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				No human walks this world without leaving a trace. The earth measures our presence through the imprints and remnants of our time here, some subtle or microscopic, some as striking as the buildings we build or the mountains we move. We are not a stealthy species; we boldly or blindly mark where we have been. Some traces may never be examined or even known to another living being. But others will be searched for and uncovered, and from them, much can be extracted: ancient histories, family ties, illness patterns, heredities and behaviors, guilt or innocence.

				We have over time become more and more proficient at analyzing these traces, to the point where bones buried for millennia can unlock the deepest mysteries and a single drop of dried blood can reveal the most fearsome monster. At this moment we are living through a forensic revolution linked to how we understand and read the human genome.

				Improbably, at least to me, I am part of this revolution.

				In March 2017 a man named Paul Holes called me at my home in Northern California. He identified himself as a cold-case investigator for the Contra Costa County Sheriff’s Office.

				At the time, I was retired after a long career as a patent attorney, and I had no training in criminal investigations or anything like that. In what began as a postretirement hobby, I was volunteering as a genetic genealogist—a “search angel” who uses DNA matches to build family trees and help solve unknown parentage issues. Often I worked with adoptees who were searching for their biological families.

				In March 2015, I had begun working on a project to identify a woman who had been abducted as an infant and did not know her name or history or parentage, and I had successfully used her DNA to uncover her identity—solving a mystery that had baffled both the woman and detectives for decades. Now, two years later, Paul Holes had heard about my work on the case from an FBI lawyer and called me.

				“I have a cold case I need help with,” Paul said. “Would you be willing to work with me in identifying a criminal suspect?”

				I did not ask about the crime or the case. I just said that I would be willing to help. Eventually Paul told me who we were hunting for:

				The Golden State Killer.

				What happened over the next few months changed the field of criminology. As Time magazine put it, the work I performed on the Golden State Killer case “provided law enforcement with its most revolutionary tool since the advent of forensic DNA testing in the 1980s.”

				This book is about some of the cases I worked on during a brief but extraordinary window of opportunity—from roughly 2015 to 2018—that may one day be seen as the golden age of investigative genetic genealogy (IGG). During this remarkable time, crimes long considered unsolvable were solved with relatively stunning speed, and criminals who had long avoided not just capture but even identification were suddenly named and held to account. Cold case files long buried in dusty cabinets were pulled out into the light and finally, satisfyingly closed. The impossible, suddenly, was possible. Aside from the beginnings of forensic fingerprinting in the late nineteenth century and the start of DNA profiling in the 1980s, there have been precious few moments when detectives, FBI agents, and other crime fighters gained such a powerful edge over the criminals they hunt.

				And then, almost as suddenly as it opened, this extraordinary window of opportunity was very nearly shut.

				The full story of how this breakthrough came to pass—of how a small band of us applied startling technological advancements to active criminal cold cases—has never truly been told before. I am telling it now. The pages that follow offer an up-close, firsthand account of the cold cases that pushed the boundaries and changed the rules, as well as an exploration of what these cases reveal about human nature—about us.

				A parallel story describes how someone with no background in law enforcement and both feet planted firmly in retirement could, somehow, end up front and center in the one criminal cold case that most moved the needle, that generated thousands of headlines around the world, and that triggered perhaps the most significant ethical debate of our time: the case of the Golden State Killer.
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				I learned about the Golden State Killer through his victims.

				There was Patrice, a nurse and newlywed, friendly and full of life, murdered brutally in her home in 1975. Patrice was twenty-seven years old in 1975, the same age I was that year. There was Jane, a young mother bound and raped repeatedly in the home she shared with her three-year-old son, who was in the house and tied up when the horrors occurred. There was Charlene, an interior decorator, discovered on her bed by her stepson, her skull crushed by a fireplace log.

				And many more—dozens of them—most about the same age I was during the rape-and-killing spree that spanned the twelve years between 1974 and 1986. After the last known crime in the spree, the killer vanished into anonymity, and the case went cold—so cold it remained unsolved, and seemingly unsolvable, for more than thirty years.

				But then, in 2017, his victims began to speak out to me through the pages of old newspapers that described the terrible crimes against them but only guessed at the nature of their unknown assailant: a lurking, stalking monster who hid behind bushes and crept through unlocked doors and windows, crouching, noiseless, quick to pounce, and now, so many years later, still only a shadow in the dark, still taunting and haunting those who survived his mayhem.

				I had no experience with, or even knowledge of, the existence of such evil in our world, and I sensed that joining in the pursuit of this man would take me to some very dark places, darker than anywhere I had been before. But I also knew that I wanted to help identify him.

