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Foreword


The opinions on genealogy as pastime and profession (thank you, Donald Lines Jacobus) expressed by various people in this book do not necessarily reflect the personal views of the author. They are fictional characters.




Chapter One


Given that it was almost Valentine’s Day, Jen Koshak was glad that she was going to convey good news for a change.


Stephanie Nystrom, Stephanie Pekkainen, as she had been back in the day, had never been noted for her patience. Right now, she was glaring. “All I need is a yes or no. Is he seeing some other woman? Yes or no? Is that so hard?”


Jen Koshak took a deep breath. The next sentence was going to be a long one, so she’d need that much air in her lungs if she was going to make Steph listen. She was going to have to squeeze a lot of words in there, cram them, stuff them, before she got to the last one. Nor had she ever considered herself a wordsmith. “Snoop” was more like it.


“The individual…the sixty-ish, gray-haired, slightly overweight person…that Dave has been meeting…that Dave has been talking to…at an open table in the public library in Hibbing on Thursday afternoons…is female, yes.”


“What in hell?”


“Steph, whatever he’s up to, whatever he’s involved in, it’s not an affair. That’s what you really wanted to know ‘yes or no’ about, isn’t it? I took…a photo on my phone. I couldn’t very well get closer and try to hear what they’ve been talking about, given that he’d probably recognize me and wonder what I was doing there.”


Which he probably would have done. Jen worked out of Duluth, now—had for over ten years—seventy-five miles away, still in the same county. But she, Steph, and Dave had all grown up in the same not-very-large city of Chisholm, and, by the nature of things in not-very-large cities, had gone to the same high school, though Jen had been a couple of classes behind the other two.


Steph cackled. “He’d have wondered, all right.”


Jen had always been happier on a basketball court than sitting in a classroom.


“There was one week they went to the Hibbing Historical Society instead, but I didn’t follow them in there. If you want to do research, I think you have to make an appointment ahead of time. Anyway, it closes at two p.m., so they went back to the library.”


Steph drummed her fingers on her tablet.


Jen waited. Steph kept her nails quite a bit longer than Jen would be able to stand if they were hers. And how she got nail polish to be plaid…? Maybe some of those stick-ons? Or thanks to her manicurist? How did she keep from poking holes in the latex gloves she had to wear at work?


No gray hairs, either, which might be thanks to her beautician. The color looked good on her, but it wasn’t quite the same one she’d had as a girl. Steph took good care of herself.


Not many wrinkles, either, but she’d have some pretty soon, if she kept frowning like this.


Jen had a few wrinkles and more than a few gray hairs mixed in with the middling brown that nature had given her.


“The local history room does family history, too. Genealogy. It’s got to be about his goddamned adoption. Why can’t he leave it alone?”


“That’s between the two of you.” Jen stood up, unfolding her full height. “Am I done with this now? If so, I’ll send you the bill.”


“Give it to me now, and I’ll Zelle you the money.”


Jen handed her the invoice, compared her short, blunt nails to Steph’s elegant ones, went wistful for a minute, and reminded herself that the few manicures she’d had for big events over the years hadn’t usually lasted more than a day before she chipped one or broke one or something.


Steph’s fingers danced across the tablet. “I’m sneaking this covert operation out of my monthly play money. It’s amazing how having your own play money smooths out everything. We’ve done it that way ever since we got married. Only fifteen dollars a week or so, back then; now we give ourselves $250 a month and I hardly ever spend all of mine—just tuck it away in this nice little account.”


She gave the screen a final, harder tap. “There you are.” She grinned. “So Dave won’t realize. Not until next Thursday afternoon, anyway. Do you have time for another cup of coffee?”


“Steph, what are you doing next Thursday afternoon?”


“Going to the library.”


“Steph…”


“Yeah?”


“I think I’d better go with you. Sort of a diversion, so to speak. Go in and talk to the two of them first before you blow in and…”


“Lose my temper?”


“It’s been known to happen.”


“Actually though, Jen…”


“Ja?”


“I’m pretty relieved. Overall, I’m seriously fond of Dave, and the girls would have gotten really upset if I divorced him.”


“I’m glad I delivered good news for a change, then. Or, at least, mixed news. I’ll pass on the coffee this time. The snow is starting to mix with sleet and looks like it might end up as freezing rain. I don’t want to slide all the way back to Duluth on ice.”


A few days earlier, when Punxsutawney Phil came out, he had predicted six more weeks of winter.


