She was looking at a dear friend and
long-time supporter of the orphanage, Myrna Foreman. Myrna had
helped with special circumstances and odd arrangements in the past.
Perhaps she would be willing to help out one more time.

Sister Marion hurriedly penned a note asking
Myrna to come for a meeting the next day. Finding a messenger, she
sent the note off with a quick prayer for a clear answer and began
to search through the files of applicants for just the right
mother. She’d narrowed it down to three choices before it was time
for her to head off to bed. Her last prayer of the day was for the
right choice to be made clear to her in the morning.

She knew the Lord wouldn’t let her down.

 


 


Sister Marion woke up early and headed to the
chapel. As she went through her morning prayers, she searched her
mind for the answers to her questions of the night before. She was
relieved to find the answers were all there as she expected. The
Lord was good and faithful as always.

 


 


After breakfast, she went to the nursery to
check on the babies with one in mind specifically. She was relieved
to see that the wee one had made it through the night and appeared
to have a bit more life in her eyes. She checked on a few of the
others and with one last look at her special charge, she headed off
to meet with Myrna.

On the way, she picked up the file for the
mother the Lord had chosen for the babe. This was going to be a
very big challenge and she hoped that Myrna was up to the task.
There wasn’t anyone else she would dare to entrust with such a
mission.

 


 


Myrna sat in the last pew of the church with
a heavy heart. Her beloved husband had recently died and life
without him was difficult. The days passed slowly for her and she
found herself drifting along without a purpose. The note from
Sister Marion asking her to come was the first bit of excitement
she’d had in quite a while. Myrna hoped she was up to whatever task
the Sister needed her to do.

She looked up as Sister Marion slipped into
the pew next to her. The Sister’s face was troubled and Myrna
reached out her hand to comfort her friend. The two had known each
other since childhood and their friendship was sure. She waited for
her friend to speak first.

“I have a very difficult request to make of
you,” Sister Marion began. “We found a tiny baby on the doorstep
the other night and she needs to be placed with a family as quickly
as we can get her there. I don’t know of anyone I trust more than
you to accomplish this mission.”

She watched a rush of emotions play across
Myrna’s face. She knew her friend was struggling with the loss of
her husband and needed something to give her a sense of purpose in
life. She hoped this challenge was just the thing for her.

“Where does the baby need to go,” Myrna asked
quietly.

“I have a very special couple in mind in
Elkhart, Indiana. They’ve been desperate to have a baby for many
years and have indicated they would be willing to take a child with
special needs. This baby has some very special needs and the Lord
has shown me this is the perfect match.”

“That’s a pretty long trip for a baby with
special needs,” Myrna said. “Are you sure she’ll survive the trip
at all?”

“That’s why I asked you to come,” Sister
Marion replied. “You’re the only one I can trust with something
this delicate and difficult.”

Myrna bowed her head and prayed quietly. She
realized the weight of this decision and didn’t want to rush into
it blindly. She might well be taking a trip to a funeral somewhere
between New York and Indiana. It would be a very demanding journey
for her.

“How long until I need to leave,” Myrna
asked.

“I’d like you to go as soon as you can. I’ll
send a letter ahead of you, today, in fact, if you say yes,
announcing your arrival.”

Myrna considered what there might be that
would hold her back from leaving and couldn’t think of a single
thing. She didn’t even have a cat or dog to worry about. It was
just a matter of packing a bag and buying a ticket on the train.
The simplicity of it all made the decision for her. It was clear
she was the one for the job. She smiled at her friend and the
conversation was over.

 


 


When Myrna got home, she went to the closet
and dug around in the back of it until the handle of an old, much
worn valise became known. She dragged it out of the closet and
popped it open. There were some old newspaper clippings and faded
photographs loosely piled inside. She dumped everything out of it
into a box and shook the dust out. It was going to have to do for
this trip. She didn’t have time to go off in search of another.

Packing wasn’t much of a task for a trip like
this. Her journey shouldn’t take too long and she wouldn’t be going
to parties or fancies dinners or anything like that. Basically, she
needed some fresh underthings and a change of clothes with a
nightdress. Being an experienced traveler, she’d always felt more
comfortable with a small bag. It was less to worry about with an
infant and the things she’d need for the babe.

Taking a quick look around the house, she
thought about who, if anyone, she should notify about her brief
absence. Sadly, she couldn’t think of a single person that she felt
would actually care beyond her friend, Sister Marion. The thought
overwhelmed her with sadness and she pushed it away. It wasn’t
worth dwelling on.

 


 


Morning came quietly slipping into the room
around the edges of the curtains and Myrna woke up with a sense of
anticipation. Going on a journey had always caused her to feel a
special sense of excitement about the possibilities that lay ahead.
She paused for a moment to reflect on the last time she’d woken up
and actually looked forward to the day ahead of her. She went
through her morning prayers and truly felt thankful for Sister
Marion’s request. It was clear this was something Myrna needed to
do for her friend.