				I was acting on an instinct ingrained deeply within me and reflected in so many pivotal moments in my life: the need to know what I do not know.

				When I was young and growing up in New Zealand my mother referred to this instinct as my “grasshopper mind,” a restless, jumpy inquisitiveness, a tendency to examine issues from seemingly strange angles until I found a novel way to resolve them. This way of learning helped me succeed in my career as a patent attorney, and it has helped me solve cases in the nascent field of investigative genetic genealogy—including some of the most infamous, bloody, and baffling cold cases of all time.

				My personal traits and history are what brought me to this historic case at just that time, but I believe that all of us are to some degree natural puzzle solvers, curious about what we do not know and excited to unearth secret connections—investigators of our own lives.

				Some of you reading this may share my interest in genetic genealogy and researching family histories, driven to crack the mysteries of your own ancestors and ultimately of yourselves. Some of you may be professional or passionate amateur genetic genealogists, helping others on their journeys of self-discovery. And some of you may be true-crime enthusiasts, drawn to the procedural nuts and bolts—and the undeniable visceral thrill—of solving a long-cold murder case.

				Whatever it is that has brought you to this story, it is my hope that you find it not only informative and exciting but also inspiring in how it describes the brave and worthwhile journeys of discovery we all must undertake at some point in our lives. Because behind the story of this pivotal moment in history, beyond the case of the Golden State Killer and other long-cold crimes I helped solve, lies something strong and shared and primal:

				The desire to uncover that which is hidden from us.
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			On March 3, 2015, a volunteer genealogist at a not-for-profit organization called DNAAdoption opened the following email:

			
				SUBJECT: Unknown Person Search

				MESSAGE: I work for the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department. I am working a cold case involving a kidnapping of a child when she was approx. age 2; she was recovered at approx. age 5. We do not know her real name, date of birth, etc. She is now grown in her ’30s and the only known survivor of the suspect. As we back track the suspect for other victims we are attempting to tell her who she is. We have already signed up with Ancestry DNA and gotten a hit on a second cousin. I have been reading your site and would like to ask if you had any other advice given the uniqueness of our search.

			

			The person who sent the email was Deputy Peter Headley of the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department Crimes Against Children Detail. The volunteer was me.

			It was only a few months earlier that I had signed up as a search angel with DNAAdoption, a group that teaches adoptees how to identify biological relatives using autosomal DNA. Nearly all of the emails that I opened were from adoptees hoping to learn how to identify their birth parents, and I did my best to answer their questions. But this email was different. I was intrigued, so I immediately called Deputy Headley to learn more.

			He told me the story of a girl who had been abducted and was now part of a long-cold case. Her name was Lisa Jensen, and her story—at least the part of it that was known to law enforcement— began in 1986, when Lisa was around five years old and living at the Santa Cruz Ranch RV Resort. It was an unremarkable trailer park tucked around the redwood trees of California’s Santa Cruz Mountains, on the site of a bygone theme park called Santa’s Village.

			That year, Lisa befriended a woman named Kathy Decker, who lived in a mobile home at the park. Kathy came to know Lisa as a friendly and chatty child, outwardly normal in most ways. But Lisa was also alarmingly skinny, and she had bruises on her body and stains on her clothes. She had no toys of her own, and she came over to play with Kathy’s young grandson nearly every day, as if she had nowhere else to go. Kathy noticed that Lisa and her father—a widower named Gordon Jensen, who worked at the park as a handyman—slept in an open camper shell in the back of a pickup truck, even on nights when it was freezing.

			“Lisa was tattered and torn,” Kathy later said. “She was a little ragamuffin.”

			Just as Lisa looked to Kathy’s grandson for company, Lisa’s father, Gordon, turned to Kathy for emotional support. He confided in her about how much he missed his late wife, who he said had died of cancer when Lisa was just an infant. Kathy watched him break down in tears as he remembered her. Jensen also complained about how hard it was to be a single father to Lisa.

			When Kathy mentioned that her own daughter and son-in-law were eager to have a child but had not been able to conceive, it was Gordon Jensen who suggested that Kathy’s daughter take little Lisa to live with her in Chico Hills, California, for three weeks—a trial run before, perhaps, he would grant them permission to legally adopt her. Lisa was excited by the idea. When Kathy bought new shoes for her for the trip to Chico Hills, Lisa wore them to bed.

