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Note from the Author

I graduated from university in 2017 with a BA in Criminology and a vague intention of perhaps applying to law school. I had ambiguous plans for the gap year I planned to take, including writing the LSAT and trying to find an internship with one of the many law firms in Vancouver to gain experience in the field. 

That I might find inspiration and write a novel over the course of that year didn’t occur to me, at all. During my undergrad career I had taken several creative writing classes for what I considered “easy” credit, and they were easily some of my favorites. It was from these classes that the idea for Jane Doe came about in its earliest form. Under the tutelage of my professor in a third-year Crime and Literature class, I began drafting what I imagined to be a monologue performed by an actress on a stage. The character didn’t have a name, but her voice outlined a tragic backstory. This was the character who would, at a later time, become Jane Doe. This attempt was a fun (albeit amateur) attempt, and at the end of the semester, the draft went into a box of university notebooks. Then a new semester began, and in the flurry of writing academic papers and quantifying statistics for my degree, Jane Doe’s voice was promptly forgotten. 

A year later, I was working at a firm in downtown Vancouver, learning about various court processes and legal procedures in efforts to determine if law school truly was what I wanted to pursue. My partner and I had recently relocated to the suburbs outside of the city, and it was during our unpacking that I happened to find the boxes of textbooks and notepads. The chores of organizing and cleaning were set aside for a trip down memory lane. I found that long-abandoned draft of the character I’d created, and the pieces slowly began to fall into place. It was only too easy to weave the narrative of the young woman running to escape the trauma of her past and the tragic consequences of her actions. As her journey took shape in my mind, I began to imagine telling the story of tracing her path, and this led to the creation of Nora Devrey, a character trying to trace the mother she had never known. 

It must have been providence that the following day at work I drafted several court documents concerning a plaintiff known only as Jane Doe. The name leapt off the page at me, like the obvious solution to a math equation. I had the stories of Nora Devrey and her biological mother Jane Doe, though I hadn’t yet found Jane Doe’s real name. The narrative tying the two women together took longer to puzzle out, and the project didn’t come to fruition exactly as planned. Along the way, I met characters I hadn’t expected, and saw relationships evolve in ways I hadn’t imagined. I was able to borrow some elements of Nora’s experience from my own life, such as her cozy world in Vancouver and her trips to small towns. 

I was aided greatly by my many excursions to the interior of the province of British Columbia. BC has an incredible landscape encompassing almost every terrain–mountains, forests, deserts–and amazing opportunities for hiking both in the provincial parks and in the backcountry. During the summer of 2018 we took every opportunity to escape the city. Several times that summer, we followed the Canyon Route—Highway 97—alongside the Thompson River, sandwiched between looming faces of rock that formed the mountains towering above us. This is the same journey that Malcolm and Nora later follow, and the details are very much unchanged, from the many waterfalls mere meters from their car to the abandoned cemeteries carved into niches of rock.

It is to my partner Jensen, my Malcolm, that the first thanks need to be given. You are a constant positive presence in my life. Your incredible support and unyielding optimism have been invaluable to me during our many years together. I am fortunate to have you and so grateful for you. Thank you for challenging and inspiring me to be the best possible version of myself.

I would also like to thank my sisters Georgie and Freddie, my fellow mischief makers and oldest friends. You have both been so encouraging at every step of the way, and I am lucky that you are my sisters.

To my best friends, Mandy and Breanna, whose presence have made such an incredible difference in my life. You are both so very much appreciated!

As well, to Carolynn, the reason that this journey has been possible. You gave me the courage to dare to dream, and when I faltered, you are the reason I kept trying. Thank you for being my biggest fan and loudest cheerleader, and for shaping this novel into what it became.

And finally, to the staff at Scarsdale who gave me an opportunity and guided me on this amazing and unbelievable journey–Sharona, Kimberly, Stephanie, and Rain. I owe you the deepest debt of gratitude.

I would like to provide the following note: much of what follows reflects real people, places, and events. I have changed names and locations to protect both privacy and reputation. I have also taken liberties with certain facts, turning them into fiction, for the same purpose. Any mistakes are my own, whether through deliberate misinterpretation or accidental omission. I do hope the residents will forgive my lapses.

I would like to dedicate this book to survivors everywhere. We each are faced with obstacles that must be overcome, whether our struggles are well-known or hidden. I honor your struggle and wish you every success in your own journey.

Megan Lee Hewell

Vancouver, British Columbia

November 2020

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface
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Two major cities dominate the province of British Columbia, Canada: Prince George in the north and Vancouver in the south. Highway 97 connects the two, snaking through hundreds of kilometres of forested mountain range, flat prairieland, low-lying desert, and past the banks of lakes and rivers. This highway provides a lifeline to the small, isolated towns that dot the region. 

