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2010

It was a perfectly ordinary day when a truly extraordinary letter

was delivered to the wrong mailbox.

The boxes were identical, positioned side by side and made of
the same thin, cheap metal, now slightly rusted near the hinges.
They were drilled into the brown brick wall beside the door to the
antiques shop; the door whose bells jingled delightfully—or
irritatingly, depending on whom you asked—every time a patron
entered or exited.

The mailbox for Thompson’s Antiques & Used Books was on
the left and displayed the number one in a peeling gold sticker.
The mailbox for the apartment above the shop was on the right
with a matching label that bore the number two. There was hardly
any difference, really, and yet it made a great deal of difference to
Nancy Mitchell, who lived in the apartment upstairs and didn’t
know about the letter she hadn’t received.

The address line didn’t specify which unit number the letter
was destined for at the old building on College Street, and so the
envelope was dropped unceremoniously into the box for the
antiques shop while the mail carrier continued on his hurried
route without a second thought.

The letter held its breath for three hours—squashed between a
postcard from the store manager’s son, who was currently



travelling in France, and that Friday’s junk mail—until the
proprietor brought it inside on the way in from a cigarette break.
She tossed the entire pile of mail into the in-tray, where it would
later be sorted—and so critically misplaced—by a careless
employee.

Its contents wouldn’t be discovered for another seven years.
And that letter would change three women’s lives forever.



PART |



CHAPTER 1

Angela
TORONTO | JANUARY 2017

Angela Creighton is late for work.

She was up late the night before, and this morning she wakes
with a poorly timed migraine. Careful not to disturb her wife’s
Sunday morning lie-in, she tiptoes to the kitchen, where she
washes down a painkiller with a glass of pulpy orange juice, toasts a
bagel, and slathers it with too much garlic cream cheese. Clamping
her breakfast between her teeth like a retriever, she tugs on a hat
and cinches the waist tie on her plaid coat, then quietly closes the
apartment door and hurries down the stairs of the walk-up.

Out on the sidewalk, Angela rushes to the bus stop as she
munches the bagel while fishing her sunglasses out of her purse.
Normally she would enjoy it, since sunny days in the winter are
few and far between. But the light is making her wince and her

head is throbbing like a bullet wound behind her eyes.

She was over at her friend Jenn’s last night for their monthly
book club, which had, as so many book clubs are wont to do,
descended into a wine club over the past six months. Now they
drink too much cheap pinot grigio, inhale charcuterie and cheese
with a desperation that suggests it might be their last meal on
death row, and sometimes talk about books they’ve read.

Angela hadn’t taken part in any wine-drinking pursuits for the
past several months, but she let herself go last night. It was the sole,
pathetic shred of silver lining from the miscarriage, and she
capitalized on it in spectacular form. She and Tina will be setting



out on another round of fertility treatments once her body heals
enough to try again, so she figured she may as well enjoy the booze
in the meantime. It’s her second miscarriage in a year, and the
stakes are starting to feel higher every time an insemination
treatment or a pregnancy fails. A steady flow of alcohol helps the
hurdles appear a little lower, if only for a short while.

The bus trundles up to the curb and Angela boards, drops a
token into the metal slot, and finds an empty seat near the rear
door. The shop she manages—Thompson’s Antiques & Used
Books—is less than ten blocks west, and she stumbles off the bus
onto the slushy curb a few stops later.

The entrance to the shop is just inches from the edge of the
sidewalk on bustling College Street, and Angela presses herself
against the door to stay out of the way of the passing pedestrians as
she fumbles with her keys. Throwing her hip a little against the old
warped wood, she bursts her way inside and shuts the door behind

her.

Angela likes it in here. It’s a peculiar hybrid of a shop, home to
plenty of used books that cycle through its doors on a regular
basis, and a motley collection of antiques that never seem to sell. It
smells like furniture polish, coftee, and that dusty scent of old
books that’s both rotten and enormously appealing. It isn’t a big
space, only the size of a modest apartment. There’s a small
storeroom behind the cash desk that houses several dusty,
neglected boxes and a cheap drip coffee maker Angela brought in
during her first week on the job.

She feels her mood lift a fraction at the now-familiar smell of
the place. She’s always been a book lover, and she and Tina share
an eclectic taste in decor, so the whimsy of the antiques shop suits
her just fine. There’s always a bit of buried treasure to be

discovered in here.

Angela flicks the light switches, walks to the old writing desk

they use as a sales counter, and slides her purse underneath with



her foot. She turns on the computer till—by far the most advanced
piece of technology in the shop—then retreats to the storeroom to
put on a pot of mercilessly potent dark roast. When she was
pregnant, all she drank was decaf, determined that the placebo
effect of coffee could still be achieved by brewing it at double
strength. But today, with a sharp jab of bitterness to her heart, she
puts on a large pot of regular brew.

Chipped mug of coffee in hand, Angela mentally shakes herself
and sets about the usual tasks of sorting new inventory and
following up on order holds. For the life of her, she can’t imagine
why the store has stayed in business this long, especially with real
estate prices being what they are in this city. The small apartment
over the shop has been rented out as additional unnecessary
income since the property was first purchased by Angela’s aunt Jo
(who married Old Money and really has no need for
employment). Although she could easily sell the place for a
fortune in a matter of days, Angela suspects her aunt has kept the
shop running simply for something to talk to her immaculately
groomed friends about during their weekly manicures.

Prior to starting at Thompson’s, Angela had hopped around in
retail, most recently working for an uptight manager at an
overpriced shoe store. Although she couldn’t prove it, Angela
suspects she was “laid off for the season due to a decrease in sales”
when her boss found out about the pregnancy several weeks too
early. He was a fifty-something conservative and borderline
homophobe, almost certainly of the school who believed
maternity leave was nothing but a corporate inconvenience.
Angela had confided the news of her pregnancy to a coworker
after she ran out of excuses for her frequent trips to the staft
washroom to throw up, and she’s sure the coworker blabbed.

