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Author's Note

In April of 2018, a seventy-two-year-old former police officer named Joseph James DeAngelo was arrested at his home in Citrus Heights, California, and charged with being the Golden State Killer — a man who had terrorized the state for more than a decade and then vanished into the ordinary.

What caught him, after four decades of failure, was not a tip line or a fingerprint or a confession. It was his third cousin once removed. More precisely, it was his third cousin once removed's saliva, uploaded to a public genealogy database called GEDmatch by someone who had no idea her kit would one day be the key to the most famous cold case in American history.

That arrest introduced the world to a discipline that had been maturing in the back rooms of genealogy conferences for more than a decade: investigative genetic genealogy. It is the process by which an unknown DNA sample — from a crime scene, from skeletal remains, from an abandoned infant — is uploaded to a genealogy database, matched against distant cousins, and traced backward through public records, newspaper archives, probate files, and family trees until the unknown person has a name.

It is slow, recursive, and very nearly miraculous — and now one of the most powerful forensic tools ever invented.

Nora Calloway is fictional. The techniques she uses are not. GEDmatch is real. FamilyTreeDNA is real. Centimorgans, triangulation, endogamy, Y-DNA haplogroups, shared segment analysis — these are the working vocabulary of a genuine scientific discipline practiced today by a small, committed community of genealogists, many of whom volunteer their evenings to help identify the unidentified dead.

I have tried, in this book and in the five that follow, to honor that community. The methodology depicted here is real. The archives Nora visits — the Library of Congress Manuscript Division, the Virginia Museum of History & Culture, county courthouses across the Commonwealth — are real, and they are more beautiful than I can describe. If you visit them, please be kind to the archivists. They are keepers of the only memory we have that cannot be retweeted.

The history is real, but the Patriarch in these pages is not. Edmund Hale Thornwood is a composite, a shadow-figure walking in the footprints of men we know by heart. I did this deliberately. We do not need a new scandal about a real founder; we need a truer reckoning with the kind of silence the founding generation bequeathed to us — the inheritances that were sealed, suppressed, paid off, and quietly carried west.

This series is, at its heart, about those silences. And about a woman who cannot stop pulling threads, even when one of the threads turns out to be attached to her own life.

Thank you for reading.

— Adriana Vale

Richmond, Virginia


Dedication

For the ones who were sent west under a different name —

and the ones who went looking for them anyway.


Epigraph


"The blood remembers what the family agreed to forget."

— Anonymous, inscribed in the flyleaf of a ledger book recovered from a Virginia estate sale, date unknown
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Prologue: The Sealing

Williamsburg, Virginia — The Eleventh of March, 1789

The candles in Ambrose Kettering's office had burned down to stubs, and the smell of tallow mixed with the sharper smell of river damp that came in under the door no matter how tightly he stuffed the gap with rags.

He was thirty-four years old, and he was about to do a thing that would sit on his conscience for the rest of his life.

The woman across the desk from him had not removed her mourning veil. She had come at the appointed hour, walking the two miles from the house on Francis Street alone in the dark, her shoes wet through and her gloved hands folded in her lap as if they were not her own. Her husband, a respectable man of middling means, had been eleven months in the ground. Her condition, which she had taken pains to conceal through the winter, was no longer concealable.

"You understand, madam," Kettering said, "that once this is sealed, it cannot be opened except upon the death of the gentleman named within, and then only by a magistrate of the Commonwealth."

"I understand."

"And you understand that the gentleman named within has requested — has instructed — that the child be raised under another name, in another county, by a family of his choosing, and that you will not seek the child out."

A long silence. The candle guttered. Ambrose Kettering watched a drop of wax roll down the brass holder and pool against the inkwell.

"I understand," she said again. Her voice was steady, which he would remember for the rest of his life, because steadiness in a woman at that hour, in that room, was the worst kind of courage.

"The sum is guaranteed," he said, because he felt he had to say something kind. "Upon his death, the child — or the child's heirs, in perpetuity — shall inherit the nine hundred acres in Albemarle, free and clear, with all the rights and privileges thereunto belonging. It is written here, in his hand. He has signed it in my presence. I am the only other soul who knows."

"The only other soul living," she said.

He did not answer that.