Jane Doe’s story began in one such small town. Lachlan, BC, lies due east of Prince George and directly north of Cold Lake in the Williams Lake Region. A single narrow, dirt-packed road, Chesamore Way, links Lachlan to Highway 97 and to civilization. Lachlan is bordered on three sides by vast stretches of wilderness. It seemed to me, on my first and only visit to the town, that the town sat with its back to a forested wall, observing all who came and went with suspicion. 

Before February 2010, I had never heard of Lachlan. Or of Tome, BC. Tome is slightly larger than Lachlan. It sits directly on Hwy 97 and on the banks of Cold Lake. Tome residents trace their ancestry all the way back to the settlers of the Gold Rush, prior to Confederation, and some back even farther still, to a time when the area was inhabited by the Aboriginal and Metis peoples. 

Most people who are born in Tome are raised in Tome. They reach adulthood and marry young and start families, and the cycle that began with their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents continues into the new generations. There is little in the town to attract skilled workers or tempt young families to relocate and settle down there. Most who arrive are simply passing through on their way to other destinations. There are few vacationers and even fewer tourists, though the residents of the township will escape on the weekends and travel to Cold Lake for camping, hunting, and fishing.

In short, Tome is an insignificant town that simply exists. Yet for me, it looms large, for this small, tight-knit community is where my story began. Tome is where I was born, abandoned, and found.

Tome is also the town closest to where Jane Doe was found. The clearing where she lay buried for so many years, unknown and entirely forgotten, is several kilometers southwest of the highway, deep in the backwoods of Cold Lake Provincial Park, a hike of two or three hours off a rarely used utility path. 

It’s safe to say that nothing of great significance ever happened in Tome. Yet in July 2005, the town seemed to be holding its breath.
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Prologue
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Scott Duggan wanted to escape from Tome, if only for a weekend. His wife, Tina, was pregnant again, and as the first trimester turned into the second, Scott found her to be even more of an unbearable cow. He needed time away from her and his two little brats. So, he convinced his brother Terry to camp out in Cold Lake Provincial Park. 

Now Terry wished he’d refused. He gritted his teeth in impatience as he watched Scott try (and fail) to set up the tent. Already, the canvas flap had a large, jagged hole. Scott’s foot had gone through it in frustration when he lost his temper with the poles.

It was Terry’s tent. It was also Terry’s gear, truck, rifle, ammunition, beer, and dog. Scott hadn’t really wanted Terry’s company, just his stuff. Scott’s driver’s license had been suspended again—not that the suspension would have stopped him from driving—but his truck was out of gas, and he wouldn’t be able to fill it up until next payday unless he siphoned from someone in town. 

As Scott was currently unemployed, or “between opportunities,” as he liked to say, Terry couldn’t be sure when the next payday would come. Scott had already pawned his rifle, and what money had come from that had likely already been squandered. That was why Scott needed Terry’s rifle and ammo and beer, and that was why he had wheedled Terry until Terry had agreed. And now, Scott was setting up Terry’s tent and using Terry’s gear and drinking Terry’s beer.

Of course, Scott couldn’t borrow all these things without asking Terry to come along. 

Terry swigged the lukewarm beverage from the can in his hand. Then he hollered to his dog, Joad, who sniffed about on the far side of the clearing. Joad was barely visible in the shadows of the large cedar trees.

Terry wondered why they weren’t setting up the tent in the shade and clenched his jaw even harder. He hollered at the dog again. Joad was snuffing at mole holes and fallen branches and dried grass.

This trip was a last-minute decision. Most likely, Scott stormed out of the house after Tina nagged him about his drinking or his spending habits or his lack of a job. That’s why they hadn’t made a reservation for a campsite at Cold Lake Provincial Park, and why they had loaded the entire cooler’s worth of beer into their backpacks—instead of water, Terry reminded himself—and trekked down the utility path for an hour or two before plunging into the unmapped underbrush during the heat of the day. They hiked for hours around the northern edge of the lake until they were grumpy and sweaty and hungry and tired. Scott’s confident assurances that he knew exactly where he was going had turned to grunting and cursing, neither of which did anything to improve Terry’s mood, and when they finally collapsed into the clearing at the edge of the lake—an area rife with mosquitoes, no doubt—Terry threw the tent at Scott and snapped that he could put it up himself.

Terry hollered at his dog again. Joad was digging at something in the shade under the cedar trees. The last thing they needed was a disturbed racoon or skunk or some other nocturnal animal to increase the misery of their afternoon.

Already, he was regretting telling Scott to put the tent up himself. Scott was now four beers in, and the alcohol did nothing to improve Scott’s proficiency in erecting the tent. Terry winced when the canvas ripped again.

