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Dedicated to the generous volunteers and fosters around the world who open their hearts and homes to dogs in need






chapter one


Permanent hiatus?”


Elizabeth Barnes repeated the words back as if she were fumbling with a new language.


The human resources manager at Duchess Games pressed her perfect matte lips together in a tight smile and nodded. “That joke you made during the interview at Mobile Expo is still impacting our metrics. You’ve seen what they’re saying about you on Twitter, right? ‘Duchess CMO and the social network sex show.’ ” Gwen paused. “There’s no way we can spin it to make it fit our narrative. This is our only choice.”


Elizabeth coughed but her throat felt like it was lined with fleece. She glanced at her friend, mentor, and boss Cecelia Wright, who was inspecting a strand of her blond hair for split ends. Cecelia wouldn’t meet her eyes, so focused on her grooming that she couldn’t offer her most devoted employee a comforting smile as she fitted the noose.


The cuffs of Elizabeth’s blouse suddenly felt too tight. Were her wrists sweating? How was that even possible? She wanted to roll up her sleeves, but that might suggest that she was ready to efficiently hash out next steps. And she was anything but ready to face the fact that her entire world was imploding.


“I’m disappointed it came to this,” Cecelia finally said, still not looking up from her hair. “Some of your contributions were impactful.”


Some?


The comment landed like a dropkick. Everyone in the company knew that Elizabeth’s work had helped propel Duchess Games from plucky start-up to an innovator in the mobile gaming world. She’d started in coding and worked her way up to chief marketing officer thanks to her annual vision boards and a work ethic that had made her hair fall out every time they released a new game.


Elizabeth finally spoke up. “I don’t know how many more times I can say I’m sorry, but I’ll try it again: I’m so sorry. I was exhausted. The reporter wouldn’t stop asking about Entomon and I was trying to change his focus. I got flustered and said the wrong thing. I thought it would be funny and he’d change the subject.” She put her elbows on the table and cupped her forehead. The second after she’d made the joke she’d envisioned the Cecelia rage-storm to come, but she’d never imagined she’d end up in front of a literal firing squad.


“Your job isn’t to be funny, it’s to shut down rumors before they get out of hand,” Cecelia replied. “You didn’t even preempt with our talking points.”


Elizabeth stopped herself from mentioning that there were no talking points because according to Cecelia, Entomon didn’t exist. “But . . . what he said . . . it was pretty compelling. He had documentation about Entomon and I wasn’t sure how to respond.”


“Stop saying the E-word,” Cecelia hissed, suddenly locked on Elizabeth. “I don’t want to hear that word in my office again, okay? Or anywhere else. Don’t get any ideas, Elizabeth. We’re lawyered up and ready. Don’t make me use them.”


So now she was threatening.


Elizabeth met Cecelia’s furious gaze and barely recognized the woman she’d spent so many late nights with. Cecelia’s face was under the influence of a variety of fillers, so she couldn’t make a truly angry expression, but the way her nostrils flared telegraphed rage. And something else.


Fear.


The three women sat in silence until a familiar, rhythmic wheezing filled the vacuum.


“Win, baby, are you okay?” Cecelia looked over her shoulder at the beloved Duchess mascot, Winston the English bulldog, her tone so maternal that it was hard to believe that she’d been spitting venom just a few seconds before. Winston snorted and licked his nose, then settled back to a snoring slumber.


Gwen cleared her throat and continued carefully. “We’re reclaiming your options, of course.”


The nausea hit so fast and hard that Elizabeth slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from spewing her feelings all over the artisanal, hand-distressed, reclaimed-wood conference table. Every middle-of-the-night text, endless road show, and stolen idea had been in service of the options she accrued every year. She loved the work, but the security that came with the options was her happily-ever-after.


“Wait, but how . . .” Elizabeth trailed off, unable to put her shock into words.


“ ‘Unexercised options forfeit upon termination with cause,’ ” Gwen read from the employee handbook. “And if you refer to page four of the handbook, your initials next to the behavioral agreement and your recent performance very clearly indicate that we have cause for termination.”