He folded the document once, twice, and pressed the Patriarch's seal into the warm red wax. The seal was a simple one — a laurel branch over an open book — and it made a small wet sound as it set.

"There is something else," she said.

He looked up.

From beneath her mourning cloak she produced a second paper, folded small. She laid it on the desk between them as if it were a living thing that might wake.

"This," she said, "is for the child. When he is grown. If the other document is ever lost. If something — " her voice caught, only once — "if something should happen to the gentleman, or to you, or to me. This is the proof in my own hand."

Kettering stared at it. He knew, without opening it, what it would contain. A name. A date. A witness. Enough, in a court of the right judge, to tear the republic open at the seam.

"Madam," he said, very quietly, "if you leave that with me, I cannot guarantee — "

"I am not leaving it with you, Mr. Kettering. I am asking you to hide it where no man will find it who is not already looking."

He looked at her for a long moment. He thought of his wife, asleep in their house on Duke of Gloucester Street. He thought of the new Constitution, four months ratified, fragile as a moth's wing. He thought of the gentleman whose seal was still warm on the folded document in his hand, and of the inaugural procession that would take place in New York City in three weeks' time.

He took the second paper. He slid it between the leaves of a land deed belonging to an unrelated family in Isle of Wight County — a document no one would ever have cause to open — and he re-tied the bundle with red cord.

"It is hidden," he said.

She rose. The veil did not move.

"Mr. Kettering," she said, at the door. "I will name my son Samuel. After my father. I would like for you to know that, even though you will not speak it aloud again."

"Samuel," he said.

"Samuel," she repeated. And then she was gone into the wet dark, and Ambrose Kettering sat alone with two candles and a sealed document and the beginning of a silence that would last two hundred and thirty-six years.

In the margin of the bundle, in a hand so small it could be mistaken for a water stain, he wrote a single line:

For the boy, and any that come after. God forgive me for the keeping of it.

Then he blew out the candles.
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Chapter 1: Twenty-Five Percent

Nora Calloway had a rule about voicemails left after midnight: she did not listen to them until she had made coffee, opened the window, and taken the first long breath of Richmond morning air, no matter the season. It was a ritual, and rituals were how she kept her work from swallowing her.

She was breaking the rule before the coffee was halfway brewed.

"Ms. Calloway, my name is Tom Weller. I'm calling from Charlottesville. I — I'm sorry for the hour. My daughter gave me one of those DNA kits for my birthday and I just — I think I need to speak with someone who does what you do. Professionally. The result I got back isn't — "

A pause. She heard him breathing. A man deciding whether to say the next thing.

" — it isn't possible. That's the only way I can put it. Please call me back."

The voicemail ended.

Nora stood at her kitchen counter in a gray T-shirt and bare feet and let the coffeepot finish its slow exhalation into the carafe. Outside the window, the James River was doing its April thing — brown and full and sliding past the floodwall like a secret. Her apartment was on the second floor of a converted tobacco warehouse on Cary Street, and the brick walls still smelled faintly of the nineteenth century when it rained.

It isn't possible.

She had heard that sentence from clients for eleven years. It was, in her professional experience, almost always possible, and almost always the precise opposite of what the client wanted to believe. DNA did not care about family stories. DNA was indifferent to the version of the family you had rehearsed at Thanksgiving since you were twelve.

She poured the coffee. She sat down at the small oak desk in the corner of her living room — her actual office was three blocks away, a converted dentist's suite above a bagel shop on Main Street, but the real work happened here, in the blue hour before the city woke — and she opened her laptop.

She played the voicemail a second time.

The man's voice had the particular Virginia cadence of someone who had spent his adult life speaking carefully to strangers in a shop. A dealer, maybe. Antiques. A lawyer too tired to still be one. She wrote Tom Weller, Charlottesville on the top line of a yellow legal pad and underlined it once.

She thought, briefly, about the unopened DNA kit in the bottom right drawer of her desk. Ancestry, the green and white box. A Christmas present from her adoptive mother three years ago. Nora, honey, I thought maybe — you of all people — Sandra Calloway had said, and then had not finished the sentence, because she never finished that sentence, and Nora loved her for it and hated her for it in equal and well-balanced measure.

The kit had never been opened. It would not be opened today.

She picked up her phone.

"Mr. Weller," she said when he answered on the



