“Stupid fucking poles,” Scott growled, and then added with an ugly snarl, “Get your fuckin’ dog before he finds a coyote.” He pronounced the word “kye-ot,” like he’d heard in all the western movies.

“It was your idea to bring him,” Terry snapped back, but drained the last of his beer, threw the can into the brush, and stomped across the clearing to where the dog nosed a pile of leaf rot.

At least, it looked like leaf rot from a distance. When Terry got closer, he realized the dog wasn’t digging at organic material. He’d found a bit of plastic or rubber, something that didn’t break down in the elements. The material might have been blue once, though exposure had weathered it to a dingy gray. Joad mouthed a scrap no larger than Terry’s fist, and Terry noticed that another piece lay a few feet away. Whatever it was had been slashed and torn, probably by a wild animal. 

“Joad, git!” He swiped at the dog, but Joad continued to paw at whatever he had unearthed.

The gray material was a jacket of some sort, Terry realized, or had been, at some point. It might have once been a windbreaker or a raincoat. Maybe previous campers had left the garment behind in their haste to leave.

Terry slapped at a mosquito. He wanted to go home.

The dog moved to nose a large, smooth rock that lay nearby, bleached white by its exposure to the sun.

“Joad!” He raised his voice and smacked the dog on the side of the head with his open hand.

Joad gave a startled yelp and whined, hopping about, but he didn’t scamper away.

Terry wondered at the dog’s odd behavior. Then he wondered how the rock had been bleached by the sun and weathered by the elements when it lay protected by the overarching tree. He reached down and turned over the rock, curious, and jerked his hand away when he saw it for what it was...a human skull.

Part One – The Beginning
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Chapter One
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I remember clearly the day my parents told me I was adopted. I was eight years old, and I punched Jake Mulligan in the face at recess. I hadn’t intended to hit him, and it hadn’t really been a fight. Jake was my best friend; we played together practically every day. His house was right behind mine, and our parents were friends. Thus, we were destined to spend a great deal of time together, and rather than fight the inevitable, we formed an easy friendship. On most days after school, he came home with me because his parents worked late. We spent long afternoons playing in the backyard until the streetlights came on and his parents came home. 

I don’t remember what we fought about that day. Perhaps Jake wanted to play Spies and Bad Guys, and I wanted to play Cops and Robbers (they are, of course, the exact same game, but try explaining that to an eight year old). Or perhaps we agreed on which game to play, and Jake insisted on being the good guy, as he always did, and I was tired of being arrested and spending most of recess locked in the “jail” behind the big tube slide while Jake gloated and then ran off to play football with the other boys. 

Whatever it was that caused our fight, the squabbling escalated when Jake shoved me and called me a girl, which was an unforgiveable insult for a tomboy like me. When I regained my footing, I rolled up my sleeve, balled my fist, and deliberately hit him in the nose, which started bleeding immediately. I hollered that I wasn’t a girl while Jake doubled over, yelling, hands covering his face. He didn’t cry–crying was for girls, after all, and he was tough—but he attracted the attention of the playground attendant who marched us to the office. 

I squirmed while our principal, Mrs. Van Buren, called Jake’s parents and then mine. My dad was a journalist. Most evenings, he got home in time for dinner. My mom was a librarian whose hours were the same as the school day. So, neither of my parents was home when the call went out.

Mrs. Van Buren gave me “The Look” as she left a message on our answering machine detailing my transgressions.

When Jake’s nose stopped bleeding, Mrs. Van Buren made me apologize to him, and we walked back to class together in silence. Then Jake told me a joke at the classroom door, which was his way of apologizing for calling me a girl. When he stuck out his tongue, he was telling me he forgave me for punching him.

I still had to stay inside at second recess under the supervision of a teacher, burning in shame and humiliation, while my classmates ran past the window, screaming and shouting and having all the fun denied me. I hated the looks of smug, superior pity they threw me. Already, I was fidgeting at the thought of what my parents would say and how much trouble I would be in. If I were a real spy, not just playing one with Jake, I’d figure a way out. That was when a plan started to form in my mind. 

My mom picked me up from school every afternoon. She always waited until we turned into the driveway to hit the garage door remote. Then we sat in the car while the door opened. 

What if I dashed out and opened the front door with my own key–I was old enough to have my own house keys–then rushed to the answering machine and erased the message before Mom pulled into the garage? 

With this plan in mind, I climbed confidently into the backseat of my mom’s car that afternoon and greeted her rather smugly. Jake didn’t come home with us because he had a guitar lesson with our music teacher. So I didn’t have to worry about him telling on me. 