The “company reputation” provision. The one that seemed like a punch line, until it wasn’t.


“Cecelia, do you have anything you’d like to add?” Gwen asked.


Cecelia had moved on to studying her manicure, ten tiny red daggers that no one had the courage to tell her didn’t mesh with her crystals-and-daily-affirmations personal brand. She shook her head.


“We’ve got an exit package for you . . .” Gwen rifled through the stack of papers in front of her. “We need a signature and then Frank will escort you out.”


Not only was she getting fired, she was being forced to do a perp walk in front of her colleagues. Or, her former colleagues.


Elizabeth blinked hard when her vision started to swim. She gnawed on the inside of her cheek to derail the tears. “This is insane, Cecelia. And there’s no way I’m going to sign anything now. I need someone to read through it all. You’re taking away my options, that can’t be legal.”


“Trust me, it’s legal.” Cecelia glared at her.


“We need you to sign the termination letter today,” Gwen said, quickly de-escalating the situation. “It outlines the conditions of our separation. You can have your attorney review the rest and get them back to us by the end of the week.”


Elizabeth nodded and stared at the pile of papers on the table, worried that if she looked at Cecelia or Gwen she’d burst into tears. And there was no way she was going to break in front of them.


“Frank?” Cecelia called out when the silence got awkward. “We’re ready.”


The head of building security peeked into the room, evaluating Elizabeth with a head-to-toe sweep that made it clear he was assessing her threat level. She was now a potential criminal in their midst, capable of stealing anything from staplers to corporate secrets.


“I hope you manifest a better fit in your next position,” Cecelia said. Winston barked at Elizabeth as she walked by, cementing the fact that she was now the most hated person at Duchess.


Cecelia’s Zen-inspired open-plan office meant that all of her colleagues could see her walk of shame. She was now a cautionary tale, so of course people would steal glances at her as she left. She straightened her back, happy that she’d worn the wrist-strangling Theory blouse with epaulets on the shoulders, the one that made her look like she was part of an all-girl army. At least she was on-brand.


“I’ll wait out here, okay? You’ve got about five minutes,” Frank said softly, gesturing to the area right outside her office door. He was a buff former Navy SEAL who took his post in Duchess as seriously as his military service. They’d always had a polite head-nodding relationship, and Elizabeth could tell he was trying to be kind despite Cecelia’s directive to get her off the premises ASAP. He handed her an empty box.


She fought through the fog of shame so she could focus on the work of cleaning out her office. She threw everything on her desk into the box: the stress balls from various vendors that she actually used, a hunk of expensive rose quartz from Cecelia, her diffuser, and the hundreds of packets of wellness dusts she poured in her daily kale smoothies. She sifted through her drawers and paused when she found what looked like a collection of flower petals in a back corner. When was the last time someone had sent her flowers?


She looked closer. It was a Pepto-Bismol wrapper.


Frank cleared his throat to signal that her time was almost up.


“I’m ready,” she called out to him.


Elizabeth met Frank at the door with just her purse slung over her shoulder.


“But where’s your stuff?”


“I don’t need any of it. Let’s go.”


Elizabeth Barnes knew that she was only the second person to be escorted out of Duchess, and she wasn’t going to make the scene any more attention-grabbing than it needed to be. Instead of carting out a box of junk like a homeless person, she pretended she was on a runway in Paris as her heels clacked through the building, shoulders back and head high. Anyone watching might think she was doing a site survey with Frank. She radiated serenity and acceptance, keeping her eyes fixed on a distant point in front of her.


Elizabeth focused on how she was going to frame what had happened on her social media accounts as she paraded through the building, past hundreds of wide eyes. Perhaps an inspirational quote about the future in a vintage typewriter font, overlaid on an image of a wave? Or a single word, like beginning, next to a flower bud? She had nothing but time to figure it out.