So when she found herself out of work, smack in the middle of
her thirties after undergoing budget-draining fertility treatments,
she plumbed all her networks looking for a new job—any job—
that would allow her and Tina to pay their rent and still build a



nest egg for their new addition. At their last family Thanksgiving,
Aunt Jo, with a wave of her magnificently bejeweled hand, offered
Angela a managerial role at the shop so that she herself could
“finally start phasing into retirement.” Though her experience
with antiques was negligible at best, Angela was in no position to
decline, and she knew Aunt Jo wouldn’t ever fire her own niece for

becoming pregnant. Jo handed her the keys three days later.

On Sundays, Angela’s the sole staft member, but it’s usually a
sleepy day anyway, particularly in the fall and winter months when
tourism slows to a glacial crawl. After the new inventory is sorted,
she moves on to the task of processing the unclaimed holds. This is
one of the most frustrating chores on Angela’s list. Eight times out
of ten, the furniture is reserved by an eager out-of-town “antique
hunter” (usually self-proclaimed and newly minted) who
journeyed into the city with rich friends on a shopping excursion.
They shiver with glee at a prospective purchase, then demand a
hold be placed so they can come back with a truck of appropriate
size with which to haul away the object of that Saturday’s treasure
hunt. And almost every time, the shopper then dodges Angela’s
phone calls long enough that she releases the hold, and the would-
be buyer is spared the shame of admitting the sale was a passing
fancy. This process means that Angela spends a good portion of
her Sunday mornings tearing pink hold stickers off the items and
leaving them in their cozy corners of the shop, where they can
await the next near-purchase tease, like aging orphans.

First on the list is a small three-drawer dresser. Angela knows
exactly which one it is, and wanders to the very back of the shop.
Approaching it, she notices the bright pink slip of paper that
indicates a hold stick-tacked to the front of the top drawer. She
yanks the slip of paper off, causing the dresser to lurch and the
drawer to slide out a notch.

“Ah shit. Ouch!”

Coffee splashes over her hand. She licks it off, then peers
through the crack, glimpsing a curious spot of white inside the



darkness of the drawer. She casts her eyes around for a safe place to
set her mug. She uses the pink hold slip in lieu of a coaster and
places her coffee on a nearby bookshelf, then pulls open the
drawer.

Just then, the bells above the door jingle, welcoming the first
customer of the day. With a knot of intrigue in her stomach,
Angela shuts the drawer and navigates her way back to the front,
carefully stepping over and around piles of haphazardly stacked
books.

“Hello!” she calls.

“Hi, there,” says a teenage girl with mousy brown hair and

hunched shoulders.

“Is there anything I can help you with?” Angela asks, pulling
her scarf closer around her shoulders. A wintry draft has swept in
with the girl, which irritates Angela, somewhat unfairly, she
knows. She wants to get back to the drawer.

“Not really. I'm just browsing, but thanks.”

“Certainly,” Angela replies. “Let me know if you need

anything.”

The girl smiles vaguely and turns to inspect the nearest
bookshelf. It’s the politest possible snub, but Angela takes it as a
welcome dismissal. She returns to the dresser and opens the top
drawer again.

Reaching in, she removes a heavy marble box and places it
gently on the weathered floorboards. It was the white stone that
caught her attention. Nearly all the antiques in the shop are made
of some variety of wood. The rest is mostly brass and silver:
tarnished picture frames with intricate Victorian scrolling, hand
mirrors that call to mind Regency-era pufty hairstyles capped with
lace bonnets, and collectible teaspoons with faded crests and

intricate familial coats of arms.



Angela hasn’t seen anything made of marble since she began
working at Thompson’s, and this is a beautiful ivory stone shot
with sparkling grey ripples that some antique hunter may actually
want to buy. Abandoning her lukewarm coftee, Angela carries the
box to the front desk. She glances up to check the browsing status
of her single patron, then perches on the bar-height stool and flips
open the gold clasp of the box.

Inside is a stack of what appears to just be yellowed paper, but
as she removes one of the pages, she notices the elegant cursive
handwriting on the front of the top envelope.

Letters. A stack of them. Angela lifts them out one by one,
counting—five letters. All old, by the look of them. Not surprising,
she thinks, given that this is an antiques shop. That, and the fact
that no one really sends letters much anymore. That aging, once-
bustling pursuit is now undertaken solely by stubborn,
overperfumed elderly ladies.

She holds one of the letters up to the light flooding in from the
storefront windows. Unlike its fellows, which are naked of their
former envelopes and appear to be mostly bank statements, this
one is still sealed, the edge along the flap slightly bubbled, as
though the glue had been wet with too much moisture. The stamp
looks modern. The slanting cursive writing in the top left-hand
corner of the envelope lists the return addressee as one Mrs.
Frances Mitchell. It’s addressed to Ms. Nancy Mitchell, and
something stirs behind Angela’s navel as she reads the address of
the antiques shop.

The writing looks shaky, though Angela can tell it had, in

decades long past, been beautiful, graceful penmanship.
BANG!

Her heart shoots into her throat. She looks over to see the
mousy-haired girl muttering an apology as she bends to scoop up a
large book. Angela manages a small smile, her pulse still pounding,

but the girl waves goodbye with a mumbled, “Thank you,” and



the bells above the door jingle as she exits the shop, ushering in
another gust of cold air.