For this reason, I was feeling invincible, with the confidence of a card player who has called “Crazy Eights!” and holds an eight card in their hand. 

My mom started the car and asked, “How was school?” her voice pitched higher than usual. As she waited to pull out of the parking lot, she kept glancing at me in the rearview mirror and drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. When an opening in the traffic appeared, she pressed more heavily on the accelerator than was her usual, cautious way of driving. The sudden speed surprised me because, as my dad loved to quip, Mom and the brake pedal were great friends, but she’d never been introduced to the accelerator.

As we neared home, Mom mentioned that we would get pizza and root beer for dinner as a treat.

I’d been choreographing the next few minutes carefully, already discreetly removing my housekeys from my backpack, but her words made me feel slightly guilty considering what I had already done and what I planned to do to cover up my crime.

But I was determined. When Mom stopped in our driveway and reached for the remote, I launched from the backseat and raced up the front steps. 

I think my mom shouted something in surprise. The garage door opened, and the car rolled forward slowly as I threw open the front door and bolted into the living room.

The answering machine on the end table next to the couch flashed red three times in rapid succession. I didn’t have time to listen to the messages, I just hit “delete” when I heard the car door slam. 

Success!

I sauntered into the kitchen as my mom entered from the garage. She commented on my behavior, and I responded breezily, something to the effect of winning the race into the house. Then, all peaches and cream, I offered to finish my homework quickly so that we could have pizza as soon as Dad got home. 

In the years since, I’ve often wondered about the two other messages I deleted. Neither of my parents ever mentioned them, but were there people somewhere still waiting for return calls twenty years later? 

Dad arrived home shortly after I finished my math quiz sheets with two steaming boxes of pizza from Pete’s and a two-litre bottle of root beer. I emptied my first glass of pop before Dad handed me two slices of extra cheese, his eyebrows raised in amusement.

I happily stuffed my mouth with burning hot cheese, my eyes watering, but as I chewed, I noticed neither of them filled their plates or glasses. Uh oh, I thought, my heart sinking. They know.

My mom spoke first, nervously, breathlessly. “Now, Nora, Dad and I want to have a very grown-up conversation with you, alright? Because we think you are very mature and will be able to handle what we want to tell you.” 

My dad chimed in when my mom glanced at him as if at a loss on how to continue. “We want to reassure you, honey, Mom and I love you very much, no matter what. And we are very proud of you, okay? We have some news we need to tell you that might come as a little bit of a shock, but we will always love you and support you.”

“We’re here for you, sweetheart,” Mom added. “Whatever you need from us. Okay?” 

My initial dread that they might know about my fight with Jake turned to relief, and then confusion, and then to fear. I had classmates whose parents were divorced, and that was the news I worried they had to tell me. I was relieved when Mom started to explain the differences between biological and adopted parents. 

Whereas most children go through the phase of wondering where they came from and learning what mommies and daddies do to make babies, I already knew. Jake and I were five years old when his little sister was born, but in my conceit, I never gave the matter a second thought. I hadn’t wondered why I didn’t have brothers or sisters, and I hadn’t wanted any. 

“You remember how I told you that moms and dads make babies together,” Mom said delicately. 

I nodded, wondering what in the world that had to do with anything. The look on my face must have been funny because Dad started chuckling. 

“Dad and I didn’t make you, sweetheart,” Mom said. “We found you.”

“Well, other people found you.” Dad corrected. “At a church in a small town in the Interior. It’s a long ways from here.”

“And when we found out about you,” Mom said, “we drove through the night and most of the next morning to get you. We have a friend from school who is a doctor, and he was taking care of you, in a city called Prince George.”

“He knew we would love to have a pretty little baby girl,” Dad said, “and we were so happy to see you.” 

As they told this story, I wondered vaguely who had made me. I thought it was strange that a place could just be called “the Interior,” and I wondered who Prince George was and why he was so important that he had a whole city named after him. Then Dad’s voice broke through my mental ramblings, and I tuned back into the tale. 

“We started driving to the hospital because no airplanes were leaving that night, and we drove right to the hospital where you were. Dr. Bradley and Mom and I took care of you in the hospital for several weeks because you were so small you couldn’t go on an airplane or in a car yet. But then Dr. Bradley said you could come home, and Mom stayed with you so you wouldn’t be lonely while I came home and made sure you had toys and clothes. And on Christmas Eve, Mom and I brought you home.” 

I listened silently, nibbling my pizza down to the crusts. All the while, heavy guilt settled in my stomach over the schoolyard fight, and for having gone to such lengths to deceive my parents. So when Dad stopped to draw a breath, I blurted, “I punched Jake in the face today at recess and made his nose bleed, and I got in trouble, and Mrs. Van Buren called to tell you, but you weren’t home, so she left a message, but I erased it cuz I didn’t want to get into trouble.”

