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  For everyone who has ever opened a DNA results email

and found a door they didn't know was there.

The truth was always in you.

Someone just had to look.
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  AUTHOR'S NOTE

  There is a moment that genealogists call the NPE discovery.

NPE stands for Not Parent Expected — the moment when a DNA test returns a result that contradicts the family story. A man who believed his whole life that he was his father's son discovers, at sixty-two, that he is not. A woman who thought she was an only child finds a half-brother in her DNA matches. A family that has kept a secret for fifty years finds that a saliva sample and a Tuesday afternoon have undone it completely.

It is estimated that between one and three percent of people who take consumer DNA tests receive an NPE surprise. In a country where forty million people have tested, that is a very large number of very private earthquakes.

This book is about one of them.

The DNA science in this story is real. Centimorgans are real. The Shared cM Project — a crowd-sourced research database built by genealogist Blaine Bettinger and now containing hundreds of thousands of data points — is real and free and available to anyone at dnapainter.com. The methodology Maggie uses to identify an unknown biological father is the methodology professional genetic genealogists use today.

The 23andMe bankruptcy, and the subsequent acquisition by TTAM Holdings, are also real events that affected approximately fifteen million people who had trusted their genetic information to a private company.

Whatever your DNA reveals: you are more than your biology. You are the stories that were told, and the ones that weren't. You are the people who found each other anyway.

— The Author





  Part One

  EIGHT WEEKS LATER





  ONE

  The Match



DNA does not lie.

DNA does not soften things. DNA does not say I was going to tell you — I just never found the right time. These are the first three things Maggie tells every client who has opened a test kit expecting a confirmation and received instead a door.

She had been telling clients these things for three weeks now. Ever since Theo's gift had arrived in the mail: a small white box containing a saliva tube and a return envelope and the breezy instruction just spit and send! as though the results could not possibly reconfigure anyone's understanding of themselves.

Maggie had sent it back on a Saturday in early October, without particular ceremony, because she was a professional genealogist and she understood the science and she had no reason to expect surprises. Her family story was known to her, or as known as any family story could be: a grandmother from Ireland, a grandfather she had never met, parents who were themselves unremarkable in their ordinariness. She had been researching her own line for twenty years and finding, mostly, exactly what she expected.

The results had arrived on a Tuesday, while she was mid-session with a client from Connecticut. She had looked at the notification, set the phone face-down on the desk, and finished the session with her full attention where it belonged: on other people's ancestors.

She had opened the results that evening. Ethnicity estimate — mostly expected, with a larger-than-anticipated percentage of something Scandinavian that would require investigation. Close matches — her daughter Theo, at 1,762 centimorgans, exactly right for a parent-child relationship. Her second cousin in Providence, whom she had known about and expected. A third cousin in Burlington she had already identified through paper research.

And then, at 987 centimorgans, a name she did not recognize.

Not a third cousin. Not a second cousin. Not a category that the ethnicity estimate sidebar described as "close family."

Nine hundred and eighty-seven centimorgans, the Ancestry system helpfully informed her, was consistent with a half-sibling, a grandparent, an aunt or uncle, or a half-aunt or half-uncle.

The match was named: W. Cabot, Millbrook, Vermont.

Millbrook.

She had stared at the screen for a long time.

She had not messaged the match. Not that night, not in the three weeks since. Because there were explanations. There were always explanations. A database error. A distant endogamous cluster that made the cM count appear closer than it was. A coincidence of surnames that would dissolve under proper analysis into something perfectly ordinary.

She told herself this every morning.

She was not, in the purely scientific sense, certain she believed it.

Cromwell had climbed onto the computer desk on the third morning and sat directly in front of the screen, which Maggie had interpreted at the time as an interruption and now, upon reflection, considered a form of professional advice.

Some things could wait until she had more data.

Some things should wait until the current client's crisis was resolved.

The current client's crisis involved a Mayflower line, a DNA test, and a dead woman named Lillian Marsh — and it had not yet, on the November morning when Maggie sat in her cottage with her Earl Grey and her Moleskine and the specific low-angled light that Vermont did in November like nowhere else on earth, finished arriving.



The eight weeks since Hank Whitford's death had settled over Millbrook with the particular quality of an aftermath — not resolution, exactly, but the gradual return of ordinary life around the shape of something that had happened. Ron Vetch's office had a new town clerk, a woman from Barre named Alice Portman who wore reading glasses on a beaded chain and had, in her first three weeks, reorganized the deed filing system with an efficiency that Maggie found deeply satisfying. The Whitford farm sat under court order, still and waiting, while Dale Hutchins's legal case moved through the Vermont probate system with its characteristic patience.

Owen Whitford had stopped nodding to Maggie when he saw her on Main Street. She considered this acceptable.

The Genealogist's Cottage had, in those eight weeks, become something. Not just an office. Not just a new beginning she had been treating like a project. It had become the thing she had built it to be: a place where people brought their questions and found that the past was more present than they had known, that the records were more generous than anyone told them, that the grandmother who had never spoken about the old country had, in fact, left evidence.

She had four active clients. Two referrals from Gussie Pratt, which she was choosing to interpret as approval rather than competitive intelligence. One from Soon-Yi, whose great-grandmother had come from Korea in 1952 and whose paper trail went cold at the 38th parallel. And one from the DAR.

The DAR client was the one who was going to become a problem.