			It was an odd arrangement, to be sure, but for a while it worked out well. Lisa loved her new home with Kathy’s daughter and husband, and they in turn loved the little girl.

			Then, one day, young Lisa began describing the ways her father had abused her. Her stories were shocking and sickening—one police officer later said Lisa had been “severely molested and tortured.” Kathy’s daughter quickly called the police.

			Officers from the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department soon arrived at the trailer park, but by the time they got there Gordon Jensen was gone. He had packed up and disappeared, leaving Lisa behind with Kathy’s family.

			Investigator Cliff Harris of the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department searched the Santa Cruz Ranch RV Resort and pulled a single fingerprint off video equipment that Jensen had installed in the park’s community area. It appeared that Jensen had wiped off the equipment before leaving but had overlooked a single incriminating print. Harris ran the fingerprint and learned that Jensen, under the alias Curtis Kimball, had been arrested a year earlier, in 1985, after driving drunk and crashing a car with his young daughter, Lisa, in it. That year, a district attorney charged Jensen with driving under the influence and endangering the welfare of a child.

			But Jensen failed to show up at court on those charges, and then he fell off the radar. Law enforcement picked up his trail one year later when Kathy Decker’s daughter called police about him.

			And now, yet again, Jensen had slipped away. A full year passed, then another. Meanwhile, because Gordon Jensen had fled before signing any adoption papers, and because Lisa was not related to Kathy’s daughter and had a living father, she was taken away from Kathy’s family and placed in the custody of the state.

			For Kathy Decker and her daughter, the perfect ending never happened.

			For Lisa, her escape from Gordon Jensen led her into foster care and created a lasting uncertainty about her identity. She had no knowledge of her mother, no birth certificate—no documents at all—and the name she knew her father by was, police had learned, an alias.

			But that was not all. Some years later, in 2003, a DNA test revealed that Gordon Jensen was not Lisa’s biological father. He was her abductor.

			Which meant that Lisa Jensen was, in technical terms, a “living Jane Doe”—a female whose name and identity are unknown.

			In November 1988, police finally caught up with Gordon Jensen. Officers pulled over a car in San Luis Obispo on suspicion that it was stolen. The driver identified himself as Gerry Mockerman and produced documents with that name on them. He was poised and sure of himself. The driver’s fingerprints, however, revealed that the man was actually Gordon Jensen. He was arrested for driving a stolen vehicle, and an investigation connected him to the abandonment of Lisa Jensen in 1986. “He would steal people’s identities, and he had all their names stored up in his head,” says Deputy Headley of Gordon Jensen. “He had an incredible memory and he was a very smart guy. He spoke several languages fluently.”

			For the crime of abandoning Lisa, a judge sentenced Jensen to three years in prison.

			Jensen served only a small part of that stretch before being paroled in 1990. He then did what he had done many times before in his criminal career: he vanished, again, leaving no trace, this time for twelve long years.
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			In late 2012, Lisa Jensen’s long-unsolved Jane Doe case was taken over by San Bernardino deputy Peter Headley. (San Bernardino is a large county just east of Los Angeles.)

			A Southern California native who got his start in law enforcement conducting mountain search-and-rescue missions, Headley was working the Crimes Against Children Detail when he picked up Lisa’s case. Lisa was now in her thirties and had children of her own. She insisted on living a quiet, private life, but she was also determined to uncover her biological identity. Despite the trauma of her early years, Lisa was a vibrant, beautiful woman who embraced life, taught dance classes, and was fiercely protective of her family.

			For years Lisa and Deputy Headley worked together to find enough bits of information to pin down her real name and establish her identity, but, sadly, they made little progress.

			“It was a cold case going way, way back, and people who knew about it had died, or they could not remember,” Headley told me. And as for police interviews of Jensen, “he never gave us anything. He said he couldn’t even remember Lisa.”

			Neither Lisa nor Headley gave up. One day, Lisa watched the genealogy TV show Who Do You Think You Are?, which follows celebrities as they trace their family trees to learn more about their personal histories. After watching the show, Lisa called Deputy Headley.

			“Do you think DNA could work for me?” she asked.

			Analyzing DNA to find potential relatives and even potential criminal suspects was not a new concept for Headley. Years earlier he had read up on the emerging technology and looked into a new consumer-genealogy website called AncestryDNA, which encouraged people to submit their DNA for testing and build their own family trees. “But back then,” says Headley, “the databases were still very small”—meaning too few people had joined the site to create a big enough pool of potential relatives who might “match” Lisa’s DNA. Investigative genetic genealogy is a numbers game, and Headley had to wait for the numbers to build up.