None of her devoted followers or former colleagues would have a clue that the second the Duchess campus vanished from her rearview mirror, she pulled over on the side of the highway and cried until her perfectly lined eyes left black tracks on the palms of her hands.






chapter two


Exhale stress, inhale serenity,” Elizabeth chanted as she waited for Whitney to pick up. The mantra did nothing to calm her, but she repeated it to keep from thinking too much about what she was doing. She crossed and uncrossed her legs and tried to find a comfortable position on the couch before her friend answered. Whitney Brinkman was the closest thing she had to a bestie, even though their time together was confined to office hours and the rare networking cocktail party.


No one at Duchess used their phone to call unless it was a servers-are-down emergency. Elizabeth tried to imagine what Whitney was thinking as her name flashed on her screen. She straightened her posture and took another not-calming breath.


“Elizabeth? What’s wrong?”


“Whit, hey, nothing’s wrong.” She forced cheer into her voice. “I was just thinking about you and I thought I’d call. I, uh, I miss you.”


“Oh, how cute. That’s adorable! I miss you too, girl.” Whitney’s voice was a roller coaster of inflection and added syllables, so that the word girl almost sounded like gorilla.”


“How are . . . things? I mean, can you talk?”


“Actually, I can’t. You know how it is, ugh, annoying.” Elizabeth could almost hear the eye roll. “So, what’s up?”


“I was actually hoping we could hang soon. I could use a friendly face, you know? I’m feeling sort of bleak these days.” She sniffled. “I’m going to Black’s tomorrow and I thought maybe you could meet me for a quick coffee?” Her voice trembled like she was a fifth-grader talking to a crush. “Just to catch up, I promise we won’t talk about Duchess.”


“Aw, fun!”


Elizabeth waited for an actual yes or no during an awkward silence.


“Do, uh, do you think you can? I’m flexible, I can be there any time.” She squeezed her eyes shut as she realized how desperate she sounded. “I’ve got something in the morning but any time after ten works for me.”


Whitney paused. “Hey, can I call you right back? In like two minutes?”


“Sure, I’m around.”


“Cool, byeeeeee.” Whitney was still saying the word when the call disconnected.


Elizabeth threw her phone on the couch and imagined sitting across from Whitney at Black’s Coffee. It didn’t matter that Whitney was a monologist who forgot that Elizabeth also had a life. She just wanted a hug and a single comforting word. In the three weeks since her sacking she’d come to understand why shunning was a weapon.


Her new phone’s unfamiliar ring tone jolted Elizabeth out of her trance. Maybe Whitney would also want to have dinner with her over the weekend? She was excited to firm up their coffee date, but when she flipped her phone over there was a strange number instead of Whitney’s smiling profile photo. She’d trained herself to pick up all calls, hoping that a headhunter with an unlisted number might remember that she was a star with just one black mark on her record. One giant, career-ending black mark.


“Have I reached Elizabeth Barnes?” The British-accented voice didn’t sound like yet another reporter or blogger trying to get a sound bite out of her.


“Yes, speaking.”


“Finally, it’s you.” The man exhaled and sounded relieved. “I’ve been trying to reach you for quite some time. I’ve sent several emails as well. Have you received them?”


“I’m sorry, I’m not sure who I’m speaking with.” She smiled as she spoke, hoping she sounded welcoming in case the man was calling about a job. Would a headhunter have that much trouble finding her? Did she need to revisit her LinkedIn page? “May I ask who’s calling?”


“My apologies, I’m getting ahead of myself. There’s so much to say. This is going to come as some surprise, I’m sure.” The man paused for so long that she thought the call had dropped. “Elizabeth, I’m your father’s brother, Rowan Barnes. I’m your uncle.”


It was as if he’d told her he was the tooth fairy. “Oh, I think you’ve got the wrong person; my father didn’t have a brother. You must have me confused with someone else.” She flipped her phone away from her face to see if Whitney had texted while she was talking with the stranger.


“Of course, he didn’t tell you about me.” The man sounded like he was talking to himself. “Well, we’ll get to that eventually.”


Elizabeth’s internal alarm pinged. She’d heard about postfuneral scams, where “missing” relatives came forward to claim their part of the deceased’s inheritance. Most people probably fell for the accent, but having grown up with British-accented parents, she was immune to it. Her father’s estate was a modest one, and there was barely anything for her let alone any long-lost family members. And six months was a long time to wait to come forward.