Relieved to be alone again, Angela runs her fingers over the
edge of the envelope seal, weighing her intrigue. The date stamped
in red ink across the top of the envelope says the letter was posted
in 2010. And yet it remained unopened. Who had it been
intended for? Did the letter simply go astray from its destination?
But no, the shop’s address is indeed scrawled across the front,
along with the mysterious name of Nancy Mitchell.

It was destined for #hzs address.

Angela knows it’s technically a crime to open another person’s
mail, but her curiosity has bested her moral code. She plucks the
brass letter opener from the heavily ink-speckled Mason jar they
use as a pen cup, slides the tip underneath the corner of the
envelope flap, and, with a satistying tear, slits it open. She pulls the
letter out and unfolds it with the tips of her fingernails, as though
avoiding the traces of incriminating fingerprints. The paper is
heavy and lightly textured. Expensive. Purchased by someone who
wrote a lot of letters and took the time to make sure they carried
weight.

Intrigued, Angela begins to read, eyes darting back and forth
across the page underneath her dark bangs:

Dear Nancy,

1t is my intent that this letter reaches you after I am gone. I
instructed my la wyer My. Klein to post this upon my passing.
I am sorry for this, and I have my reasons, but I wanted to
ensure you were made aware of certain facts pertaining to
your own history.

Nancy, 1 have loved you as much as a mother can love her
daughter. 1 have done the best I know how, been the best
mother I could. Although, my dear, I am buman, and
therefore imperfect.



There is no way to tell you this other than to simply write
the words: your father and I are not your biological parents.
We adopted you as a baby.

We tried for years, prayed hard and daily for God to send
us a child, but it was not to be. And so we sought out a baby
girl to adopt, and were referved by our family doctor to St.
Agnes’s Home for Unwed Mothers bere in Toronto.

You were born on the day you know to be your birthday:
April 25th, 1961. We were told your birth mother and father
were a young couple, only teenagers, who were unmarried and
had lost their way. They bad no money, and could not afford
to raise you. They said your mother gave you up willingly for
adoption, with a beavy beart and a hope that we could provide
you with a brighter future than she could, young and poor as
she was. Her story broke our bearts, but we thanked God for
her selflessness and for bringing us this most precious gift. Our
celebration was her grief.

We raised you and loved you as our own. The priest and
warden at St. Agnes’s counselled us not to tell you, to simply
move on as though you were our own child from God, that it
would be easier for you that way. We took their advice. We
believed they knew best. But not a day has gone by that I have
not questioned that decision.

When we brought you home, I found a pair of yellow
booties tucked deep inside the blanket they had wrapped you
in. I assumed your birth mother had sent them as a gift of
goodwill, but I couldn’t bear to use them, so I locked them in a
safe drawer. I was afraid if I told you about her, that you
would see me differently, and I couldn’t belp but imagine her
out there somewhere missing you terribly. I tried to rid myself
of my guilt by lighting a candle at church and praying for ber
every year on your birthday.



But bere, my darling... here is where I must beg you, with
every ounce of my heart and soul, for your forgiveness.

Not long after your wedding, your father and I discovered
that you were not given up for adoption willingly and with a
full beart, as we had been told. We were lied to, Nancy. And
we, in turn, have lied to you.

There was a story on the news about some girls who bad
sought refuge at St. Agnes’s, but were forced to give up their
children by threat or worse. The Home was shut down not
long after you were born. The people who ran it seemed to us to
be good people. We wanted a child so desperately, and we
believed them. We bad no reason not to. We did not know.
After the news story, I revisited the drawer and found the
enclosed note stuffed deep inside the toe of one of the boots. You
can read it for yourself, my dear.

Your father did not want to tell you, even then. And then
he was gone, and still I didn't tell you. I have no excuse for
myself other than cowardice. I am so sorry, Nancy. If I have
learned anything from this, it is not to keep secrets. They fester
like wounds, and take even longer to beal once the damage sets
in. It’s permanent, and crippling, and I want more for you
than that.

Your mother’s name was Margaret Roberts. She was much
younger than me when she gave birth to you, so she may still be
alive. I would encourage you to seck her out, to find solace in
my death by reuniting with your Other Mother, as I have
called ber in my mind all along. I want you to move forward,
and I hope you will not hold resentment for your father or I.

I have loved you with the deepest love in my heart, my
darling. And so I know how bard it may have been for your
Other Mother, for Margaret. Since I read her note, I have
prayed every day for ber forgiveness. I have taken care of her
child, my child—our child—with tenderness. But I suppose



God will settle our accounts as He sees ﬁz‘. It is in His hands
now.

Please forgive me, dear. I pray we will meet again one day,
a long time from now.

Mum

Angela places the letter down on the writing desk and reaches
for a box of tissues to dab the tears that have sprung to her eyes.

“Tesus Christ.”

She thinks of her own family, of the mother she knows as
Mom, and the woman who gave birth to her, Sheila, whom she
finally met five years ago. To have lived her entire life not knowing
she was adopted is a foreign, devastating concept. Her heart bleeds
for all three of these women: the daughter Nancy; her mother
Frances, who carried the weight of this secret for so long only to
have the confession go astray; and Margaret Roberts, scribbling in
a hidden note that she was forced to give her baby up for
adoption...

The note.

“Where is it?” Angela asks the empty store. She checks the desk,
then leans down to scan the floor. When she shakes the envelope, a
small piece of paper flutters onto the desk like confetti. It’s
yellowed, and a bit wrinkled. One of its edges is singed, as though
it were nearly burned at some point.

Angela reads the brief handwritten missive. It’s only two lines
long, but she lingers on the last five words, her vision blurring.

She rereads the note several times before setting it on top of the
letter. She needs advice. She reaches for her phone, cradling it in
her hand as she considers whom to call first. After a quick scroll,
she clicks on the name and puts the phone to her ear, wipes away a
lingering tear from her cheek.