			In 2014, when the AncestryDNA database and other similar databases were more robust, Deputy Headley opened an account for Lisa Jensen there and Lisa submitted a saliva sample. Lisa’s DNA test produced several hundred genetic matches. Looking at the long list of names, Deputy Headley realized he had no idea what to do with the information.

			This was the point when he decided he needed some help. “It was still relatively new technology to me,” he says. “A lot of the time I was stumbling in the dark.”

			I was moved by Lisa’s story and her struggle for identity, and I agreed to help in any way I could. Deputy Headley offered me the chance to take the lead on the DNA side of the case, and on March 3, 2015, I joined the team working on what became known as the Lisa Jensen Project.

			I was a volunteer genealogist with precisely no law enforcement experience, yet suddenly I was front and center in an open criminal cold case. How in the world had this happened?
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			When I opened Deputy Headley’s email in 2015 I was, technically, a retiree.

			Several years earlier I had finished a long career as a patent attorney. My specialty had been biotechnology innovations—that is, helping inventors patent genetically modified organisms and the tools to modify them. For example, I worked on a well-known case involving a genetically modified tomato called the Flavr Savr, and I opened my own law firm. I was a patent attorney for two decades before my retirement, which, frankly, I was quite enjoying.

			Back then, the same as now, I lived in a house along the Northern California coast, not far from the ocean, in an area that reminded me of the rugged splendor of my native New Zealand. In retirement I had more time to spend with my son, Christopher, and to tend to the little garden I kept behind my home, where I grew potatoes, tomatoes, runner beans, and kale—a sweet echo of the garden I kept when I was ten and my mother paid me market value for radishes, tomatoes, and chard. I played tennis with friends and filled my home with orchids from a local nursery, and I traveled to China and Europe and New Zealand. My cats, Bijou and Emrys, were always afoot, dragging in birds and mice and leaving them for me in my bathroom as gifts.

			I also finally had the time to research the history of my family, tracing both my maternal and paternal lines as far back as I could—which was difficult on my father’s side because New Zealand does not release any census data to the public. I was basically learning research methods as I went. But as can happen once you get into the thickets of your family history, the “hobby” of genealogy became increasingly consuming for me, to the point where I was spending the better part of most days neck-deep in one family mystery or another.

			I had the good fortune of retiring just as direct-to-consumer DNA testing services were taking off. This new kind of deep-dive, DNA-based research—the use of DNA tests to identify biological relatives—appealed to me right from the start, and I was one of the earliest people to use DNA for family history research. The astonishing scope of it—ancient ancestral origins, great waves of human migration, genetic markers traveling through the centuries, the vast kaleidoscopic history of us all—was fascinating, but so was the nitty-gritty of analyzing DNA matches pulled from hundreds of thousands of points of DNA data.

			All around me, the field grew with exponential speed. In 2000, FamilyTreeDNA issued the first direct-to-consumer test kit, which allowed users to identify and connect with relatives they might not have known about, and to verify family history they had dug up through traditional methods. New DNA profiles constantly flowed into many new online sites—MyHeritage, FamilyTreeDNA, 23andMe—creating massive databases of potential DNA matches. In 2015 fewer than one million people in the United States had submitted samples for genetic testing to AncestryDNA. Today, that number is well over thirty million across all the U.S. genealogical sites.

			Because of my background working in biotechnology, and because I have a PhD in biology, I understood the science of DNA and how it worked in relation to ancestry. I understood the nature of chromosomes and how autosomal DNA was replicated and passed from one generation to the next, and what that means in the grand scheme of ancestral research—a conceptual challenge that many amateur genetic genealogists, and some fairly seasoned ones, continue to face. In the course of my research I discovered that I was able to quickly see connections that might take others much longer to puzzle out.

			Still, when I began researching my family roots I knew very little about genealogy research itself, and I immediately set out to learn everything I could.

			I signed up for a four-semester family history class offered online by Monterey Peninsula College. It was designed and taught by Karen Clifford, one of the leading genealogical researchers in the world and a pioneer in the field who had authored textbooks and guidebooks on the subject. Karen’s class—which was purely about genealogy, or family history research—was the beginning of my immersion in the field.

			I learned about sources and methods for researching ancestors back to 1850, and more advanced strategies for before then. I learned how to pore over all kinds of records, including census, tax, probate, land, property, military, and more; how to extend a family line past U.S. borders to ancestral countries; how to decipher the handwriting on documents dating back to the seventeenth century; how to poke around the dustiest nooks of genealogical research, from benefit records from the Spanish-American War to eighteenth-century slave schedules and enumeration rolls.