“I don’t think I’m who you’re looking for. I know my father was an only child.”


“Did he tell you that?”


“Yes.”


“Oh, Elizabeth, there is so much to say,” the man said with a sigh. “First, let me begin by telling you how sorry I am for your loss, and how deeply I regret waiting this long to get in touch with you. I have been trying, but technology is beyond my reach, I’m afraid. I’ve only just tracked down your mobile. But let me get to the reason for my call, and then we can determine what to do next. Clive, I mean, your father, was in line to inherit a parcel of land, even after he’d left. He chose not to respond when it came time to claim it, so it passed to me. But I’ve always known in my heart that the land by the river is not mine. My wife, Trudy, and I agree that it was always meant for your father. And now that he’s gone, this bit of Fargrove is yours, Elizabeth.”


Fargrove.


He’d gotten the town correct. And the way he spoke sounded so familiar.


“You can do with it what you like,” the man said when Elizabeth didn’t respond. “We just can’t keep it in good conscience.”


For a moment it felt like she’d just won the lottery. But it was a scam, it had to be a scam. There was no brother and there was no land. She scolded herself for almost falling for the sweet-sounding senior citizen.


The man continued to fill the silence. “Now, I know the news of who I am has caught you off guard. I still have the original documentation about the land that I’d like to send as proof, and then we can discuss what to do next.”


Proof? Elizabeth would need a notarized deed to even begin to believe what she was hearing, but if she agreed to it she’d be able to end the call and wait for Whitney to get back to her.


“This is a lot to process,” Elizabeth finally responded. “I’m not sure I understand, but I’ll take a look at what you send.” She gave him the address for her junk mail account. “I really do think you have the wrong person, though.”


“Oh, but I’m confident that we’ve finally found you, Elizabeth Afton Barnes.”


He knew her middle name too?


“Before we hang up, I feel I must . . .” He paused. “I feel I must invite you to visit. You simply have to see the land. And . . .” He seemed to struggle to say the words. “And we would love to meet you, your aunt Trudy and I. But there’s time to arrange it, so look for our message and please respond. Yes?”


He sounded so sweet and hopeful that she played along.


“Of course, I’ll get back to you, I promise.”


She hung up and realized that her life had become an alternate reality where nothing made sense. Perhaps the quaint-sounding scammer knew she’d been fired and guessed that she’d be an easy target. She’d just ignore the email and then block his address.


Twenty minutes had passed since she’d hung up with Whitney. No call, no text. She was probably busy dealing with the usual Duchess drama. Elizabeth closed her eyes and imagined what was going on there and felt an ache in her chest. Had someone moved into her office yet, or were they keeping the door shut like it was contaminated?


Elizabeth had tried to keep busy since the disaster at Duchess, mining for contacts that might be able to see past the wreckage of the CNET interview. She’d only heard back from one person, who promised they’d meet for drinks “soon.” She’d stalked the rest of them on social media as she awaited their replies, and sure enough they weren’t off somewhere hiking a remote mountain or meeting with a guru in a land with no cell service. They were as active and witty as ever, and they were ignoring her.


She was poison. Contagious. But it wasn’t her first time being untouchable. She’d lived through it before, and she’d fight her way through it again.


She stared out at the premium San Francisco skyline and tried to ignore the fact that her overpriced Restoration Hardware couch was as comfortable as a bus station bench. She’d seen other much more spectacular face-plants in her industry. It was possible to recover. She had no choice but to recover, really. Duchess had paid her embarrassingly well, but her lifestyle didn’t allow for long-term planning, particularly without her options. Her rent alone in trendy SoMa swallowed much of it each month. Her fat savings account would be a memory unless she could come up with a plan.


She looked at her phone again. Still no word back from Whitney.