“Mom? Hi, it’s me. Do you have a minute to talk?”



CHAPTER 2

Evelyn
TORONTO | OCTOBER 1960

When Evelyn Taylor arrives at St. Agnes’s Home for Unwed
Mothers, her first thought is that she’ll be lucky to make it out

alive.

It looks like an abandoned castle whose residents have long
since packed up any joy they once possessed and handed over the
keys to the rats and creeping ivy. It might have been a beautiful
manor once, with the curving peaked facade of the top-floor
windows and deep brown brick exterior surrounded by lush trees.
But as Evelyn’s father pulls the car over to the side of the street in
front of the house, her gaze flickers up and she glimpses a pair of
pale eyes staring back at her out of one of the upper-floor
windows. Two hands emerge from behind the curtains and pull
the girl away. Evelyn blinks, and the figures are gone. She wonders
briefly if she imagined them. The aura of the place is forbidding,
and a cold sense of dread plunges down deep into Evelyn’s gut
before she’s even opened the car door.

Her father remains in his seat, staring resolutely at a space in the
middle distance, somewhere on the hood of his car. She wonders
what’s going through his mind. He clears his throat.

“Well, goodbye, then,” he says, not meeting her eyes.

Evelyn reaches for the door handle. Once she’s upright on the
sidewalk, she opens the back door of the car and tugs out her
travelling case. Her father doesn’t offer to help. He hasn’t even
turned off the ignition.



After Evelyn shuts the door, there is a brief pause before she
hears the gearshift lock into place, and the car pulls away from the
curb. She watches the shiny, clean bumper of the sedan retreat
around the corner, the back of her father’s head visible over the
top of the beige seat.

As she stands outside the home in her low-heeled buckled
shoes, she’s unable to move, her mind dully processing her new
reality. Her mother made a phone call, Father Richard visited the
house for tea, and the decision to send her to St. Agnes’s was
reached by the time the priest requested his second cup of orange
pekoe.

On the one hand, she’s grateful to be out from under her
mother’s dark glances, to have a little room to breathe while she
waits out this pregnancy. But on the other, she’s heartbroken and
appalled that she must be here at all, and afraid of what awaits her
behind that heavy wooden door with the large brass knocker. No
one told her what to expect. She feels as though she’s been swept
up by a tornado like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz and dropped
miles away from her home in a strange place. Everything seems
upside down. Distorted and wrong.

She can feel the pressure of the neighbours’ eyes on the back of
her neck, imagines their nosy pink faces pressed against the glass of
their sitting room windows, peering out at the new resident with

her disgrace on full display.

She knows she isn’t the first, and won’t be the last. Perhaps by
now the neighbours don’t care much anymore. Maybe the
spectacle of the pregnant girls wore off years ago, long before
Evelyn unfolded herself from her father’s car onto this well-worn
curb on Riverdale Avenue. She briefly considers making a run for
it, but then turns, with an air of tense resignation, toward the steps
up to the front door.

Evelyn takes hold of the heavy knocker, slams it down onto the
polished wood three times before letting it fall with a dull thud



and a squeak of its hinge. She waits. The wind rustles the brown
leaves in the trees beside the front porch. The air is dense and
electrified from the coming autumn storm, and the dark rolling
clouds are just visible above the peaks and chimneys of the old row
houses.

She can hear muffled sounds from inside the house, then a door
shutting and a woman calling. Another responds, her voice deeper
than the first. Footsteps draw nearer to the other side of the door
and Evelyn’s stomach clenches. She sets her shoulders and tilts her

chin up as she hears the lock slide back.

The first thing she sees is the woman’s eyes underneath the
habit that covers most of her forehead. They’re as grey and cold as
the stormy sky to the west, and look even less welcoming. The nun
opens the door fully and stands with her arms akimbo. A tea towel
is looped through a belt at her waist beside her rosary beads and
what Evelyn nervously suspects may be a whip. A crucifix gleams
on her chest.

“You’ll be Evelyn Taylor.” Not a question. “Well, then, come
on in and let’s get a look at you.”

She moves back from the door and Evelyn steps over the
threshold. The nun’s cold eyes make her instinctively place a hand
on her belly, a gesture she instantly regrets.

“Don’t go holding yourself like some poor lost lamb. You got
yourself and that baby into this fix.” She nods at Evelyn’s still-flat
belly. “And no one here has the time or inclination to feel sorry for

»

you.
Evelyn drops her hand.

“Come into the sitting room, then. My name is Sister Mary

>.»

Teresa. I'm the warden of St. Agnes’s.

The nun marches through a doorway oft the front hall and
Evelyn follows like an obedient puppy. As she passes through the

rounded archway, she notes the beautiful stained glass in the



transom above and the crucifix nailed to the wall beside it. The
sitting room is simple, papered over in a yellow floral print. It’s
only late afternoon, but the lamps are all lit. A set of heavy brown
drapes is pulled shut over the big front window and Evelyn has to
fight her instinct to flee back to the front door and escape into the
fresh air.

“Sit, please,” Sister Teresa says, indicating a faded and worn
Queen Anne wing chair across from the rigid-backed Chesterfield

sofa.

Something in her tone causes Evelyn to interpret it as an
instruction more than an invitation. She perches on the edge of
the chair and starts to lean back.

“Posture, Miss Taylor. Posture is paramount to a young lady’s
physical presentation, particularly if she is pregnant.”

Evelyn sits up again, sighing out her discomfort. What would
this professional virgin know about being pregnant?

“So,” Sister Teresa says, a crisp cut into the proceedings. “How
did you get yourself pregnant?”