On the Iron Range, of course, you could count on six more weeks of winter from the second day of February, going forward, no matter what Phil predicted. Most years, you wouldn’t be far wrong if you doubled that.
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Chapter Two


The sidewalks were clear, but it was still winter, with frozen piles of past precipitation lying around and the puddly debris of snowmelt making patterns on the concrete.


Jen paused inside the door of the Hibbing Public Library, Steph right behind her.


Dave was right where she expected him to be, his round face looking more serious than usual. Dave’s life-standard was cheerful, sometimes to the point of annoyingly bouncy.


Steph pushed against her back.


“Hold on a minute. Take a bit of time and watch.”


Steph was too furious. She’d been working herself up all week and wasn’t about to stand there, shielded by Jen’s taller frame, and observe. She put her hands on Jen’s upper arms and pushed her a bit to the side, stomped along the rubber-backed runner laid out to limit the mess caused by incoming boots and galoshes, and arrived at the table with her hands on her hips.


“David Carl Nystrom, what do you think you are doing?”


Jen followed her.


Dave stood up. 


He was a bit stocky—always had been, broad shoulders and a short neck. Taller than Steph, but several inches short of Jen’s height. What Jen had always thought of as the “from somewhere in far eastern Europe” style of looks, which went a little oddly with the Swedish surname. The “Genghis Khan and his marauding Huns stopped by” kind of “far eastern Europe” style of looks. Didn’t the man have sixteen million descendants or something? Or was that the Mongols? Maybe it had been Attila with the Huns? History had never been Jen’s strong point. Once upon a time, in high school, Randy Berg had shrugged and called Dave one of them Finnswedes.


But he was adopted, of course, which was why they were even here, so his ancestors probably hadn’t even been Swedish. And of course he stood up. His mother had raised him to have good manners. Dave Nystrom would greet the descending apocalypse with good manners if he was ever called upon to do so.


“Look, honey, this isn’t the place…”


“Why not?”


“Steph…” Jen took a look around at the other library users. “This really isn’t…”


“I don’t see any other place right now. You’re looking into your adoption, aren’t you?”


“Well, ya…”


“You know your mom always felt hurt by any idea that you might want some other mother.”


“And I held off while she was alive. It’s been almost four years now since she passed.”


Then—with, Jen thought, the excuse of the eternal schoolboy, “Besides, I didn’t start it.”


“If you didn’t, then who did? This…person?”


“Uh, no. Emily and Allie started it. Actually, Allie did.”


“What do you mean, the girls did it?”


Dave glanced across the table at the older woman, a sort of hapless expression on his face. “I mentioned my daughters to you, didn’t I? When I first got in touch with you about all this? Told you that they did these DNA tests, got some matches, and came to me with questions. It wasn’t quite what you’d call a confrontation. Maybe one of those interventions. That was the word they used on the news back when Betty Ford talked about her rehab clinic. Only it wasn’t an intervention about alcohol or drugs…”


He turned from the older woman toward his wife.


“Um, Steph, this is Susan Nichols; Susan, my wife Stephanie. It was about all of this.” He waved at the stacks of paper on the table. “And now that Mom has passed away… It can’t hurt her feelings anymore.”


“You should have at least told me first.”


“Look, Steph, you and your folks always sided with Mom and Dad and lined up with the ‘let sleeping dogs lie’ faction when it came to asking about my adoption. People call it ‘birth family’ now, Allie says, or ‘biological family.’ They don’t talk about ‘real parents’ anymore.”


Steph opened her mouth, but Dave ploughed on before she could get any words out.


“It’s not like the adoption itself was any kind of a secret. The baby book that Mom kept has a little ‘adoption announcement’ that they put in the social notes in the weekly paper, along with the births and engagements and weddings and such. Aunt Mary Lou even had a baby shower for me; there are photos of that in Mom’s scrapbook. A regular one with balloons and everything.”


Steph opened her mouth again. “What can Allie and Emily have been thinking?”


“Ah.” Dave looked around again. “I’m sorry, I forgot. Susan, this is Jen Koshak, but I don’t know why she’s here at all. Her parents used to live in Chisholm before they retired, but we’re not related. Sorry, Jen.” He looked apologetic.


“That’s okay.” Jen gave him a quirky smile. “We can’t all be related to everybody we know. Sometimes it just seems like it.”


That stopped Dave for a second, but he got a second wind.


“Well, Allie and Emily did these DNA tests. They came up with some matches that said ‘second cousin’ to one of Susan’s nephews and one of her nieces. Then I found Susan living not too far away, and I got in touch. And, yeah, I knew that you and your family wouldn’t like it, so I didn’t tell you. My bad.”