Her former colleagues, the people she used to consider friends, were still living their beautiful, carefully curated, fully employed lives in their social media streams. Elizabeth knew that they were watching her too, as no one had unfollowed her, including Cecelia. They were probably hoping for a spectacular flame-out, but no matter how low she felt she wasn’t going to let it happen. She had over fourteen thousand devoted and engaged followers—she called herself a micro-influencer—and even though she felt like the world’s biggest loser, she continued to fill her feeds with positivity and beautiful photos so they could see that she was still living her best life.


No one had to know she was a liar.


Elizabeth scrolled through her feed and stopped on a recent selfie. Her father had pointed out that one eye was higher than the other in her graduation photo and she’d never forgotten it, so she always tilted her head so that it was harder to see the defect. She hated the way she photographed, but she forced herself to include a selfie every few weeks, so people could identify with her brand better. She knew how to camouflage her flaws with the right angles and filters. In some of the photos she almost looked as pretty as the other influencers she followed.


She knew she wasn’t stereotypically beautiful thanks to her cheekbone-free face and muddy-colored hair, so she worked hard to improve upon nature’s shortcomings with the help of a glam squad that sculpted her body, steamrolled her naturally wavy hair, and lasered her face to erase the freckles that kept popping up. Without her crew of health and beauty experts she was just average.


Elizabeth gently touched the puffiness beneath her eyes. The stress of the firing registered all over her face, from the dark bags to the patch of pimples above her neglected eyebrows. Elizabeth Barnes had never lost at anything, and the crush of failure was so foreign to her that if she didn’t know better she’d have thought she was coming down with something. Wanting to stay in bed all day, getting clammy and light-headed every time she stood up, no appetite—the symptoms were all there.


But she had no one to smooth back the damp hair from her forehead like her mother used to do when she was a girl. She thought back to the times when she was little, before her mom got sick, when she would wake up with a tickle in her throat. Her mom would make her stay home from school, ignoring her dad’s disapproval, and tuck her in on the couch under an ocean of blankets. She doted on Elizabeth, bringing her soup and ice cream and comforting hugs as they sat together watching daytime TV. After her mom passed, the theme song to The Price is Right made Elizabeth well up every time she heard it.


She was so alone.


Elizabeth had never had the bandwidth for a boyfriend. Sure, she’d had extended flings with fiscally appropriate guys, but nothing that qualified as a real romance. Just decent-but-not-great sex and a heart that never veered into pitter-pat territory. She was thirty-two and she’d never said the L-word to anyone but her parents. Now, though, she wished for a warm body beside her, to reassure her that everything was going to turn out okay. A rom-com boyfriend who told her she was beautiful and kissed her until her knees went weak.


With every day that passed without contact from a living, breathing person, she felt a little more removed from humanity. The likes and hearts from strangers were her only connection to the world outside her apartment, which was enough for her until she realized that she was one slip away from dying and becoming a pile of liquefied goo on her bathroom floor. No one would notice she was missing for weeks.


Because there was no one real who gave a shit about her.


She’d learned to be self-sufficient when she was twelve, right after her mom died. Her little girlfriends began avoiding her on the playground as her mom got sicker, treating her like cancer was contagious, as if their own mothers might disappear if they spent too much time with Elizabeth. Her father told her that friendship was overrated, so she turned into the industrious girl, the one who studied so hard that she didn’t have time to play freeze tag. It didn’t matter that they had sleepovers without her; she was too busy achieving and hoping that each award might be the one that made her father proud. The memory of little girls with sleeping bags under their arms loading into minivans gave her a familiar hollowed-out sensation in her gut.


For a second it sounded like the Priority Mail shipping box sitting on the edge of the table by her front door whispered her name, which meant that she was spending way too much time alone. Were hallucinations next?


The box hadn’t moved in months, and she was past accidentally mistaking it for a package from Net-a-Porter or Neiman’s. Sometimes when she was ripping through her latest deliveries, she picked the box up and put a knife to the seam, only to realize in horror how close she’d come to slicing it open and seeing what was inside. She knew if she put the box in a closet she’d forget about it forever, so she kept it on the table, a final silent reprimand. Since everything in her life was upside-down, maybe it was possible that she did have an unknown uncle. Maybe, if it turned out to be real, which of course it wasn’t, maybe then she could finally be done with the box.






chapter three


There was no text or return call, but there was a chance Whitney was still going to show. Elizabeth had sent her a few messages, letting her know that she was going to be at Black’s as discussed. It wasn’t a surprise she hadn’t heard back. Whitney was gorgeous and flighty, which helped everyone forgive her for her inability to be polite.