Apparently even less than I thought... “1 didn’t get myself
pregnant,” Evelyn begins. “You can’t get yourself preg—”

“Excuse me, Miss Taylor. You should know straightaway that
we do not tolerate insolence in this household.”

Evelyn nods. “My apologies, Sister Teresa.”
“Thank you. Now, how did you become pregnant?”

Sister Teresa settles a clipboard on her lap and eyes Evelyn over
the top of her wire-rimmed glasses, pencil poised eagerly midair. In
the pause that follows Sister Teresa’s question, Evelyn notices that
the house is silent. She would have expected noise, laughter or
chitchat, the banging of pots and pans in the kitchen.

“Miss Taylor?”



Evelyn thinks back on her nights with Leo, and her throat
constricts. She can feel his weight on top of her, pressing himself
into her as he whispered that he loved her, that this was all okay
because they were going to be married soon. She never thought she
could get pregnant so easily.

“There was no rubber,” she manages to mutter, her face
flaming.

Sister Teresa scribbles this down. “And did you know the
father?”

“Yes.”

She makes a tick on her sheet. “How long had you known him?
How many dates had you been on? Were you going steady?”

“He was my fiancé. We were engaged to be married.”
“Was this your first time having intercourse?” Sister Teresa asks.
Evelyn swallows the memory. “Yes.”

“You say you ‘were’ engaged to be married? Does the putative
father have any interest in this child?”

“I'm sorry, the what?”

“The putative father,” Sister Teresa replies, looking up from her
clipboard. “The alleged father.”

The nun may as well have reached over the coffee table and
slapped Evelyn across the face.

“He’s not alleged. There’s no question whatsoever.”
“It’s what we call all the fathers.”

“He 7s the father. We were in love, we were going to be married,
like I said.”

“What happened to him?”

Evelyn hesitates. “He died. He... he had a heart attack, and he
died.” The words taste like vinegar.



Sister Teresa’s mouth pinches into a frown. “I am sorry to hear
that. Although I’'m sure you have been told that intercourse while
engaged is still intercourse outside of marriage, Miss Taylor.”

Evelyn blinks back hot tears. The nun returns to her clipboard.

“Now, then. A few more questions before I show you to your
dormitory. Are your parents both living? I believe it was your
mother who called to make the arrangement for you to stay with

»

us.
“Yes, they’re living.”
Another tick. “Siblings?”
“One brother.”
“Is he married? Younger? Older?”
“Older and married.”
“Do you have any friends?”
“Well, yes, I suppose. A couple of girls from my school days.”
“And none of your friends know of your condition?”
“No.”
“Does your brother?”
“Yes, he does. His wife does, too. And I was thinking maybe—"

“All right, then.” Sister Teresa returns her gaze to Evelyn.
“Given your situation, we would expect that you prepare to give
the child up for adoption. We have a list of several couples who are
hoping to adopt in the next few months. Lovely married couples.
Devout to the faith, well-off, established. Honourable.” She lingers
over the last word. “You will relinquish the baby at the end of your
term.” She makes one last tick on her clipboard.

Stunned, Evelyn remains silent, her mind racing as the panic
starts to rise in her chest, threatening to overwhelm her. She can’t
breathe properly. Why aren’t any of the windows open?



“Is that, I mean, is it required that I give the baby up? I didn’t
discuss it with my parents before I came here. There was no plan

of any kind.”

Sister Teresa’s cold eyes peer at her over the top of her glasses.
“Plan? The plan, Miss Taylor, is for you to wait out your
pregnancy and give birth in a discreet, controlled environment so
that you may return to your family with your reputation mostly
intact. The benefit to you should be obvious. The benefit to us is
that we in turn have the opportunity to place healthy babies with
deserving couples wishing to adopt.”

“But this baby, my baby... it was conceived in love. Surely that
must mean something. I was going to marry the father. I loved
him.” Evelyn’s voice cracks. “I lost him. Must I lose his baby, too?”

“The house rules are thus,” Sister Teresa continues at a gallop,
as though Evelyn hasn’t just borne her heart to the woman. She
plows through the policies in a well-practiced monologue. “You
will use only your first name within these walls. Orly your first
name. I cannot stress this enough. Our girls and their families
value discretion while the girl is housed here. As you are no doubt
aware, most families feel a great deal of shame about their
daughters’ predicament, and we promise as much privacy as
possible. Mind your own business, and do not ask questions. You
will not discuss your home life, family, friends, past experiences, or
other details with your roommates or any of the other inmates.
Each of you is here for a reason. Keep it to yourself.

“You will not leave the house without express permission, nor
will you go near the windows or open the curtains. We do not have
a telephone on the premises. You may write letters to your loved
ones, but not the putative father, though in your case, of course,
that rule is moot. We will review all incoming and outgoing
correspondence for the sake of your own privacy and safety. You
will do as you are told by any of the sisters on our staff, or by
Father Leclerc, your new priest. You will attend his mass here in
the sitting room every Sunday morning. You will also attend



various lessons to provide you with the set of skills you will require
to be a good wife and housekeeper once you have reformed
yourself. They include cooking, sewing, cleaning, knitting, and of
course religious study. After you have given birth, you will move
into the postpartum dormitory. Once our physician has agreed
you are fit to return to work, you will continue to work off your
debt for a three-month period until you are released back into the
care of your parents. That is standard practice in every home of

this kind.”
Three months?

Evelyn clenches her fists in her lap as Sister Teresa finishes her
pronouncement and stands up.

“Come along, then, Miss Taylor. Or Evelyn, I should say.
That’s the last time you’ll be using your surname for a while.
Supper is nearly ready, and we run a tight schedule. Pick up your
case and I will show you to your dormitory. You’ll be sharing with
two other girls for now: Louise and Anne. Your third roommate,
Margaret, is due to arrive tomorrow.”