			Karen Clifford’s class was a dazzling introduction to all that is possible in a genealogical search—and all that can confound you if you miss a step. In the span of less than a quarter century, enormous technological strides (e.g., scanning and digitalization, indexing of records) had been made, opening the field of genealogy to just about everyone and making it far less taxing and time-consuming.

			For much of the twentieth century, the only way to construct a solid family tree was to physically visit archives and halls of records and collect birth and death certificates, marriage licenses, and other paper evidence. Add in trips to graveyards to glean information from headstones and family stories passed down through the years, and you would have an approximation of your family’s history for two hundred years or so.

			I have a cousin in New Zealand who did just that, traveling to England over the decades to research our family history and secure precious family documents. I have looked through her massive folders full of original birth certificates and other milestone records, and I have marveled at her diligence. She collected everything in those folders herself, and I can only imagine the hundreds of hours of legwork involved. It was a stunning achievement, and over many years she succeeded in assembling a truly beautiful family history.

			But times have changed. Today it would not take several years to assemble such a history. Someone with mostly northern or western European ancestry could possibly create a similar family history in just a few weeks.

			One of the first things I did in my family history research was something my New Zealand cousin had not been able to do: I used DNA to confirm, augment, or disprove all the work I was doing on that shared branch of my family tree. To do this I had to persuade as many of my relatives as I could to take DNA tests, including my New Zealand cousin’s father.

			My cousin’s father’s test immediately revealed a family mystery that I set out to solve.

			As far back as I can remember, I was told a branch of my family was related to the Yorkshire Rowntrees, a well-known nineteenth-century Quaker family from northern England, near the Scottish border. However, when I tested my cousin’s father’s Y-DNA (which tracks the paternal line), I was surprised to see he did not match any Rowntrees.

			He did, however, match literally hundreds of men in Clan Irwin, a less well known family from Dumfries in the south of Scotland.

			What did this mean?

			To find the answer, I had to go back to the Middle Ages.

			I tested more-distant direct-line male Rowntree relatives and eventually tested a relative whose shared ancestors with me were from a time in history when the border between Scotland and England was a lawless and predatory stretch of land, prone to blood feuds, wanton theft, and frequent maiming and murdering. Border Country, as it was known, had its own laws, written and unwritten, which were enforced by various clans on either side. These laws gave rise to bandits known as Border Reivers: men who roamed across the border stealing herds of cattle and perhaps a wife before crossing back over the border with seeming impunity.

			Here was the likely explanation for the Rowntree/Irwin mystery—some long-ago Clan Irwin lad from Dumfries had crossed the Border Country and raped a Rowntree wife while in Sunderland, creating a child with the Rowntree name who was, in the male line, genetically an Irwin. Instead of being related to the gentle, peace-loving Quakers of the Yorkshire Rowntree family, we actually traced our lineage back to a daring little reiver clamoring across the lawless border.

			To encounter this odd family mystery, and then to solve it through genetic genealogy—at least to the point of knowing what most likely had happened and when—was exhilarating. There was something stirring about being transported back in time by the DNA and allowing the DNA to guide me through the actual twists and turns of my lineage. The DNA was powerful, precise, and determinative—a truly remarkable tool.

			This may have been the moment when I first became addicted to the rewarding payoff of genetic genealogy: the thrill of discovery.
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			Early on in my adventures in genetic genealogy, I was contacted by a man named David Abbott. David had been at his home in Kent in the United Kingdom, not far from the Strait of Dover in the English Channel, when, one ordinary day in 2014, he watched the same genealogy TV show, Who Do You Think You Are?, that Lisa Jensen had seen. David was intrigued enough to visit the genealogy site FamilyTreeDNA.

			“They were offering free kits,” he recalls, “so I decided to have a go, just for something to do.”

			The DNA test, and David’s dive into his family history, unearthed a startling secret. The man he believed was his father was not a biological relative; in fact, David discovered that he was born in a home for orphans, and the line on his birth certificate reserved for his father’s identity was blank.

			“I had all these questions I needed answered,” says David, “but there was no one left to ask.” Tragically, his mother had died just three days before he learned the truth about his father, and his mother’s sister told him his biological father had been a Canadian airman stationed in the United Kingdom—but that was all she could tell him.

			That single detail, though, resonated with David. “I remember having three model airplanes when I was young,” he says. “I didn’t know where they came from, but I still have one. I’ve also always had this old photograph of a dog in an airfield somewhere. I just didn’t know what these things meant.”