Susan did the one earthly thing that could have calmed Steph down.


“Ya,” she said, nodding. “He should have told you.”


Jen grabbed the chance. “Let’s all sit down.” In her professional experience, there were many fewer violent confrontations between people who were sitting down with a table between them than between people who were standing up and free to move around. There might be yelling, but that was usually as far as it went.


Dave pulled a chair out for her, then one for Steph, still talking. “So we think that maybe Susan might be my aunt. Possibly my aunt. But we’ve been at this for a couple of months and neither of us can figure out how.”


He took the fourth chair and ran his hands through his stiff black hair.


No danger of baldness there, Jen thought. Not even a hint of a receding hairline. Dave was getting a little salt in the pepper, but he’d still have a full head of it decorating his scalp when he was laid out for the visitation before his eventual funeral. 


“We’re closer than third cousins. To be honest, I’m not even sure exactly what a second cousin or third cousin is, which adds to the problem of figuring it out.”


He looked at Jen. “Isn’t that your job? Finding people and figuring out who they are?”


“Sort of. By the way, Susan, I’m a private detective, from Brooks Investigations. I’m not a relative, but I’ve known Dave and Steph here for practically forever, which translates to ‘since we were in high school.’ I was a year or so behind Steph and Dave. We went to different grade schools, even though it was the same town.”


“You work for this company? Brooks Investigations?”


“I am Brooks Investigations. My first marriage, to Jason Brooks, only lasted three years, mostly because he wanted to move to Seattle and I didn’t, but I kept his name. Wouldn’t you rather go through life named Brooks instead of Bagshaw? But then, five years ago, I married Ryan Koshak, who didn’t want me to keep using Brooks. Which was stupid, if you ask me; it’s not like I’ve even seen Jason for over twenty years. Not since we split up. But the company had name recognition, so I kept the Brooks name for that, which confuses people who think that I work for somebody else. Steph hired me to find out what Dave was getting up to these last couple of months, which I can say without letting any cats out of bags now, since both of us are here looking at the two of you.”


Susan cocked her head to one side like a curious sparrow. “You mean Steph thought he was doing something illegal?” She laughed at the idea that she might have been the target of an illicit activities probe.


Jen thought the laugh was real. Genuine. Not something the other woman was forcing out. “Er, not exactly. She wanted me to do surveillance, but she was expecting that I’d be looking at a motel rather than a library.”


Susan’s eyes widened. “She thought he was getting something on the side? That’s hilarious.” She tilted her chair back, getting a disapproving look from the librarian at the reference desk. “How does a person get to be a private detective in real life? You’re the first one I’ve met outside of mystery novels.”


“Well, high school and college. I started off teaching PE to girls in 1997. I liked the students well enough, but couldn’t deal with the PTA politics in the long run. Besides, by 2002, I’d just divorced Jason and I was at a Catholic parochial high school—my mom was a Shea. The principal and quite a few of the faculty took it ill.”


Susan nodded. She’d been through divorce and remarriage herself. A good way to find out which people were really your friends and which people were his friends and had merely tolerated it when you tagged along all those years.


“So I moved to teach at a public high school for two years, took qualifying courses while I was doing my required continuing education for teaching, and switched to being a paralegal. That was okay.”


Susan brought the chair forward, leaning her elbows on the table. “Just okay?”


“The cases were interesting, but it was too much time at a desk. I was antsy every day by lunchtime, but I stuck it out for the four years to get certified. I’m not cut out for that much sitting, so I decided to switch to being a private detective, which is a lot harder in this state than in Iowa, which actually doesn’t have any education or experience requirements. Anyone who wants to do it there just has to pass a background investigation and post a bond.”


“Why didn’t you go to Iowa, then?”


“Because I wanted to stay here. I’m a local, and I’m proud of it. It’s not like St. Louis County isn’t big enough to give a person scope. It’s the largest county east of the Mississippi River. We have a national forest, a national park, mines, small towns, big towns, an actual big city with a port on Lake Superior—why live anywhere else?”


Dave nodded. “I can see that. I never wanted to live anywhere else, either. There’s nothing anyone could want that we don’t have, right here at home.”


“Anyway, in Minnesota, I had to accumulate six thousand hours of experience as an investigator. Basically, that’s three damn years, full time. Thank goodness, the law firm I was working for got me on with an agency they used and the agency did pay me, even if not much. Plus, an investigator has to file security bonds, take continuing education, pass a background investigation, and whatnot. I stuck it out, though, so before I hit forty, I finally had a job that I enjoyed. What do the lifestyle people say? ‘Find your passion.’ I stayed with the agency two more years to save a little capital and then went out on my own. I guess I’m not an organization man. Or a cubicle girl.”