Elizabeth checked her phone for the millionth time as she waited in line. If Whitney was going to stand her up, she wasn’t sure why she’d even left her apartment. It felt like every real human surrounding her was silently judging her and determining that she was, in fact, a loser. But online, her life was still perfect, and she needed fresh content to post. She took her latte to a table in the back, arranged it just so on the rugged wood table, and snapped an off-centered photo. She wanted to look busy when Whitney showed up. If Whitney showed up.


She smoothed the front of her black wrap tank and noticed a trail of deodorant dotted along the side seam. Elizabeth grabbed a napkin and attacked the stain, hoping she could get rid of it before Whitney noticed it. Whitney’s ability to laughingly point out shortcomings, like a poorly camouflaged pimple, was rarely funny to the person on the receiving end.


The cloud-based photo-editing app Elizabeth used to manufacture her posts kept suggesting a greenish filter for the photo of her coffee cup, so she attempted to reset the app by reversing out of it until she came to the main page. She’d linked the app to her various social media accounts, and it cycled through random images from her accounts with suggested edits, like evening her skin to Barbie doll perfection and brightening her teeth until they looked blue-white. This time the photo the app suggested made her index finger tremble above the image.


It was Cecelia’s smug face.


Elizabeth thought that she’d erased all evidence of Duchess from her phone, but somehow there it was, like a final fuck you from the cloud. She zoomed in on it, trying to remember the context for the shot. Cecelia was sitting at her desk with Winston in her arms with just her laptop and a small stack of papers marring the vast white expanse. Elizabeth zoomed in more, trying to make out the words on Cecelia’s computer screen. She enlarged the image and realized that it was code.


Entomon code.


The backslashes, brackets, and random words wouldn’t make sense to anyone without a programming background, but Elizabeth could read enough code to know that she’d stumbled onto something huge. She changed the app filter a few times, hoping that a different contrast would make the characters on Cecelia’s screen stand out more. Elizabeth applied the Clarity filter and it was like shining a flashlight on it. Every last semicolon was visible.


Elizabeth smiled her first genuine smile in weeks.


She had proof.


Proof that not only was Entomon real, but Cecelia was in on it the whole time. Releasing the photo would prove that Elizabeth had taken the fall for something that Duchess was trying very hard to hide. There was no way Elizabeth could release the photo herself, but there were other options. Geeky insider websites that could verify that the photo wasn’t altered, decipher the code, and then release it to news sites so that she could clear her name. And more importantly, so that she could take Cecelia down. The public would scream for Cecelia’s head when they discovered Entomon was real and downloaded invasive facial recognition software with their new games.


Elizabeth had heard the rumors about the Entomon spyware but always filtered them out. Duchess didn’t need to cheat to stay on top. But when the reporter presented compelling evidence about Entomon during her infamous CNET interview, Elizabeth felt cornered. She sputtered nervously for a few minutes, then pivoted to accusing Duchess competitors of monitoring their clients. Her joke about other app companies surveilling their clients’ sexual habits was meant to be funny—she still regretted using the phrase gettin’ busy—but it turned out to be anything but.


Her palms sweated as she screenshotted the image a half-dozen times and saved the original on three different platforms under a code name. Elizabeth hadn’t felt this positive in weeks. She finally had a plan. Or at least half of a plan. She shimmied her shoulders and danced in her chair to vent the adrenaline coursing through her, but stopped when she realized that people might think she’d been snorting something.


If Whitney walked in the door now, Elizabeth would have a hard time keeping the secret from her. She scanned the room, looking for Whitney’s can’t-miss combination of supermodel height and striking features, but there was no sign of her.