Evelyn forces herself up from the chair.
“Yes, Sister Teresa,” the nun prompts her.

Evelyn drops her gaze to the handle of her travelling case. “Yes,
Sister Teresa.”



CHAPTER 3

Nancy
TORONTO | SUMMER 1979

Nancy Mitchell pulls on her red rubber boots and navy rain
jacket in the front hall of her parents’ house as butterflies flutter in
her stomach. She doesn’t like lying to her mother, but she has to
extract herself from their argument in time to meet her cousin

Clara.

“We’re already late for Susan’s birthday party, Mum,” Nancy
says. “I have to go.”

Her mother exhales irritably. “I don’t think it’s appropriate for
two young girls to be out at parties in the dead of night
unescorted.”

Nancy tries to shake off her mother’s admonitions. Frances
Mitchell was born and raised in England until her parents moved
her and her sisters to Canada when she was only fourteen. But
she’s clung to the cultural values of decorum and propriety her
entire life. They ground her. They make life stable and predictable.
A set of rules to live by.

“We’re not girls, Mum, we’re old enough to vote now,

remember?”
“Well, where is this party, anyway? You haven’t said.”

“Oh, leave her be, Frances,” Nancy’s grandmama croaks from
the rigid-backed chair beside the living room window.

“Well, I worry,” Frances says.



“Yes, but all of motherhood is just chronic low-level fear at the
best of times, dear. You know this. And besides, a woman is
entitled to a few secrets, after all, now, isn’t she?”

Frances shoots her mother a withering look and storms off into
the kitchen. A few seconds later, the smell of Comet cleaner fills
the air. Every time she and her daughter have an argument, Frances
vents her frustration by donning a set of rubber gloves and
scrubbing her kitchen to within an inch of its Formica-topped life.

Tonight’s argument was—once again—triggered by Nancy’s
need for independence. The fact that she’s decided to move out of
her parents’ home to attend university in the same city has caused
Frances to cling to her with even more vehemence than normal,
and Nancy doesn’t have the patience for it anymore.

She plants a kiss on her grandmother’s papery cheek. “Thanks,
Grandmama. I hope you’re feeling better. I'll see you in the
morning.”

Flipping the oversized hood on her rain jacket, Nancy shuts the
door behind her with more force than she intended and ventures
out into the rainy night. She knows she did nothing to help avoid
tonight’s argument, but she’s been on edge all day in anticipation
of her appointment tonight with Clara.

Unlike her mother, Nancy isn’t one to shy away from bending
the rules—or, if the occasion calls for it, outright breaking them—
but sneaking out to see an illegal abortionist isn’t exactly within
her comfort zone.

She agreed to it without really thinking, but her misgivings
have increased since she first said yes a week ago. Clara called last
Wednesday night and begged Nancy—choking on her words with
sobs that became more and more fractured as her panic rose—to
come with her as she gets an abortion. She had heard about a man
who would do it for eight hundred dollars, she said, and no one
ever needs to know.



“Does Anthony know?” Nancy asked her. Clara’s boyfriend
Anthony has a temper like napalm; it sticks to anything he throws
it at and burns everything in his path.

“No, of course not. He wouldn’t let me. You know that.”

That’s exactly the answer Nancy expected. She sighed and
dropped her voice. “Are you sure about this, Clara?”

“Yes!” Clara wailed. “Mom and Dad’ll kill me. This isn’t a
choice. There’s no other option, Nancy.”

“But, I mean, is this guy legitimate? You hear horror stories,
you know? What if he’s some quack?”

“I don’t think so. The friend of a girl I work with at the diner
used this guy, and everything was fine. That’s who told me about
him. He’s out in the East End.”

“Is there...” Nancy hated herself a little for asking it. “Is there
anyone else who can go with you?” She held her breath for the
answer, curling the phone cord around her index finger.

“No,” Clara said. “I need you. I need a girl with me, and you’ve
always been the closest thing I have to a sister.” An overstatement.
“I can’t do this by myself. Please help me.”

And so Nancy waits underneath the misty glow of a streetlamp
outside Ossington Station at nine o’clock on this rainy Friday
night in August. She can’t see much through the downpour, but
as a small silhouette emerges in the darkness, she suspects—given
the hunched shoulders and harried pace—that it’s Clara. Nancy
raises a hand and the figure hurries toward her. Her eyes are wide,
the grey-blue standing out against her pale face. She throws her
wet arms around Nancy’s neck, and Nancy can feel her shaking.

“TIry to stay calm, Clara,” Nancy says, pulling away. “It’ll be

over soon.”

The girls enter the subway station, drop their tokens into the
metal box. They land with a ¢/znk, one after the other, on top of



the hundreds of other tokens from that day’s commuters.
Normally it’s a sound Nancy quite likes. It’s the sound of going
places. Of visiting friends or adventurous Saturday afternoon
excursions to the St. Lawrence Market. She loves just walking
around the city, popping into shops, galleries, or cafés whenever
the mood strikes her, discovering new and peculiar oddities and
hidden gems within the boundaries of the city she loves so much.
But tonight, the sound seems to echo off the walls of the quiet
subway station with eerie magnitude.

They hurry down the stairs to the train platform, breathing in
the smell of the subway: somehow damp and dusty at the same
time, with pungent undercurrents of rotting garbage and urine.
Their fellow travelers are all staring down the dark tunnel in
impatient anticipation for the distant light of the train and the
rush of wind that precedes its arrival. When Nancy and Clara
finally board, they take two seats right across from the doors.