			David’s 2014 FamilyTreeDNA test produced a long list of people who shared some small fraction of DNA with him. The most closely related one was a possible third cousin—someone who, with any luck at all, might be able to help David identify his biological father.

			I was David’s possible third cousin.

			David reached out to me in the early stages of my dalliance with DNA. He said he was desperately hoping to discover his father’s identity and asked for my help. I was intrigued by my connection to his tangled family history, and I agreed to do whatever I could.

			In order to properly help David, I felt I needed to learn more. I searched for classes that focused on emerging techniques in the field of genetic genealogy—the use of DNA to identify biological relatives. (Karen Clifford’s class, by contrast, was about traditional family history research and did not touch on DNA.) One of the groups I researched was DNAAdoption. Launched in 2012, the not-for-profit organization started as (and continues to be) a collection of unpaid volunteers from all sorts of disciplines: genealogists, scientists, computer specialists, accountants, geneticists, and even hobbyists who had become skilled sleuths. The group focused its work on connecting adoptees with birth relatives. They offered an intensive six-week online DNA analysis course that was not too expensive and seemed quite comprehensive. I signed up right away. This was the first time I learned how to build family trees with the new science of DNA and use that information to identify the biological parents of an adoptee.

			My biology background, it turned out, helped me identify some scientific errors in DNAAdoption’s online lessons. I brought these errors to the group’s attention, and its members were completely gracious about it and even asked me to rework the lessons. I was pleased to see that these pioneers in the field of genetic genealogy saw themselves not as unapproachable experts but, much as I did, as perpetual students, always learning, always evolving, open to new information and techniques. If something was not working, all they cared about was finding a way to fix it.

			At the end of six weeks I did not quite feel like an expert, but I certainly felt like I had learned enough to at least try to help David identify his biological father. This was my first time helping another person explore their family roots. It would not be the last. I came to understand that there were many, many people like my cousin David—people desperate for help in unraveling their tangled family histories. I saw how badly these people needed answers to their many questions. And the thought I had was:

			I would like to know how to help these people.

			And so, in 2014, I joined DNAAdoption as a volunteer search angel.
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			Karin Corbeil, who took up genetic genealogy after a long career in international accounting, was one of the people who welcomed me into DNAAdoption. Along with her fellow co-founders Rob Warthen, Diane Harman-Hoog, and Gaye Tannenbaum, Karin developed and refined a revolutionary search technique they called the Methodology. I learned the technique in their six-week course, and I want to take a moment to explain it. Even after many years, it still serves as the basis of my work with both adoptees and forensic cases.

			The Methodology basically changed the field of genetic genealogy by establishing a formal way to build out family trees using DNA matches. The Methodology is based on a scientific breakthrough: the introduction of autosomal DNA testing in 2007. These tests provided new ways to match DNA and larger sets of relatives who could not previously be identified. (For more on autosomal DNA testing, see the Glossary, page 247). For the first time there was a reliable method for identifying people whose identities were not known.

			The breakthrough development of the Methodology, or DNA segment triangulation, was the realization that if three people all match one another on the same segment of DNA—and if we find a common ancestor of two of them—then the third person must also be a descendant of that common ancestor.

			In other words, if the DNA of Person A (who is of unknown parentage) matches the DNA of Persons B and C at a second-cousin level, and if Persons B and C are also second cousins and share a set of great-grandparents, we can be sure that Person A is also a descendant of this set of great-grandparents.

			To identify who Person A is, you first identify the most recent common ancestor (MRCA) of Persons B and C—the set of great-grandparents. Then you identify every descendant of this MRCA all the way down to the generation in which Person A was born. Among all those descendants, you look for someone who matches up with information that you have about Person A, such as their age, where they lived, any known physical characteristics, etc. Ultimately, you will uncover the identity of Person A.

			The identification of all the descendants is called building down a descendant line: moving chronologically forward in time through more and more recent generations, as opposed to the traditional way of building a family tree—starting, say, with yourself and building up to find more and more distant relatives.

			I recognized immediately that this was an exciting tool to use. It could involve a significant amount of work, especially if the most recent common ancestor had multiple children and I had to identify dozens or even hundreds of descendants to find the person of interest. But I now had a clear path to help people find their biological relatives—once I had identified the most recent common ancestor, I could be sure that the answer was there. Hidden, perhaps, and hard to locate, but there, somewhere, waiting for me to find it.