Dad started chuckling, and then he was laughing so hard, tears filled his eyes. Mom couldn’t help chuckling herself, though anxiety never left her eyes. 

I wriggled in my seat, laughing nervously, relieved, but not entirely sure that I was out of trouble. 

“Well, let’s come back to that, Naughty May.” Dad’s eyes sparkled down at me. 

Mom quietly asked, “Do you understood what they were telling you?” 

I nodded and asked for another slice of pizza. 

Mom then asked, “Do you have any questions?” 

Even at that young age, I sensed that she needed to talk about this. She needed me to ask questions, to make sure I was all right. 

I frowned in confusion. I had a beautiful house, loving parents, and a gaggle of friends at school. Mom and Dad’s story might have been someone else’s entirely. In fact, I had recently read the book Pollyanna, and I thought how cool it was that she and I had something in common. It made me feel unique, a feeling I rather liked. 

I also appreciated that I had gone to parents instead of to an aunt. “But you’re nicer than Aunt Polly was! She was mean. I don’t like her.” 

Dad laughed again.

Mom asked, “Do you have any questions about your adoption?”

“So, I have a different mom and dad somewhere,” I said.

After a beat, Dad said, “Yes.”

I was silent for a long moment, digesting what he said. Then I asked, “Do you know who they are?”

“No, we don’t,” Mom rushed to answer.

“Do you know where they are?” 

Dad shook his head while Mom said, “No, we never found them.”

“So,” I said slowly, “They aren’t looking for me.” 

They didn’t seem to have been prepared for this question, and they exchanged a glance before Mom said, “We don’t know, honey. We don’t think so.”

“So, they aren’t gonna come and take me home with them?”

Even before I finished asking, Dad was shaking his head, and Mom almost interrupted me with a firm, “No.” She seemed to brace herself as if worried I might burst into hysterical tears. 

“So nothing’s going to change?” I asked.

“No,” Dad said. “Not unless you want them to change.” A smile played at the corner of his mouth, as if he were amused by my indifference to the life-changing news.

I didn’t know how things possibly could change, unless my parents raised my allowance or let me stay home from school the next day. Even then, I knew such requests would be pushing my luck. So, I shrugged and asked, “Can I have more root beer?”

Habitually, Mom prompted, “Please.”

“Can I have more root beer, please?” I repeated.

She shook her head, hiding a smile. “No, you may not have more root beer.” 

That was the end of the serious conversation. My dad was amused by my antics and the tension eased from Mom’s face. 

“So, you punched Jake in the face,” Dad said casually a few minutes later, causing me to groan and sink down in my seat. I hoped he’d forgotten my confession.

I was too old for a spanking, so they grounded me for the weekend, and I had to apologize to Jake again in front of our parents, in spite of my protests that Mrs. Van Buren had already made me apologize. So, I pouted and apologized to Jake, and he magnanimously accepted my apology, and our parents made us shake hands and promise not to fight anymore. Then we went outside and played basketball in Jake’s driveway while our parents visited.

I didn’t need to worry about Jake telling on me, and I still had an ace up my sleeve for any future fights. Only I knew that he had climbed onto Mrs. Sander’s gardening shed the summer before and broken the skylight. As I helped Jake off the shed and scrambled with him through the hedge and over the fence that afternoon, I promised I would never tell. The parents in the neighborhood never figured out which kid had done it. 

Our easy friendship survived later fights, high school, and university. He was Man of Honor at my wedding, and I donned a tuxedo and broke tradition to stand on the groom’s side when he married a year later. Even though he and his wife moved to Ontario, I still saw him several times a year.

My full name is Nora Jane Margaret Quinn. For a brief time during my undergrad years, I tried going by “Jane” instead of “Nora,” but I slid back into the comfort of my given name shortly after I met my future husband. In choosing what to name me, my parents honored everyone by including the names of both grandmothers as well as a deceased aunt, none of whom I’ve ever met. 

My Aunt Nora passed away when she and my dad were young. My grandmother Jane died when I was a baby. Mom’s mother, Margaret, lives in England. They speak twice a year by phone and often exchange letters, though they haven’t seen each other since the late 1960s when Mom moved to Vancouver to attend university. Neither of them seems motivated enough to make the trip for a visit. 

For such an Irish-sounding name, I have rather dark features, and it isn’t difficult to tell that my parents didn’t conceive me. Dad has light brown hair and light blue eyes; Mom’s hair is golden, and her eyes are green. My hair is black and thick, my eyes are dark brown, and I have highly pronounced cheek bones, a mouth slightly too large, and a dimple in my right cheek amid a smattering of freckles.