She notices Clara is staring resolutely at the empty seat across
from her, her face white above the small gold cross hanging around
her neck. Nancy’s never known anyone who got an abortion. Or at
least, she thinks with a jolt, no one that she knows of. She isn’t
entirely sure what to expect, and that makes her nerves tingle.
She’s the type of person who’s most comfortable when she has all
the information, for better or worse. But tonight it feels like she
and Clara are groping blindly with only the vaguest sense of
direction.

After several stops, Clara glances up at the map on the wall
above the doors, stands, and clears her throat. The sound is small,
like a little girl’s. Nancy rises from her seat as the car lurches to a

halt.

On the street outside the station, Clara pulls a crumpled piece
of paper out of her pocket and squints at it in the light from the
streetlamp overhead.

“This way, I think,” she mutters.



They turn right toward a side street that takes them deeper into
a shabby neighbourhood. The farther they wander into the
deserted streets, the more nervous Nancy becomes. The unfamiliar
houses are packed in tightly and seem to bear down on them.
After ten minutes’ walk and two backtracks, they arrive at the
address. It’s a triplex building with peeling paint and sagging eaves.
A rusted screen door hangs drunkenly off its hinges. The lights are
on in the unit on the top floor, but the main floor is dark. They
can just see a peek of yellow light through a gap in the basement
curtains.

“He said side door,” Clara says, but she doesn’t move. She
looks confused, as though she isn’t quite sure why they’re standing
in the middle of this strange street in the pouring rain.

Nancy licks her dry lips. “Clara? Are we... do you still want to
do this?”

An overwhelming part of her hopes her cousin will say no, she’s
changed her mind, let’s go on home and we’ll figure it out
somehow. But instead she nods. “Yes.”

Nancy swallows the sour lump in her throat and follows Clara
down the lane between the houses. It’s pitch-black and the
pavement shimmers with rain.

Clara knocks on the back door. A light flickers to life through
the glass above and they hear a series of locks being turned, then a
man appears in the crack of the door. He has a rough, reddish
brown beard and round glasses perched on a slightly sweaty face.
He takes in Clara and then looks behind her at Nancy.

“Which one of you called me?” he asks.
“Me,” Clara answers.

“Do you have the eight hundred?”
“Yes.”

“Let me see it, girl.”



Clara unzips her coat and withdraws a wad of twenty-dollar
bills from the inner pocket. Nancy’s jaw clenches. She knows
Clara’s been saving her tips from the diner to pay for school. She’ll
have to work double shifts now to make up for this.

“Okay, then,” the man says. “Come on in. Be quick about it.”

He opens the door wide and Clara steps over the threshold.
Nancy hesitates a moment before following. She regrets this
decision like hell, but there’s no point abandoning Clara now that
they’ve come this far, and as the elder of the two girls, she feels
responsible for her cousin. The man leads them down a narrow,
bare staircase to the basement apartment. The damp and cold
increase with each step. When they reach a small bedroom at the
back of the unit, Nancy’s stomach flips at the sight before her.

In the centre of the room is what appears to be an old wooden
dining table covered in a sheet with a small flat pillow at one end.
The sheet is black. Nancy realizes with a lurch that it’s likely
because it’s stained with blood from all the women who have lain
on that table before. It reminds her of the black draping at a
funeral.

There’s a small stool at the bottom of the table beside a metal
cart that looks like it was found in the garbage skip behind a
hospital. It’s vaguely medical, but rusted and missing a wheel. In
the corner, there’s another small table with a large bottle of
rubbing alcohol, a garbage bin, some silver instruments, towels,
and a radio that seems conspicuously out of place. It’s the
instruments that draw Clara’s eye, and her head starts to shake.

The man closes the door behind them. “All right, then, take off

your pants and underwear and get up on the table.”

Nancy jumps at the click of the lock and feels her heart rate
accelerate into overdrive. The man still hasn’t told them his name.
“Clara...” she says.

“Okay,” Clara whispers, and does as she’s told. Nancy’s instinct
is to face the wall in an attempt to give Clara some privacy, but



there’s no point. The room is small and there’s no blanket or
anything to cover Clara. There will be no dignity in this
experience, and by the set of Clara’s jaw, Nancy can tell she’s too
determined to not be pregnant to bother with something as
insignificant as her dignity.

“Drink this.” The man hands Clara a bottle. It doesn’t have a
label, but Nancy hopes it’s alcohol to numb the pain. Clara drinks
three large gulps and splutters in disgust. Some of it drips down
her chin, and Nancy steps over to her to wipe it away. It smells
strange.

“It’s my own little cocktail,” the man says with a half grin.
“Good for the nerves at a time like this. The ladies seem to like it,
anyway.”

Clara closes her eyes, but tears pour out the corners, falling
back into her blond hair. Her bottom lip is trembling. Fear skitters
down Nancy’s spine. She can’t imagine how Clara must feel.
Nancy takes her hand, squeezes it tight, but Clara doesn’t return
the pressure.

At the table in the corner of the room, the man pours rubbing
alcohol on the tools—knives, scalpels, some kind of long stick, and
other instruments—then he settles himself down on the stool at
the bottom of the table and places the items on the tray beside
him. He pulls on a pair of blue surgical gloves, snapping each of
the cuffs into place. It hits Nancy now—what’s about to happen
to Clara’s body, the things she might see and hear and smell.

“I'm right here, okay?” Nancy murmurs into Clara’s ear,
brushing her damp hair back off her forehead. Clara’s half-

conscious now with whatever this guy gave her to drink.

“Tell her to bite down on this,” the man says to Nancy, passing
her an old belt. She has to force down the vomit that surges up her
throat. There are dozens of teeth marks all along the edges of the
brown leather.

“Jesus Christ,” Nancy mutters.



“He’s not gonna help you in here, honey.”

Nancy ignores the man. “Clara, bite down on this. Come on.”
She feeds the belt between Clara’s teeth with difficulty, but Clara
finally bites it. “I’ve got you. You’re going to be okay.”

