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         Tell me who I am.

         Those were the first words Debra Judson said to me. “Tell me who I am.”

         As I motioned her toward one of the clients’ chairs, I studied her. Thin, stringy blond hair; no makeup on her round face; a trifle overweight for her five-and-a-half-foot frame, but not obese; ripped, tattered jeans and a rumpled pink blouse with two buttons missing. But that’s the style for twentysomethings here in San Francisco’s tech-savvy canyons South of Market. To the casual observer she might have seemed to be unclean and smell bad. But no, her face was recently scrubbed and a faint gardenia scent drifted around her.

         “I guess I arrived at the right time, getting right in to see the boss lady,” she said without making eye contact.

         She had a faint regional accent—Midwestern, maybe.

         I didn’t want to tell her that she’d gotten in to see me because business was so slow that the “boss lady” was terminally bored and had been dozing on her couch. My husband and partner, Hy Ripinsky, who handles more of McCone & Ripinsky International’s far-flung cases, had been in Asia for a week, so I didn’t even have him in the office next door to divert me.

         Ted Smalley, our office manager, who calls himself the Grand Poobah and shares a friendship with me that goes back to the Stone Age, had actually told me the other day that I needed to get a life. No, I’d insisted, what I needed to get was a case. Something I could really get involved with. Was that what this raggedy young woman was bringing to me?

         “You identified yourself as Debra Judson,” I said to the prospective client. “Isn’t that who you are?”

         “Oh, sure. I’ve had that name all my life. I’ve got a Social Security number too. High school diploma, job résumé, letters of recommendation from past employers. But something’s missing—my identity.”

         “True identity?”

         “Right.”

         “Who recommended you to M&R?”

         “Nobody. A couple of years ago I read a human interest feature about you—how you found out you were adopted and tracked down your real parents. I thought maybe you could help me do the same.”

         I hesitated, studying her.

         “Ms. McCone, if you’re not interested, I can pick another firm just as easy. I guess you think I can’t afford you. I know I don’t look too great on account of the airline losing my luggage when I flew in last night from Michigan. But I’ve got plenty of money—”

         “It’s not about money, and I am interested. Tell me your story.” I motioned her to one of the chairs in the grouping by the high bay-view windows and took one opposite her.

         She relaxed visibly, but still wouldn’t make eye contact. “It all started two weeks ago. In Westland, Michigan, where I was raised. My dad, Dennis Judson, died three years ago in an auto accident, but Mom—her name was Marla—and I were doing fine. She had a good job as a business analyst with Ford, and I was learning the ropes so I could get on there too. Then, one day she came home with what she called one of her sick headaches, and when I checked on her the next morning, she was gone. A stroke, the doctor said.”

         “I’m sorry for your loss.”

         Now she did look me straight in the eyes; hers were gray-green, suffused with coppery flares of anger. “Sorry?” she said. “You didn’t even know her. You don’t even know me.”

         “It was a conventional, reflexive comment. Go on, please.”

         She wriggled uncomfortably in the chair. “Okay, the house was a rental, and the landlord wanted me out so he could charge more, and he could evict me because we’d lived there so long we’d never thought we needed to renew the lease. And he wanted me out fast. Quick evictions are happening all the time now.”

         “How much time did he give you?”

         “A week.”

         “I’m not familiar with Michigan law, but I have a friend—”

         “Screw it. I’m through with that house and with Michigan too. So, anyway, I packed some of my stuff up in my car, got rid of the rest. And in the back of Mom’s closet off her bedroom, I found this box.” She pulled it from the tote bag she’d set on the floor beside the chair. It was a small box, about the size replacement checks from your bank come in.

         But, as I remembered all too vividly, the size of those life-altering boxes doesn’t matter.

         Years before, when my father died, his will had stipulated that I be the one to clear out his possessions from the famed McCone garage—a structure so crammed with junk that no car had fit there in at least twenty years. Pa had probably been depending on my nosy inclinations when he wrote the will, because there I’d uncovered a box containing all sorts of official documents—including my own adoption papers. For all my life I’d been a dark, strong-featured child in a family of blond Scotch-Irish siblings; my parents had told me I was a “throwback” to distant Indian relatives. But something about that explanation had never felt right. There was just enough information in those papers to allow me to locate my birth parents and other relatives, as well as tell me I was a full-blooded member of the Shoshone tribe. Now I had two families whom I liked and connected with on a more or less regular basis. But not all such boxes contain pleasurable information.

         “May I open this?” I asked Debra Judson as she handed hers to me.

         “Please do.”

         It contained the usual items parents save: a certificate from Sparrow Lake Hospital in Colusa County, California, giving the birth date of a female child named Pamela Stanton as twenty-two years ago last August 17, parents Rodney and Carol Stanton. A few photographs of a crawling infant and a toddling preschooler, smiling in all of them. And a number of news clippings from a paper called the Colusa Express, yellowed and tattered as if they’d been unfolded and read many times.

         When I came to the clippings I looked up at Debra Judson and she nodded for me to go on reading.

         
                  SPARROW LAKE TODDLER MISSING

            SEARCH FOR STANTON TODDLER INTENSIFIED

            UNSEASONAL RAIN HAMPERS SEARCH FOR CHILD

         

         
                  SEARCH FOR MISSING STANTON CHILD SCALED BACK

            PAMELA STANTON FEARED DEAD

         

         There were other items, the usual notices that a child has disappeared and the authorities are still searching for her or him, but which essentially mean that they believe the victim is dead and that the case has been back-burnered.

         “That birth date on the certificate,” Debra Judson said, “is not mine. Neither is the name of the hospital nor those of my parents.” She reached into her tote bag. “These documents, which have been available to me my whole life, state who I am.”

         She handed me a manila envelope. In it was her birth certificate, showing she’d been born to Dennis and Marla Judson twenty-two years ago at Beaumont Hospital in Royal Oak, Michigan. There were also photographs showing a child as she matured to a teenager and then to a young woman. Report cards from schools in the city of her birth. Clippings attesting to her proficiency in soccer at Dondero High School. A high school diploma; she’d graduated with honors, and the seals and ribbons indicating her excellence were still attached, if a bit faded. There were letters and postcards, presumably from friends and relatives, boyfriends too. And two acceptances from small but excellent state colleges.

         She saw me studying the acceptance notices. “I didn’t get to go. They came about the time Dad was killed. Mom needed me.”

         “All these papers indicate you had a fairly happy, successful life until your parents died.”

         “Yeah, I did.”

         “And you say that you’ve been left financially secure.”

         “I have.”

         “Then why not let go of this other information? For all you know, it may have nothing to do with you.”

         “Do you really think so, Ms. McCone?”

         The odd, coppery flares of anger in her eyes were stronger now. I met them with my own gaze, felt an anger that I’d thought I’d years ago put to rest.

         “Do you think so?” she repeated.

         “…No, I don’t.”

         Our mutual anger was understandable. When you enter adulthood thinking you’re a unique person with your own unique history, and all of that individuality is suddenly in jeopardy, you feel as if you’re sinking into quicksand. Nothing to grab on to, no solid ground to rest upon, no one to extend a hand and drag you to safety. For me, my investigator’s skills had provided aid and comfort; now, perhaps, they might do the same for Debra.
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