She steepled her fingers.


“May I say something? As an uninvolved party?”


Dave nodded. “Go ahead.”


“Dave and Susan, if you aren’t figuring it out by talking to each other, I think you need to bring the people who actually took the DNA tests into the conversation. Dave’s daughters; Susan’s niece and nephew. You should arrange a meeting with all of you there, and thrash out what you want to do moving forward. Starting with if you want to move forward. If you do, then how you want to go about it.”


Susan leaned back, tipping her chair again. “I don’t know if Jordan and Kerry Lynne actually know about it. I mean, they’re the ones who took the tests, so that Dave’s girls saw the matches in one of those online places and he followed up by finding me. But, so far, I haven’t talked to them about meeting Dave in person.”


“I’d advise you to do so.”


Susan leaned forward again, this time with one elbow on the table. “If I do, I’ll need to tell my husband and kids. Nothing they know stays contained, so I’ll have to tell my brother, and my brother’s wife. And their kids. Which is eight kids in total, Gary’s and mine. Not that most of them will be interested.”


She tipped her chair back again; the rhythm was practically hypnotic. “Jordan and Kerry Lynne should each tell their dads, even if they’re married into the family. Not that either of them will care. Cliff’s so busy, still working full time and taking care of Ava Jo since she got sick. He doesn’t have room in his life for anything else. Dennis remarried after Kathy died. That’s twenty-five years ago, now. He and Mary Belle retired to Arizona; he’s not likely to be interested, but Kerry Lynne will need to tell him.”


When nobody else had anything to say right away, Jen stood up.


“Who’s in charge of making the arrangements?” she asked briskly.


In her experience, when clients started to show signs of behaving in a sensible way, you should pounce while the iron was hot.


Which was a mixed metaphor, or something.


Strike while the iron was hot? Blacksmiths?


Pounce while what? While the rabbit was sitting still?


“I’ll get in touch with my folks,” Susan said. “Then get back to Dave after that’s settled down and see if we can set a time that works for everyone.”




Chapter Three


Emily rattled down the stairs after she had showered off the evidence of a day at work and a good walk for her mom’s dogs. She peeked over the back of the living room sofa. Her mom had set the table in the dining room with the reproduction Fiesta Ware and a print tablecloth. For anyone trained in the Nystrom Codes, the bright, cheerful, multi-colored, mix-and-match, Fiesta Ware signified caution, but not outright danger.


Outright danger required a white tablecloth and the bone china, Stephanie being of the opinion that everyone knew the Fleur de Lys pattern Spode china was too expensive to risk breaking during lively arguments.


On a daily basis, with no storm flags, they ate on Melmac in the kitchen. Her mom collected vintage Melmac, preferably in the Autumn Leaf pattern, but anything in shades of tan and gold, and was of the opinion that there was no point in having something if you didn’t intend to use it.


So, whatever was going on, it was not too bad. Of course, Allie wasn’t here yet.


She wandered into the kitchen. Her parents had updated the appliances over the last few years as they started to get creaky and balky, but hadn’t seen any reason to replace perfectly good flooring and cabinets because some decorating magazine might proclaim that they were “dated.” The date being about 1985.


She lifted a couple of lids. Kielbasa with caraway sauerkraut, boiled potatoes, tomato slices with some kind of dressing, and…rugelach for dessert.


This was only minor crisis food, not major crisis food.


Unless Allie would be bringing more crisis.


Once they were eating, Allie hit her opening volley. 


“I can’t see why you expected me to drive all the way up here from Minneapolis, two hundred miles, just because…” She was on a tear, her black 1920s-flapper bob bobbing and her eyes flashing. Dave often described his younger daughter as his ‘mini-me’ and took pride in doing it. “…can’t imagine why you even…”


“Your mom knows about the DNA tests,” Dave broke in.


“Why did you do such a thing?” Steph served at her.


“Right at the beginning of the fall semester, as soon as I started my Introduction to Genetics class, I realized…”


“Then she emailed me,” Emily started.


“Let your sister finish her sentences,” Dave said.


“I still don’t see why…,” Steph complained. “Your father…”


All the chatter stopped.


When their mom referred to Dave as “your father,” that was serious signaling.