For a few short weeks as an angsty teenager, I became moody and brooded on the lot I’d been dealt, trying to create drama in my life. My dad challenged me to name a single way in which my life could possibly be better. When I couldn’t come up with a response, he firmly told me to get over myself. 

I graduated from high school with honors and was accepted to the local university. I lived at home with my parents, who agreed to pay for my education provided I get a part-time job and begin saving for my future while maintaining my grade-point average. I readily agreed. 

With my love of history, I intended to pursue a teaching certificate and become a high school history teacher. Until I met an impressive young professor whose job gave him the freedom to focus on topics that interested him. Knowing I could choose what I wanted to study if I became a professor, I changed my mind about teaching high school. I pursued a PhD, and my parents resigned themselves to helping me pay for more years of education. 

While taking a beginner-level statistics course in January, I met Malcolm, a marketing student whose first-year statistics requirement hadn’t counted toward his degree. He needed this last credit to graduate that semester, and I heard all about his frustration during our first stats lab, when he was assigned to my study group. 

A few weeks later, he came home with me to study for our midterms and meet my parents. Not long afterward, I went to his parents’ home to meet his family.

After spring graduation, Malcolm was hired by a prestigious advertising agency. He made every effort to see me on the weekends and after classes and any other time our schedules allowed. In May of 2001, at the end of my third year, Malcolm proposed, and I accepted. 

Three months later, my parents threw an engagement party for us in their backyard. We greeted our closest friends and family as the day drew to a close. Shortly before sunset, Malcolm and I stole away with our co-conspirators to change clothes. The commissioner arrived while we were upstairs and announced our imminent vows to the yard full of guests. 

This was how we successfully threw a surprise wedding in the backyard of my childhood home. On our marriage certificate, I changed my name slightly. I kept Nora Jane but dropped Margaret. I was several months shy of twenty-one and my husband had just turned twenty-five. After sunset photographs, Malcolm toasted the stats class he had once cursed. My parents welcomed their new son to the family, and in Malcolm’s parents’ speeches, they mentioned the grandchildren they expected post-haste. The caterers served salmon and chicken and later, we cut the cake. We spent the next day moving into a basement suite and stayed there until we saved enough for a deposit on our condo. 

Nine years passed. We didn’t have children and weren’t sure we wanted to. We were happily married and satisfied with our careers, though both sets of grandparents were eager for little ones. I had casually mentioned to Malcolm in our first year of dating that I was adopted, and he accepted this. Perhaps my adoption had something to do with our lack of interest in children, but neither of us examined this too closely.

I never knew why my parents chose that specific day when I was eight years old to tell me of my true parentage, and it never occurred to me to wonder or ask. For years afterward, the subject simply never came up. But all that changed shortly after my twenty-ninth birthday, when a student showed me a newspaper article with an accompanying police sketch. 
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Chapter Two
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I don’t recall the name of the student who gave me the newspaper article that changed my life. I know I met with him in February 2010, on a Thursday morning, during my normal office hours. 

The entire campus was alive with excitement over the upcoming Winter Olympics. The 2010 Games were being held in Vancouver, and the administration promised to live-stream the opening ceremonies and all sporting events in the central atrium for those students in between (or skipping) classes. Every day on campus felt like a giant party. Students and faculty alike were proud of their nation and their athletes. Red and white colors were displayed everywhere, and maple leaves adorned cheeks, toques, scarves, and backpacks. 

The Olympics would open the following evening, Friday, February 12th. In anticipation of this, and to celebrate the upcoming week off, the student union had scheduled our very own “Awful Olympics,” a parody of the Games. Students in wheelchairs raced across the courtyard, and the cafeteria became a make-shift indoor hockey rink complete with plungers and rolls of toilet paper in place of hockey sticks and puck. 

A game of toilet-paper hockey commenced while our class was in session, and in the spirit of the festivities, I let my first-year students out early. I paused briefly in the cafeteria and watched the antics for a few minutes before going upstairs to keep my scheduled office hours. 

Only one student waited in the hallway outside my office. I expected the student to have questions pertaining to the research paper I’d assigned, especially as we were approaching the deadline for submissions. Many first years had emailed inquiries about the suitability of topics and sought recommendations on how to get started. Most students wound up in the library looking into archived newspapers, as I had intended. I gently corrected those who approached the assignment in a decidedly more abstract manner. 

The student who waited for me had proposed an interesting analysis comparing the themes in propaganda between Axis and Soviet powers. I was helping him limit the scope, so he didn’t end up overwhelmed by the sheer volume of research available. 

He handed me a newspaper before he even sat in the chair on the opposite side of my desk. 

