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  For Laura.

And for every unidentified person

who has been waiting in a file folder

for someone to look.

A spit kit and a Tuesday afternoon.

That's all it took.
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  AUTHOR'S NOTE

  In April 2018, Joseph James DeAngelo — the Golden State Killer — was arrested after a decades-long investigation that had failed every conventional approach. He was identified through investigative genetic genealogy: his DNA from crime scenes was uploaded to GEDmatch, a public database, where it matched a distant cousin. From that third-cousin match, genealogist Barbara Rae-Venter built a family tree forward — using the same reverse-genealogy technique that Maggie uses in this book — until a single name emerged as the person who fit every parameter.

DeAngelo was seventy-two years old when they came to his door.

Since 2018, IGG has been used to resolve 651 criminal cases. It has given names to 464 people who died unidentified. It has been used to exonerate the wrongfully convicted. It has also been used, in some cases, without the consent of the DNA database users whose matches helped build the trees — which is why the ethical debate in this novel is not resolved neatly. Because it isn't.

The Ramapo College IGG Center, staffed by students under the direction of Cairenn Binder, has used IGG to crack cases that had defeated professional investigators for decades. The DOJ Interim Policy on Forensic Genetic Genealogical DNA Analysis, issued September 2019, provides the current federal framework governing how law enforcement may use IGG.

Ancestry.com prohibits law enforcement use of its database. 23andMe prohibits it. GEDmatch and FamilyTreeDNA permit it under specific conditions.

Maggie works within these constraints in this book. She struggles with them. She does not fully resolve them. That is the most honest thing I could write.

— The Author





  Part One

  THE CASE BEN BROUGHT





  ONE

  June



The woman in the 1989 photograph had no name, no face on any database, and no family who had filed a missing persons report in the thirty-seven years since she was found on the Long Trail two miles outside Millbrook.

She had a case number. She had a file folder in the Vermont State Police Cold Case Unit. She had a DNA sample, extracted from biological material preserved under the fingernails of her right hand, stored in a freezer at the Vermont Forensic Lab in Waterbury since 1991, when the technology to extract it had become available.

What she had not had, until a spit kit arrived on a Tuesday afternoon in 2018 and a woman named Barbara Rae-Venter sat down with a genealogy database and the patience of a professional who understood that every match was a door, was a path forward.

Investigative genetic genealogy had not existed in 1989. It barely existed in 2018. By June 2026, it had resolved 651 cases.

Maggie Penhallow knew about all of this. She had been following the field since the Golden State Killer arrest, had read every paper and attended every webinar and had conversations with three different certified forensic genealogists in the years since, in the way she followed every evolution in her field: thoroughly, systematically, and with the running conviction that what was reshaping the professional landscape of genealogy was going to matter eventually to her work.

She had not expected it to arrive in the form of Ben Holloway, in her kitchen on a Tuesday evening in June, with a manila folder on the table between them and an expression that she had come to read accurately over the past eight months.

It was the expression of a man who had something to ask and was not entirely sure she would say yes.

"Tell me about the case," she said.



Outside, June was doing what June in Millbrook did: making the town look so thoroughly like itself that visitors sometimes stopped on Main Street and simply stood there, as though they needed a moment to confirm that the covered bridge and the town green and the maple trees and the Beaux-Arts building on the north side were genuinely real and not a rendering of what a Vermont town was supposed to look like.

The Mountain Café was full of summer visitors. Bramble Books had its door propped open for the first time since October. The archive room at 14 Main Street — Maggie's new research space, painted dark green, smelling of old wood and the particular productive quiet of a room that had been given a purpose — was receiving its first real summer light through the east window.

Willa Cabot had keys to the archive room. This had happened without formal decision — Willa was the town librarian, had cataloguing skills that Maggie lacked and organizational instincts that complemented her own, and had, over the four months since they had first sat down at the Mountain Café, become the kind of person whose presence in a research space was simply assumed. The DNA analysis had not resolved into a clean family narrative — the relationship was complex, running through Eleanor Whitford's line and Bridie Kelly's Millbrook connections in ways that required more paper research before it could be stated with GPS precision. But the human relationship had resolved itself with no requirement for documentation at all.

Fionnán Kearney had returned to Cork in March, after three weeks in Millbrook that had been simultaneously grief-stricken and purposeful. He had come to understand what his brother had found, had met the woman Séamus had come to find, and had sat in the archive room at 14 Main Street with the deed copy and the ship manifest and the Cork parish register and had said, in the way of a man accepting a truth he had suspected before he arrived: "He knew this mattered. He knew before he came."

"He left an envelope under his pillow," Maggie had said. "He was careful."

"He was always careful," Fionnán had said. "He was a schoolteacher for forty years. He knew that documents required witnesses."

Fionnán had returned to Cork carrying copies of everything — the deed, the manifests, the parish records. He emailed once a week. The subject line was always the same: How goes the research? She appreciated the consistency.



Ben put the folder on the table.

"1989," he said. "Long Trail, two miles north of the covered bridge. September fourteenth. A woman, early twenties, found by a hiking group. She'd been dead approximately twelve hours." He paused. "Cause of death: blunt force trauma to the head. She fell — or was put — on the trail, and the terrain did the rest. No murder weapon ever recovered."

"Identity?"

"Laura Hennessey. We identified her from fingerprints, eventually — she'd been printed for a summer job, camp counselor in 1986. She was twenty-two. From Burlington. She'd been hiking the Long Trail alone, which wasn't unusual for her, according to her friends. She'd done it three times before."

"Who killed her?"

"Unknown." His voice was level. "The case detective in 1989 had three suspects and couldn't build sufficient evidence against any of them. The case went cold in 1992. It's been in the unit since 1999."

Maggie looked at the folder. "The DNA."

"Preserved since 1991. We uploaded the profile to GEDmatch PRO and FamilyTreeDNA last month." He looked at her. "We have matches. We have a lot of matches. What we don't have is the expertise to build the family tree and narrow to a suspect."

She looked at him steadily. "You want an IGG analyst."

"I want you," he said.