“…has been meeting this woman. Those DNA tests aren’t just some pieces of paper that you girls got in the mail or a few pages online anymore. He’s been out there talking to other people, which means some gossip will find out. I called your Mimi and Pawpaw. I felt like I had to break it to them that Dave has gotten all involved in trying to find out more about the adoption.”


Dave put his fork down. “What did Ken have to say? The same old refrain, I suppose.”


“I’ve said it before. You know your Mom always felt hurt by any idea that you might want some other mother.”


Emily couldn’t help herself. “Oh, ya. Granny Gail could really pour on the guilt trip. She raised it to an art form. Ask her if she would prefer chicken or pork chops for dinner, and she wouldn’t say. Then, two weeks later, she managed to mention that she would have rather had the pork chops, but she certainly hadn’t wanted to put anybody to extra trouble.”


Steph sort of grimaced. “Well, okay,” she admitted. “Your Granny Gail was sort of like that, when she wanted to be. Passive-aggressive, they call it. But Grandpa Bruce didn’t like the idea, either.”


Dave shook his head. “That was mainly because Lena and Alma were good friends. Lena would back up anything that her daughter wanted, or in this case, didn’t want. Alma was willing to go along with the way Lena saw it.”


Allie’s mouth was full, but she swallowed fast. “Grandma Alma and Grandma Lena both died Before I Was Even Born! Like, Almost Twenty Years Before I Was Born. They don’t have anything to say about it anymore.”


Emily sort of admired the way that her little sister managed to capitalize words with her voice.


“Not twenty years, Allie,” Steph said reproachfully. “More like fifteen.”


“It was A Long Time Ago.”


“But why did you even do it?”


“Nursing student, here, Mom. I think that Emily and I have a right to know what kind of a medical history we have on Dad’s side of the family, so we can watch out. We know there’s high blood pressure on yours, and some strokes, too. Dad’s already learned by talking to Susan Nichols that two of her sisters died young of an aggressive form of breast cancer. One that there’s a genetic marker for. It’s important for us to know these things.”


“I think so, too,” Dave said. “It’s not like I want another mother; I’m not even the one who started this. But it’s clear that Susan and I are relatives, even if we don’t figure out exactly who my ‘biological parents’ were. We’ve got a batch of the same genes and chromosomes and things. And Mom is playing bingo in heaven, far beyond having her feelings hurt.”


“But…”


“Steph…”


She waited.


“It’s not as if it has anything to do with your side of the family. That’s how it is, whether Ken and Ruth Ann like it or not.”


“Don’t expect me to stop fussing.”


Dave grinned. “I won’t.”


“And as for you and your meddling ways, Miss Alma Ruth Nystrom, you may be over eighteen, but you are still…”


Emily took a second helping of the kielbasa and sauerkraut. Dinner was far from over yet.


Not when Allie’s full name was being weaponized.


She hoped that “Emily Gail” wasn’t going to come up this evening.




Chapter Four


“Ten days, and we still haven’t managed to set up a time and place that ‘works for everybody.’ I’m starting to wonder if there is such an animal.” Dave shook his head.


“It’ll take some patience,” Susan said. “Your Allie wants to be there, but with her class schedule…”


“If you have to, tell her that we’ll Zoom her in.”


“That might work. Where are we this afternoon?”


“You wanted to look through the baby book that Mom kept for me. Though I can promise you that there’s nothing in it except baby book stuff. Footprint. The place for the hospital ID bracelet is empty, of course. I was about six weeks old when they got me.”


Susan flipped through the pages and, rather reluctantly concurred.


“I’m going to see it through, now that the girls started it. Otherwise, I suspect, I’d never have followed up on my occasional curiosity.”


“How did you think about your adoption, when you thought about it?”


“If at all, in any organized manner, I guess I supposed that a couple of high school kids got in trouble and instead of going for a shotgun wedding, her parents sent her off to have the baby and have it adopted. That’s pretty much the usual case, isn’t it?”


Susan shifted her weight uneasily. “A lot of the time. You read some weird stories though.”


Dave sort of made a face. “Sure, but the reason you read about them is because they’re weird. It’s the ‘what makes the news’ principle; if the man bites the dog, it’s a story, but if the dog bites the man, it’s not worth reporting.”


“I suppose so. Even if they have to invent it. Have you ever gotten stuck in the check-out line at the grocery store and had to stand there really looking at the headlines in People magazine or the others? ‘Princess Kate pregnant with twins, Buckingham Palace confirms.’ She did eventually show up with another kid, but it was a single, like most of them. They made some news of that, but not much. Or the ones the National Enquirer used to run? ‘Eighty-five-year-old grandmother pregnant by Elvis impersonator from outer space.’ Never a single headline about ‘another girl at Central High Somewhere got knocked up behind the bleachers after the football game against North High Someplace.’” 