The article’s banner caught my attention. Its bold font declared, “Police Appeal to Public for Help in Identifying Jane Doe.” Beneath this headline was a police artist’s sketch of a woman, and a short paragraph, which I read disinterestedly. 

Police in British Columbia are asking members of the public for assistance in identifying a woman whose remains were found in Cold Lake Provincial Park in July of 2005. Jane Doe was between seventeen and twenty-one years of age at the time of her death, estimated to be between 1980 and 1985. Jane Doe was five-foot-two inches with dark hair and eyes and wearing denim jeans and a blue windbreaker. Police have not released her cause of death but have instead asked anyone with information to call authorities in 100 Mile House. 

A long-distance number followed. 

The student sitting across the desk from me was watching me closely. After skimming the paragraph again, I wondered why he had brought this particular article to me, as it fell outside the scope of his research topic. I looked up at him, hoping he would launch into an explanation without my having to prompt him.

At his eager expression, I glanced down at the newspaper again. What in the world did a Canadian cold case from thirty years ago have to do with propaganda in the Third Reich and the Soviet Union? I wondered if I was the butt of some joke that I had missed, and felt a little impatient that he seemed to be wasting my time. 

Then I looked at the picture. Really looked at it. And was seized by overwhelming incredulity. Though the sketch was skillfully done, it wasn’t the quality of the artist’s work that stunned me into silence. My own face stared up at me from the sketch, as surely as if the artist had received a photograph of me and recreated my face in pencil strokes. 

The eyes held my gaze. They were exactly the same shape and color as mine. So too were the low hairline, the eyebrows, the space between the eyes, the pinched curve of my nose, the protruding cheekbones, and the slightly too-large lips. 

I might be looking into a mirror. That was how much this woman looked like me. But she didn’t just look like me. She was me. 

I have never been as stunned as I was in that moment. I forgot that a student sat in front of me.

For the first time ever, I began to wonder where I came from and what happened to my biological mother and father. Could the resemblance really be coincidental? 

I vaguely recalled the conversation with my parents all those years ago over cheese pizza and root beer. Hadn’t they mentioned that I’d been found in a small town somewhere in BC? Could it have been the same town mentioned in the article, 100 Mile House? 

Without thinking, I started to reach for my pocket to withdraw my cell phone. I would call Mom and ask her about this, ask her the name of that town. Then the student opposite me cleared his throat.

I blinked in surprise. I forced the muscles in my face to quickly form a gracious smile. I thanked him for bringing the newspaper article to my attention and agreed that the similarity was remarkable. Then I asked him about his thesis. 

We chatted for half an hour or so. I can’t remember a word he said or how I responded. He seemed satisfied with what we discussed, and at last he rose to leave. I glanced at the newspaper I had pushed back across the desk toward him, and when he reached to gather it up, I impulsively asked if I could keep it. He nodded and left, closing the door behind him.

I slid the newspaper closer and studied the woman’s picture for several minutes before shifting my gaze to the small article. I read it aloud, then pulled my laptop from my shoulder bag and logged onto the university’s wireless network. I began searching for everything I could find about the Jane Doe discovered in Cold Lake Provincial Park in the summer of 2005. 

The first results pulled up short newspaper articles published by small towns in the Interior. The articles mentioned that the remains of a woman had been found outside of Tome, near the lake, by two local residents. The discovery of human remains seemingly warranted barely any notice. 

The day after the story broke, one newspaper placed the story on the front page with the headline “The First Homicide Victim in Cold Lake for Decades,” along with a photograph of the local hikers who found the body, posed in the clearing where she’d been discovered. 

By the third day of coverage, news reports included the names of the two brothers, Terry and Scott Duggan, who found Jane Doe, as well as the efforts of police to recover evidence from the scene. One article ominously warned that foul play was suspected, as evidenced by the remoteness of the burial site, and promised salacious details in subsequent editions. 

TV and radio stations in Vancouver and as far north as Prince George picked up the story. A news crew complete with photographer and cameraman were dispatched to interview both hikers. A police spokesman and a provincial park official provided quotes, and each of those interviews, as well as more pictures of the park, the clearing, and the nearby lake, were available online. 

Earbuds in place, I listened eagerly as the reporters asked the questions that flashed through my mind. I began memorizing the details of the stories. Terry described pulling his dog away from what he thought was a mound of grass, dirt, and leaf debris. When his dog scampered off, he saw a sun-bleached rock in the shade of the cedar trees, and when he turned it over, he realized it was a human skull. He described the weathered jacket that seemed to have been torn by animals and faded by exposure: “They looked like they belonged to a kid. The jacket, or what was left of it, was so small, and so was”—he choked, apparently deeply shaken—“and so was the skull. I thought we found a kid. I’m so sorry for the family who lost their child.” 