The man picks up one of the instruments and peers between
Clara’s legs. Nancy can hear the clicking of the tools. The chemical
stench of the rubbing alcohol is burning her nostrils. He clears his
throat, then switches on the radio and turns it up full-blast.

Nancy jumps again, her nerves already frayed like a cut rope.
“What the hell?” she bellows over the music.

“Trust me!” he calls across Clara’s bare legs. “This isn’t my first

rodeo, baby!”

It takes less than a minute for Nancy to understand why he’s
blasting the radio. Clara’s eyes snap open and a scream issues from
her mouth that could wake the dead. Her once-loose grip tightens
on Nancy’s hand.

“Hold her down!” the man shouts at Nancy. “She can’t move!”

Sickened with herself and the man in equal measure, Nancy
presses down on Clara’s chest with her free hand as “Sweet and
Innocent” by Donny Osmond blares through the tinny speakers.

Out on the street, all the neighbours hear are the cheery upbeat
notes, the saccharine lyrics of the teenage crooner. The song
Nancy will associate with this night for the rest of her life. The
song that will make her want to smash her car radio with a
hammer and flee from a friend’s party two hours early.

Clara’s screams continue as tears drip down her temples,
soaking the black pillowcase beneath her blond hair as Donny
belts out his ballad to a girl who was just too young.

The subway doors slide shut and the train starts to move,
transporting the girls back downtown the way they came, away



from the horror of that dank basement. A sob bursts from Clara’s
mouth, followed by the tiniest whimper.

“Oh, Clara,” Nancy says. “It’s over now. It’s going to be okay.”
“Thank you, Nancy.”

Clara rests her head against Nancy’s shoulder, and Nancy
awkwardly extracts her arm from between them and pulls Clara
into a half hug. They stay like that for several stops, swaying with
the rhythmic motion of the train. It’s nearly midnight now, and
their subway car is mercifully empty.

When they’re two stops away from Ossington, Nancy gently
nudges Clara. “We’re nearly there.”

Clara doesn’t respond. Her head is heavy against Nancy.

“The next station is Ossington. Ossington Station,” the
monotone voice announces through the speakers.

“Clara,” Nancy says again. “Come on, stand up.”

No response.

“Clara?”

Nancy dips her head to get a better view of Clara’s face.
It’s deathly pale, and her lips are blue.

“Clara!” Nancy shakes her cousin’s shoulders, her own heart
hammering in her throat. Clara’s eyes open a fraction, and she
moans a word Nancy can’t make out. “Come on, get up, we need
to get you home now.”

“Arriving at Ossington. Ossington Station.”

The train begins to slow. Nancy reaches underneath Clara’s
small arms and lifts her up. She’s so tiny, it isn’t that difficult, but
as she hauls Clara to her feet, Nancy gets a full view of the subway
seat beneath her. Underneath her rain jacket, Nancy breaks out in

a cold sweat.

The seat is so soaked in blood that the fabric is shining.



“Oh shit! Oh Jesus. Fuck!”

Clara’s head lolls on her neck like a child’s doll. When the
subway doors slide open, Nancy half drags her off the train onto
the empty platform. The whistle sounds and the train pulls away
from the station, whipping Nancy’s hair back as it picks up speed.
Clara moans again.

“Clara!” Nancy gasps. “Clara, I need you to help me get you up
the stairs. I need you to walk. Please!”

Clara blinks at her through heavy eyes, and mouths something
Nancy can’t hear. But she does lift her legs, slow and weak, enough
to help Nancy get her to the top of the stairs. The station is empty.
There isn’t even anyone on duty in the tollbooth.

Nancy backs into the crash doors out onto the street, still
dragging Clara with her like a medic hauling a body off a
battlefield. It’s stopped raining, and the air is heavy with humidity
and the smell of mud. She heads for the traffic lights on Bloor
Street one block down.

After what seems an eternity, Nancy spots an approaching cab.

“Taxi!” she screams, throwing her hand in the air. It pulls over
to stop in front of her. Propping Clara up with one arm, Nancy
struggles to open the door with the other. She nearly dumps Clara
into the car, then throws herself in after her.

“We need the nearest hospital,” Nancy snaps at the driver.

“You want St. Joe’s? Probably closest.” He meets her eyes in the
rearview mirror. “Hey, she don’t look so good, she better not be

»

“Just drive!” Nancy shouts at him.

He shakes his head and speeds away from the curb without
signaling.

In the back seat, Nancy gives Clara another small shake, smacks
her cheek as forcefully as she dares without hurting her. “Clara,



stay with me. Just stay with me. Stay with me.”

Nancy has never sat in a hospital waiting room alone before. She’s
waited with her mother during her Grandmama’s many illnesses in
recent years, but sitting in a waiting room with your parent is
entirely different. There’s someone older and wiser to be the point
of contact for the doctor, someone to get you a cup of tea and tell
you it’s going to be okay. Tapping her rain boot on the tile floor
and biting her nails nearly to the quick, Nancy suddenly feels far
more adult than she ever has before. She’s responsible for someone
here. She’s the point of contact.

Nancy arrived at the emergency room with Clara half-
conscious and hanging off her shoulder as blood dripped onto the
white tile floor beneath their feet. Nancy kept her mouth shut as
much as possible with the triage nurse. Her mother—a woman
with an impeccable sense of etiquette which she carried with her
like a piece of heavy luggage when she immigrated to Canada—has
always taught Nancy to mind her own business, reciting her
favourite idiom ad nauseam: “Just keep yourself to yourself.” Why
Nancy arrived at the hospital doors with Clara half-conscious and
bleeding isn’t anyone’s damn business. Their job is to trea