Susan looked at her watch. “I have to get home soon. If Forest and Kathy and Debbie hadn’t died. Forest, at least, might have remembered more than I do. If he’d been interested, which he probably wouldn’t have been. It’s hard that three of the six of us are already gone, and Ava Jo might as well be. I guess it’s going to be the DNA stuff.”


Dave pulled over the stack of printouts. “How many weeks have we been looking at these now?”


“From the first time we met? When was that?”


“Right after Halloween.”


“It doesn’t make any more sense to me now than it did then. What’s a centimorgan? Why do segments make a difference? If we don’t understand it ourselves, how can we explain it to the rest of them, when we do manage to set up a meeting? If we do.”


“Maybe one of the younger ones can make sense of it. Like all the cartoons of toddlers helping their grannies with computers.”


“Are there people who do this for a living?” Dave excused himself from sitting with Susan and wandered over to the reference desk. There were advantages to meeting in a library. He leaned his elbows on the desk while the staffer directed a young woman with a stroller toward the section on holistic herbal remedies and then a guy who looked like he had passed the century mark to a book that would help him understand yoga.


Why did people want to know these things? Yoga, maybe, but what was wrong with ibuprofen?


“We have a few general books on genealogical research methods, but if you have gone as far as you think you can go yourselves, you might want to get in touch with a professional.”


“How can you be a professional about DNA? Everybody’s is different. Except—I’ve actually learned something from all this—identical twins.”


The librarian cocked his head.


To Dave, he looked to be about Allie’s age. No more than a kid.


But Allie, when she got going…


“Sort of how-to-do-it,” the kid said. “Methods. Like in industrial arts class, when you all use the same tool, but each of you designs and builds something different. Maybe you can check with one of the volunteers in the local history section, but none of them are in today. I do know that there used to be a DAR chapter in Hibbing, because we get questions every now and then. Those we refer to Duluth, because there’s still a chapter there and they have the Hibbing records. If you go over to the city hall, a couple of years ago they planted a replacement for an elm tree that died; the library did a little exhibit on that. But I don’t think you’re interested in joining the Daughters of the American Revolution.”


Dave wandered back to the table with this information.


“I know what we should do,” Susan said. “Maybe we don’t know a genealogist, but we do know Jen Koshak. At least, you know her. Private detectives find people. Missing heirs. Long-lost uncles. People who owe you money. Absconding business partners. Generally, people who don’t want to be found. If she could do surveillance on our sneaky, nefarious activities, she can probably find us a professional genealogist who knows the methods. Let’s hire her again, at least long enough for that. Even if we found someone advertising, neither of us knows enough to tell if the person who put up the ad is a legitimate expert or a scammer.”


***


Emily arrived at work a half hour early for her shift, so she could sneak into the cat room and play with a kitten. It wasn’t slacking off, she assured herself. Not only was she off the clock, but playing with puppies and kittens socialized them, helped prepare them to be better, happier pets after they were adopted.


Someone plopped down into a cross-legged position next to her. She glanced over. Terry Yukich, one of the other assistants. She hadn’t seen much of him, so far. Each assistant was paired with a senior officer out in the field.


Terry had two kittens, the flooffy orange ones. They were bound to be adopted as soon as they were available, probably as a pair. They were so cute.


Emily’s furry friend of the moment wasn’t particularly cute, except that all kittens were more or less cute. But Maxim was on the minimal end of the cuteness spectrum. He was a sort of yellowish-gray tabby bicolor, his eyes changing from kitten blue to a muddy amber. Short legs, body like a barrel, scrawny tail, ears too small for the size of his head.


“That,” Terry said, “is a kitten that only a mother could love.”


Emily shook her head. “Not even his mother loved him. She had four others and wouldn’t have anything to do with this fellow. The foster mom had to bring him up on kitten formula.”


“Then let’s hope that he has enough personality to make up for the deficiencies in his appearance.”


Emily checked her watch and stood up, cuddling Maxim under her chin. “I’m sorry to report that he does not seem to be the cleverest cat ever born. Give him a toy and he gives it a blank look. Toys confuse him.”


Terry, flexible as a spring, stood up without dislodging the pretty orange boys from his shoulders. “Let me shove these guys back into their cage.” He did, came over, and plucked Maxim from his perch. “Maybe we should work with him. Establish a ‘Maximal rehabilitation project.’” He tucked the object of their concern into his bed, grabbed his own jacket off the coat tree in the office, and said, “off to the mines. Literally, this morning. There’s a coyote problem out by Hull Rust.”