			

			
				
				[image: Digital illustration of a DNA model. 3D rendering]

			At DNAAdoption Karin Corbeil and I went through all the emails we received from people eager to find biological relatives. If a case seemed like it might require a particular brand of expertise, we funneled it to the search angel best equipped to help. Karin and I would also personally take on cases that seemed especially difficult or time sensitive.

			Early on, I took on a case involving a ninety-eight-year-old woman named Ellen Law. Ellen was eighty-five when she discovered that she had been adopted, and she wanted to know the identity of her birth parents before she died. Her case is a good example of the type of work I was doing with DNAAdoption.

			The email requesting help was from Ellen’s granddaughter, Tonya. With Tonya’s assistance, Ellen believed she had pieced together some of her family history over the years. She had, for instance, obtained a copy of her original birth certificate from Chicago. The names of the parents listed on the certificate were Maria Jensen and Claude Holt. She spent eight years looking for Maria and Claude but was never able to find them.

			Ellen’s test results from 23andMe produced quite a few matches, many encouragingly close. With Ellen’s permission I contacted some of these matches, including a woman named Marilyn, through the 23andMe messaging system. People often take weeks to respond to such messages, if they respond at all, but I was lucky. Marilyn responded within twenty minutes and sent me a family tree. In Marilyn’s profile, she listed her mother’s maiden name as Jensen—the same surname as on Ellen’s birth certificate. This was exciting. Two other matches also responded quickly and sent me their family trees.

			I began working with the information on all these trees and discovered someone named Anna Maria Jensen, who was Marilyn’s great-aunt. This woman fit the age profile for Ellen Law’s mother.

			But there was a problem: Anna Maria Jensen lived in Minnesota and Ellen was born in Chicago.

			I kept digging. The two additional matches who responded were related closely enough that I was able to combine their two trees into one. When I did that, I made a huge discovery: the grandfather of one of the matches was named Claude. When I dug further and located the most recent common ancestor on the combined tree, I saw that that the MRCA’s name was also Claude. They were the same man: our paternal most recent common ancestor.

			My other key discovery was that Claude had been married to a woman named Anna Maria Jensen, the woman who was the right age to be Ellen’s mother. The names Maria and Claude appeared on Ellen’s Chicago birth certificate, but they did not precisely match the full names of our two discoveries, Claude Henry Allen and Anna Maria Jensen. And there was still the geographical issue: Ellen had been born in Chicago in November 1919, and from what I could tell both Claude and Anna lived in Minnesota at that time.

			I reached out to Marilyn to see if she might have any other information about Claude and Anna that could help us figure out the discrepancies. Incredibly, she had just what I needed: a biography of Anna Maria that contained the following passage (italics added):

			
				ANNA MARIA JENSEN Following her sister Laura’s 1913 marriage to George Holst, she went to live with them while attending school. She later moved to Chicago where she joined her sisters Martha and Emma, working by day in a candy store and attending night school. When her sister Tillie fell ill, she went to Minneapolis to care for her and her children. Around 1917 she returned to Alden [Minnesota] to fill in at the bank for her brother Bill who had left for the war. She worked there until 1919, and it is there that she met Claude. After returning to Chicago for two years, she again went to Minneapolis to assist Tillie. Claude was studying in Minneapolis, and the two were reunited and then married.

			

			There it was. The geographical riddle was solved. I had mapped out Ellen’s maternal and paternal lines, and I had found the place where they converged: the marriage of Claude Henry Allen and Anna Maria Jensen, the biological parents of Ellen Law.

			Ellen’s surviving relatives were delighted she had found them. They planned a huge family reunion in Los Angeles, and they even invited me. At the reunion Ellen met the children of the full siblings she had never known about, who all looked almost exactly like her (sadly, her full sister had died just a few months earlier). The phrase that kept popping up in my mind as I watched them hug and laugh was peas in a pod. It was a deeply emotional moment for Ellen, and for everyone there, including me.

			This kind of happy conclusion, in my opinion, happens a lot of the time. Maybe even 80 percent of the time. But it is not guaranteed. I have found that sometimes birth family members want nothing to do with found relatives, which can be devastating for the new relative. So when Ellen’s reunion took place, and I was there to see firsthand how happy Ellen was to be among family, I did not take the moment for granted.

			Beyond all the DNA and percentages and family trees, there are human beings, wonderful and flawed, searching for connection, for belonging, for love. To be able to help them find these things is a privilege and a blessing. What mattered most to me about Ellen’s case was her pure joy, and the joy of her newfound relatives, and the opportunity I had to help all these lovely people, something for which I am forever grateful.