Elizabeth needed a moment to hit the reset button, to do something that would calm her down. She hadn’t checked her junk email account since the phone call from the scammer with a familiar accent. Had “Uncle Rowan” followed through? Her father had been a man of few words despite making his living teaching people to find the beauty in them, and though he rarely talked about his life in Britain, she at least knew of the town where he was raised and her grandparents’ names. He certainly would have mentioned a brother.


She logged in, searched for his name, and was surprised to discover a genuine email address with the subject line Fargrove Property.


She’d expected a slick overview of the land, written like a brochure for a high-end cruise, but the email merely listed the property’s borders and included a line with the dimensions of a stone structure on it. Please review the attached, it said, followed by Yours very truly, Uncle Rowan.


Opening an attachment from an unknown source was a mistake that could shut down a network. Even the temps that passed through Duchess knew to delete messages with potentially unsafe attachments. Opening it was too stupid to even consider.


Elizabeth hovered her mouse over the X to click out of it, but her fingers started moving like they were on a Ouija board, controlled by a ghost that was determined to digitally murder her. She clicked the first attachment and held her breath as a Word document loaded. The document had a series of photos, probably the only way they knew how to send them. The first was of a vast undulating field, dotted with sheep and capped by a sky so blue and perfectly cloud-dappled that it looked like Maxfield Parrish had painted it. The second was of a heavily wooded area with a small stone structure in the distance. Inserted in the middle of the photos was a scan of an ancient-looking document filled with property law legalese that she couldn’t translate.


She kept scrolling down and stopped in shock at an image of a cheerful-looking older couple with their arms around each other.


Elizabeth pulled her fingers away as if they’d been scorched by the keyboard. The man, smiling at her from beneath a tweed cap, had her father’s eyes. Granted, they were squinting in the bright sun, but there was no mistaking the shape and glint of green. His nose was a match too, and Elizabeth unconsciously touched the turned-up tip of the nose she’d inherited. Clearly her father’s bloodlines were stronger than her mother’s, as evidenced by the genetic patterns she was witnessing for the first time.


Her suspicious streak was inexplicably dormant. Perhaps her instincts were dulled by the trauma of her very public firing. Perhaps she wanted to believe that she had an additional inheritance from her father now that she had no income, and that the land was a peace offering from him from beyond the grave.


Or perhaps it was impossible to ignore the fact that the couple she was looking at, he of the jolly smile and kind eyes and she of the soft sweater and long white braid, weren’t hucksters looking to cheat her but long-lost family members who were very likely telling the truth.






chapter four


Did you have a good flight?” the old man asked for the third time.


“It was good, yes, thank you,” Elizabeth answered as brightly as she could manage given that she was exhausted and her phone wasn’t working properly. After over twelve hours of spotty connectivity she felt disconnected from the world.


She’d sent out a few vague emails to underground tech websites about possibly publishing the incriminating photo of Cecelia, without mentioning specifics, and was eager to check for responses. Plus she had three photos from the trip that she needed to post—one with a moody filter of her looking out the window at a plane on the tarmac with an angle that camouflaged her double chin, a close-up of a glass of Prosecco (#bubblelife), and one of her Vuitton luggage near a Heathrow sign to prove that she was doing something amazing.


The decision to go to Fargrove had been a sudden one. She thought she could wrap up the property details in a day or so, take care of the box issue quickly as well, then use her remaining time in the UK to do a little touring. The trip would be a palate-cleansing sorbet between the end of Duchess and the beginning of the next phase of her career, whatever that was. The fact that her Airbnb’ed apartment more than covered the cost of her flight and hotels made her feel less guilty about traveling while unemployed, and the prospect of selling off her father’s property made the trip seem like a business transaction.


“You’ve arrived just in time for an absolutely lovely week of spring weather.”