The park official offered his condolences to the unknown family, but had very little of substance to add to the official reports. His contribution mainly outlined the history of the park and the peak seasons. He speculated that it would have been very hard to have left Jane Doe there during the height of summer as they had so many visitors during those months. He concluded that she must have been left in that clearing in late spring soon after the snow melted or early fall, before the new snow came. 

Within that same broadcast, a spokesman for the local police described the efforts of his colleagues to preserve the woman’s remains and afford dignity to the deceased. He detailed their efforts, from analyzing layers of soil underneath her remains for biological tissue or other matter, to examining the topsoil for hundreds of meters in all directions. Using fine mesh sieves, forensic analysts sifted for hours, searching for traces of personal effects, cigarette butts, clothing, and anything else brought into the area that didn’t break down when exposed to the elements. He described the lengths to which they would go to identify the body and bring comfort and closure to her family. He remained tight-lipped when asked to speculate on a cause of death, however, or how long ago the victim had died. 

As I listened, I scribbled on a notepad, and added questions I would have asked if I’d been in the interviewer’s position. Next to my questions, I wrote down the names of those interviewed, certain that the names would be important. I had to remind myself that these interviews took place mere days after Jane Doe’s discovery, before any substantial information would have been available. 

I searched for every article I could find pertaining to Jane Doe. When I finished reading one, I sent it to the printer and opened the next one. As each article printed, I paper clipped it and added it to the growing stack on my desk. 

Finally, I ran out of articles to read and interviews to watch. The printer fell silent. I counted twenty-seven paper-clipped documents in addition to the newspaper propped up, open to the woman’s face. Her sketch appeared in multiple articles, each with the sad eyes staring up at me. Had the artist deliberately added the slight shading to the face that turned her features melancholic?

Glancing at the clock, I was startled to see it was now late afternoon. I had spent hours obsessed, researching Jane Doe. 

What next?

I decided that the resemblance between Jane Doe’s picture and my own features was coincidental, and that it wasn’t possible we were related. After all, I knew only that I had been found somewhere in the Interior region of BC as a newborn, the woman named Jane Doe was found in the Interior of BC, and that in the police sketch, she looked exactly like me. This evidence was flimsy, at best. Any number of plausible explanations existed, and I couldn’t waste time and effort looking into Jane Doe’s past, or my own. Of course, this woman wasn’t connected to me.

I imagined Malcolm’s smile as he chided me for letting my imagination run away with me. I shook my head, knowing his rebuke would be justified. 

Malcolm was away on a work trip, scheduled to return Sunday evening. I would forget about this whole thing until he returned, and then mention it to him briefly, and together we would laugh at my foolishness. Rather than be affronted by his teasing, I would find comfort and reassurance in it. After all, if the idea seemed ridiculous to Malcolm (as I knew it would) then it couldn’t possibly be true. 

The coincidence had momentarily distracted me, but I wouldn’t waste more time on it. I closed my laptop and put it away. But when I picked up the printouts of the internet articles and held them over the recycling bin, I couldn’t let them go. Instead, I put the documents in my laptop bag. As for the original newspaper piece, I took a pair of scissors from my desk and clipped out the article, including the photograph, the headline, and the author’s name. I folded the clipping carefully and put it in my jacket pocket. 

It is a half-hour drive from the campus where I teach to the condo Malcolm and I share, the one we had saved for and bought around our first wedding anniversary. Four times on that half-hour drive home, I pulled the car over to the side of the road, removed the clipping from my pocket, and read it, then stared at the sketch. 

Twice while stopped, I punched in the number for the hotline on my cell phone. The first time, I cancelled the call before lifting the phone to my ear. The second time, the line rang once before I shook my head, hung up, and put my phone back in my pocket. I wasn’t one to be rash or reckless, so having my instincts dictate my actions was a little off-putting.

Besides, what would I say if I did make the call and someone picked up? It was ridiculous to waste more time and energy on a coincidence. 

Wasn’t it?

This circular argument raged in my head for the entire commute home and continued unabated as I pulled into the underground parking garage and climbed the stairs to our third-floor unit. 

My plan for the evening had been to pour a glass of wine and spend a few hours watching old sitcom reruns while marking research proposals for the second-year class I taught on Wednesday afternoons. I did pour the wine and warm some leftover pasta, but the research proposals stayed in my shoulder bag next to my laptop. Instead, I pulled out the stack of newspaper articles and, highlighter in hand, dissected them for any details I missed during my first perusal. I felt crazed, filled with a hunger for knowledge I had never experienced before. 

In the past, I hadn’t cared to know the names and faces of the people who gave me life. Growing up, my parents had given me security, stability, support, love. My life couldn’t have been enriched in any
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