			My adventures in genetic genealogy might have continued on this clement path, helping adoptees like Ellen Law find their biological families, had I not opened that 2015 email from Deputy Peter Headley.
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			Deputy Headley was working with the San Bernardino County Sheriff Department’s Crimes Against Children Detail when I called him after receiving his email.

			His first question was “Can the methods you use be applied to identify a living Doe?”

			In other words, could the Methodology help identify someone with no name or identity or history at all? Someone who was a complete blank in terms of public records and other identifiers? Someone like Lisa Jensen?

			I told him I believed it could.

			Deputy Headley’s passion for the case came through in our call. It was one of those cases he simply could not let go of, and solving it had become a priority. Over the years he had forged a real bond with Lisa, someone who had endured unspeakable torment and was now trying to piece together some missing part of herself. He was fond of her and protective of her privacy.

			“At one point the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children [NCMEC] wanted to put Lisa on a national show to see if anyone remembered her,” Headley recalls. “She was almost ready to do it, but then she called me back and said, ‘I was in the grocery store with my kids, and what if someone recognizes me from the show and says something about it in front of my kids?’ So in the end she said, ‘No, not going to happen.’ ”

			Lisa had been let down by life many times—robbed of a childhood, robbed of her parents, her innocence shattered at an impossibly early age—and Deputy Headley did not want to let her down again. So he made her case personal to him. “I kept in contact with her and gave her updates on what was happening, even though most of the time I felt like I was beating my head against a wall trying to determine who she was,” Headley says. “But I wasn’t going to give up. At some point that just became the bottom line: I am not giving up.”

			His passion was contagious, and I understood that he was not asking me to merely help with a case—he was asking me to help a human being solve the central mystery of her identity and find some measure of peace in her life. This felt like serious, meaningful work, and work that came with responsibilities, all of which inspired me and made me want to be a part of it. I discussed Deputy Headley’s request with Karin Corbeil and others at DNAAdoption, and they encouraged me to take on the case myself.

			So it was that on the sun-filled spring morning of March 3, 2015, I began working on my first criminal case.

			I set my MacBook Pro laptop on the round glass table in my family room. Next to it, I set my iPad in its external keyboard case. The family room is painted yellow (my entire house is painted in various shades of yellow, a color I love). There is a plaited ficus made up of three separate trees in a planter against the stairs and, on a table by the window, another planter box filled with purple and white live orchids (which I also love). I brewed a café Americano in my espresso machine and poured it into my favorite bone-china mug, which I had picked up in a sundry store in Grantown-on-Spey in the Scottish Highlands. It is yellow, too, and decorated with five stylized sheep. I sat down in the green-cushioned chair that matches the pedestal of the table and turned on my laptop and iPad. An unimaginably sprawling world of information—obscure, arcane, complex, dark, and mysterious—was mine for the searching.

			Now I was ready to find out who Lisa Jensen was.

			Going in, I had no doubt the Methodology would help me determine Lisa’s identity. But I also understood it would be a much more difficult search than it was for most of my unknown-parentage cases. With an adoptee, you usually know something about them: when and where they were adopted, maybe when and where they were born, family stories that shed light on the adoption, and other anecdotal or documentary evidence. Even one tiny piece of personal information can point you to the part of the haystack where you will find your needle.

			But with Lisa I had next to nothing. Imagine knowing so little about yourself and having no family records—no birth certificate, no adoption papers, no date of birth, no knowledge of where you are from, not even a name you can be sure is your own. Imagine how it must feel to be so rootless in the world, with no known connection to anywhere or anyone—except for the man who had abandoned you. This was the position Lisa found herself in. All I had to work with was her DNA.

			I did have one tiny scrap of additional insight: I knew that Gordon Jensen/Curtis Kimball had lived in Quebec, in central Canada, around the time it was estimated that Lisa was born. But he had also traveled all over the United States in roughly the same time frame, so I did not really know if Lisa was from the United States or Canada. Like I said, it was just a scrap.

			On my first day working on Lisa’s case, I ordered a 23andMe DNA kit for her, and I downloaded her raw DNA profile from AncestryDNA and uploaded it to both FamilyTreeDNA and GEDmatch. That way her DNA profile would be on all the major sites.

			The overall number of users in the databases was still relatively small in 2015—for instance, there were only about one million people in AncestryDNA’s database. And the direct-to-consumer sites did not share their data with one another (they still do not). If you are an adoptee or someone else seeking to identify biological relatives, you have to fish in all the ponds to make any
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