Chapter Five


It only took one phone call to get Jen on the job, and not many more, combined with a few internet searches, before Jen found herself sitting in a home office in a nice suburb of Duluth.


Headquarters of Patricia Eileen Lamotte, née Markovich. 


Looking around, Jen was impressed. Pat Lamotte’s office was lined with bookshelves and had a major, really major, computer setup paired with a whole bank of old-fashioned filing cabinets. On the wall opposite the windows, there was an ornamental reproduction of a colorful map of the county’s tourist attractions, dated 1939. Above the filing cabinets, there was a big reproduction of a map of St. Louis County, dated 1920, reaching all the way from the top of the cabinets to the ceiling. 


Well, St. Louis was a big county.


Overall, it was as impressive as the law offices where Jen had worked as a paralegal. The only thing missing was all the diplomas that featured on the “I love me” walls of legal eagles.


Pat stood, leaning against one of the shelves, gesturing as she talked. “I don’t mind driving up to Hibbing,” she said. “Not unless the weather is horrid. The highways are good if I’m willing to add a few extra miles by going north on 53 as far as Virginia and then turning to head southwest on 169 through Chisholm. Which I am. Or I could turn straight west on 37 at Fayal. Or go west on 2 and then north on 73. It depends on construction, to some extent. I try to avoid road construction. Researching the families of St. Louis County and the rest of the iron range means that it’s pretty much a given that I’ll be driving an hour and a half or two hours, each way, to get anywhere I need to go. It’s not like you’re asking me to drive to Kabetogama.”


She twirled on one sneaker-clad foot.


The sneaker had sequins.


According to her website, she was sixty-one. Apart from the snow white hair, curly, cut about two inches long, the woman could be ten years younger, given her energy. Small, sharp nose; square chin; square face; the kind of very fair skin that burns but never tans.


Jen wondered idly how often the genealogist had to get her hair cut to keep that style. Probably as often as her husband, Ryan, which would mean an appointment every month, at least.


She twirled a string of her ponytail around one finger while she listened.


How long had it been since she had her own hair cut? Every now and then, she brushed it all forward into her face, pulled it all together, and chopped a couple of inches off to get rid of the split ends. What you might call the inexpensive approach to a layered look.


They said that once a woman turned fifty, she shouldn’t have hair hanging down over her ears and beyond her shoulders. Jen was a lot closer to fifty than not. Maybe she’d have to do something else. Except that, most days, she pulled it into a ponytail, out of the way.


Pat was talking. “Clients have interviewed me before they hired me, of course. They don’t come in blind, or at least the local people don’t. I think this is a first, though. I’ve never been interviewed by a private detective on behalf of a potential client before.”


“It’s mostly that they didn’t know how to find a genealogist.”


“You’ve made sure that they know I’m not BCG certified, haven’t you? The Board for Certification of Genealogists is a great organization, but I decided it wasn’t for me.”


“Neither of them have ever heard of this BCG, and I doubt that they’ll care, as long as you can do the work they need. But, out of curiosity, why did you decide it wasn’t for you?”


Jen wasn’t one to miss a possible red flag.


“Genealogy was my hobby for a long time. I took classes from the NGS, first correspondence and then online, and went to quite a few conferences, took seminars. First, it was for myself—my husband Tom’s cousin Nancy had pretty much taken the Lamotte family tree as far as it could go. When I started on mine, a lot of the courses were really focused on Americans whose ancestors were English or Irish, and had been here since the Revolution, which wasn’t much help with Croatians who arrived after 1900 or Galicians who showed up shortly before the First World War. That’s generally gotten a lot better, but even so, it made me want to specialize in this area, in the Iron Range.”


“Galicians? Your family was from Spain?” Jen couldn’t think that Pat looked Spanish.


“No, different Galicians; mostly Slavic. From a Galicia that used to be in the Austro-Hungarian Empire; now it’s in Ukraine.”


Jen mentally dismissed that issue, with a vague recollection from her long-ago catechism class that there had been Galatians somewhere in the New Testament. “I take it the NGS is not the BCG.”


“National Genealogical Society. It’s a lot more comprehensive; the membership includes amateurs as well as professionals…is preponderantly hobbyists. The how-to-do-it classes are as good, but they aren’t primarily aimed at teaching you how to go into genealogy as a business and do work for others. Generally speaking, at least.”