She dressed in her best traveling dress.
She’d had this one made especially for travel many years ago. It
had several pockets secreted in the pleats and lining for holding
money, documents, and anything else a woman needed to keep to
herself. She felt it was much wiser than openly carrying them in a
pocketbook or handbag. In all of her years of travel, she’d never
faced a train robbery or a stagecoach ambush, but she’d always been
prepared for such an event.

With one last look around her little house,
she closed and locked the door behind herself and headed over to
the orphanage. With her small bag and brisk step, it was clear to
anyone watching that she was a woman on a mission. Sadly, there was
no one about to see her.

 


 


Sister Marion was responsible for the coming
and goings of all of the children at the orphanage. Usually, she
was careful to follow all of the procedures and regulations down to
the smallest detail. On a very few occasions, there was a
reasonable need to make some allowances and cut some corners.

She was convinced this was one of those
occasions. Her concerns for the baby’s survival overrode her
convictions about minding her p’s and q’s. She prayed for the
Lord’s guidance and direction, of course, but in the end, she was
forced to make decisions that perhaps not everyone would agree were
appropriate or correct. She was willing to take that risk upon
herself.

Putting all of the documentation concerning
the baby and the adoptive parents in Indiana into a single folder,
she simply eliminated any trail in this matter. It was almost like
the child had never been left in a basket on the doorstep of the
church. The baby would have a new life and a new family as if she’d
been born to it and the story would begin and end there. It was
risky, but sometimes, it was necessary to do things in an
unorthodox way in order to get them done at all.

She placed the folder of information at the
bottom of a large basket and then placed the baby on top of it
wrapped in swaddling. Packing another small bag with a bottle and a
few cans of formula and a small bundle of diapers, she hesitated
for a moment as doubt crept into her mind.

The tiny infant stared at her with dark blue
eyes. Sister Marion looked deep into those eyes for a moment and
wondered at the people behind them. She could only trust in the
Lord that this child would find a better life out west with her new
family. This was the best chance she had to survive in this
world.

Gathering the baby in her new basket and the
small bag of necessities, she hurried downstairs to meet up with
Myrna. She knew that her friend would be on time and in a hurry to
get to the train station. It wouldn’t do to make her miss the
train. Every hour counted in this child’s life right now.

 


 


Myrna met Sister Marion at the church where
she’d arranged a small carriage to take her and the babe to the
train station. The two women exchanged a few last minute
instructions and concerns before Myrna climbed into the carriage.
The driver handed her two small bags before Sister Marion passed
her most precious bundle up in the basket to her friend.

As the carriage started to drive away, Myrna
turned to call back to her friend standing at the curb.

“What’s the child’s name,” she asked.

Sister Marion shrugged and called back sadly,
“I don’t know!”

With that, Myrna lost sight of her friend and
turned to face forward before looking down at the baby in the
basket sitting next to her. She found the tiny infant watching her
with dark blue eyes.

“Hello, Little One,” she said with a smile.
“You and I are about to have an adventure.”

With that said, the baby closed her eyes and
appeared to fall asleep. Myrna watched over her as the carriage
made its way through the heavy morning traffic to the train
station. She knew this role all too well and settled back into it
with an ease that surprised even her. She’d missed having moments
like these.

 


 


The train station was crowded and noisy and
Myrna worried that the baby would wake up and be frightened, but
not a sound came from the small basket she carried close to her
chest.

The driver of the carriage was thoughtfully
assisting her with the two small bags. He walked in front of her
using the bags and himself as a way of parting the crowd for her to
walk through unscathed. She was grateful for his assistance as the
weight of the child was small, but the bulk of the basket was a bit
unwieldy for her.

He led them to their compartment and handed
her bags over to the porter before tipping his hat and disappearing
into the crowd on the platform. She barely got out a thank you
before he was simply gone.

 


 


She had booked a small sleeping compartment
for the trip, not wanting to risk the baby’s health with exposure
to a large crowd of people in the general seating areas. She was
happy to find that she was sharing the compartment with another
young mother with a nursing babe.

There was little chance the other woman would
be upset with the sound of a crying baby and the two women were
relieved to be traveling together. This arrangement gave the two of
them some small measure of support with the care of their infants.
Myrna was convinced this was a sign of blessing and an assurance
that the Lord was watching over this journey.

 


 


The train pulled out of the station on time
and Myrna watched out the window as the city dwindled away outside.
Soon, the tall, brick buildings were behind them and she looked out
over fields and small farms. She enjoyed the sight of the lush
grass and tall trees as she hadn’t been out of the city in a very
long while. She’d forgotten how much she liked riding the
train.

 


 


As the familiar clacking of the wheels and
the rocking of the train carriage lulled her into a near sleep, the
sudden cry of an infant jerked her awake. She turned to check the
basket sitting on the seat beside her before realizing the cry had
come from the other side of the compartment.

Smiling shyly, the young woman lifted her
baby up from her lap and held it against her shoulder.

“This one’s always hungry, it seems,” she
said. “I barely have enough milk to keep him satisfied.”

The two women compared notes for a while as
the young woman nursed her son.

Myrna wondered
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