“Will my clients really need whatever it is that BCG certification would have done for you?”


“I can’t say until I’ve had a preliminary look at their problem. I have a copy of the BCG Genealogy Standards, of course. I replaced mine when the second edition revised came out in 2019, and I’m careful to apply it for all of my clients, in all of my cases.


“I do subscribe to Ancestry. 23andMe. GEDMATCH. And, because so many of the people in this region descend from fairly recent, post–Civil War and even post-1880, immigrants who came from the continent of Europe rather than the British Isles, to Geneanet. If I had unlimited funds, I’d subscribe to a couple of the other commercial sites, such as MyHeritage, to make sure every base was covered, but I have to make a reasonable profit. I can’t reinvest it all.


“I’m pretty specialized. What sells my services is that I know the region. I don’t do lineages for hereditary societies anymore. I did when I was getting started, but eventually, I got a little bored with them, because so many applicants piggyback on someone who has already gone through the process, and it’s repetitious. Routine. I figure that if someone wants to descend from the Mayflower or join the DAR, there are plenty of other researchers able and willing to help them. What makes me different is that I know the families in the arrowhead and the iron range, and the records for the arrowhead and the iron range.


“I use FamilySearch online, of course, but a couple of times a year I take a trip to SLC. I save up all the client dilemmas that need material that’s only accessible in the building and try to blitz them in two nonstop weeks at the FHL. The FHL has a lot of material that a researcher needs to use on site for any real efficiency.”


Jen was beginning the suspect that when a genealogist got going, the result was likely to be another well-known abbreviation: TMI. She shook her head. “I’m way out of my depth in this conversation. You use as many acronyms as the federal government.”


“Salt Lake City. Family History Library. Think of it as in-group code-speak. The same way I focus on the arrowhead and iron range, there are other researchers who cater to narrow enough interests that going through certification isn’t one of their priorities.”


Pat twirled around again, the sequins on her sneakers flashing.


“Take my husband’s family, for example. Pretty much any French Canadian is related to every other French Canadian. They may be ninth or thirteenth cousins, but they’re related, and because the Quebec records are so wonderful, they can prove it. But it’s a specialized kind of research, using the PRDH and Catholic church registers, a lot of them online through the Drouin Institute, and the like, not to mention the notarial files, which are mostly not online. Not limited to the standard vanilla-genealogy census and cemetery stuff.”


Jen frowned. “PRDH?”


“Programme de Recherche en Demographie Historique. It’s online, from the University of Montreal and the Drouin Institute.” Pat grinned. “There was a book that came out years ago, called An Anglo’s Guide to Survival in Quebec. Tom’s family has been in the US since the 1880s, of course, so it didn’t really apply to us, not that I’m Anglo. Like I said, my family came from Croatia, mostly. But there was one illustration that caught my eye, with the caption, ‘His family tree will make yours look like a sapling.’ Which is true for a lot of spouses of French Canadians, but probably not for Swedes. Swedish family trees can compete. So can Swiss, for that matter—people have shown me a couple of those.”


Pat bounced up out of her chair, heading toward the bank of file cabinets next to the window. “There was this one from Zurich…”


“Pat,” Jen said. “No. Not a fan. I just want to get you to work for Dave Nystrom and his maybe-cousins the DeYoungs. I don’t want a deep dive all the way back to Noah and the ark that you did for somebody who isn’t right now paying me to look at his ancestors.”




Chapter Six


Jen decided that Dave and Susan’s first meeting with Pat should be at her own office, in Duluth. For once, they could do the driving. She was on the ground floor of a well-maintained nineteen-twenties fourplex, well west of Mesaba Avenue, with easy access from I35. She hadn’t gone for space downtown; commercial real estate right around the port was either pricey or grotty.


Steph came along.


While they did the meet-and-greet, Jen wondered what Pat made of her office. It was practical, but she didn’t have much need for elegance. Or for a lot of books. Her filing cabinets were out of sight, in a locked storage room in back with no window access. What visitors saw was pretty spare. The chair she usually used had corduroy upholstery. The left arm was a bit worn because she tended to run her fingernails across the ridges when she was thinking. Her desk. Two chairs for clients, burlap covered. There were four stackable straight chairs in the closet for the rare occasions she had more than two visitors at once.


She’d pulled one out today; then decided to push the corduroy chair to the other side of the desk and use the straight chair herself.


This might be the first time she had pulled one of them out. Most of her work, for insurance companies and the like, didn’t require her to meet the clients face to face.


She gave them ten minutes; then asked everyone to sit down.
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