“Is that so?” Elizabeth hoped the old man would do the heavy conversational lifting during the drive to Fargrove, since she had no idea what to say to him. Rowan and Trudy couldn’t pick her up from the airport because of a meeting they said was impossible to rearrange, so they sent a thousand apologies and the chatty elderly man with a plaid flat cap and fuzzy gray eyebrows who kept peering at her in the rearview mirror instead. Rowan had first called him their gardener when he explained that he would be picking her up, then referred to him as their friend. Elizabeth guessed William Burke was both. He’d politely insisted she sit in the back seat, said it was more comfortable, and she instinctively liked him even if she was at a loss for what to talk to him about.


Elizabeth had hoped for some sort of magical response to being in her parents’ home country—a wave of psychic recognition, or a sense of belonging—but all she felt was overtired and nervous. As she sped toward Fargrove it dawned on her that she had chosen her vacation poorly. Why wasn’t she on a tropical beach with a drink in her hand?


“These clouds are going to clear up. Just a few more moments, then it’ll be sun evermore.”


Elizabeth looked up at the muddy sky and sure enough a few rays began to pierce the darkness. The sun made short work of the remaining clouds, as if heeding his words.


“Brilliant,” the man said quietly with a nod. He looked at Elizabeth in the rearview mirror for the millionth time. “Are you hungry? Trudy and Rowan will be waiting for you with a feast. They were disappointed to miss you at the airport, but Rowan is a busy man these days.”


“I hope they didn’t go out of their way, I’m not a big eater.” Her stomach rumbled as she said the words, but she was unwilling to gain an ounce during her ten days away. “I’ll have a cup of tea, but then I need to get to my hotel.”


Elizabeth’s itinerary was planned to the hour. She’d briefly visit with Rowan and Trudy over dinner, then spend her first night at the Coach and Horses in the nearby village, get up the next day to discuss the property, which could take all day if lawyers were to be involved, spend a final night in Fargrove, then depart the following morning for her actual vacation.


“Hotel?” The old man chuckled. “This is Fargrove, dear, not London. It’s an inn. Comfortable, clean, a fine place to lay your head. But why won’t you stay with your aunt and uncle?”


It still jarred her to hear the words. She’d grown so used to the idea that her family consisted only of her parents that she still couldn’t come to terms with the fact that there were other Barneses in the world. She had always assumed that there were distant second cousins littered across England, but her parents’ lack of interest in connecting with home-country relatives was enough to keep Elizabeth from asking about them.


Rowan had seemed to sense her unease when they spoke again after his initial call, and had Trudy email an old photo of himself with her father, gently proving that he was who he said he was. The young man standing knee-deep in a stream next to her father was rakishly handsome, with thick dark hair, a model’s jawline, and a smile that made him look like he’d just cracked a dirty joke. Her father looked vibrant and happy, so much so that she had difficulty squaring the dispassionate man she knew with the joyful man in the photo. The brothers had their arms wrapped around each other in the photo, and the intimacy of the pose confused Elizabeth. Their smiles were broad and genuine. Why hadn’t her father told her about this brother he was once so close to?


“I didn’t want to put them out by staying with them. It’s easier to stay at the inn.”


“Put them out, you say? You’re about to get an education in hospitality. Just wait.” He nodded again. “Just wait.”


The landscape shifted as they drove on, and the desolate view was replaced by rolling green fields bordered by tidy rock walls. The sun saturated the colors, and the impossibly bright emerald of the fields perfectly complemented the bluebonnet sky. Soon the scene outside her window started to resemble the photo Trudy had sent, sheep included, and she relaxed for the first time since she touched down.


It was real. Elizabeth closed her eyes and fell asleep.


She awoke to the sound of the wheels coming to a stop on crushed rock. Through her sleepy haze she saw a jumble of well-tended flowers, a fairy-tale house beyond the curved driveway, and a black-and-white dog eyeing the car in a predatory crouch. She had barely taken in her surroundings when William Burke jumped out of the car and opened her door with surprising agility. Elizabeth tried to compose herself, raking her fingers through her hair and smoothing her gray cashmere wrap as she got out of the car. Her heart thudded when she spotted Rowan and Trudy Barnes standing a few steps away.


Rowan took two steps toward her and his eyes filled with tears. He was tall and thin, with posture so straight that it took years off him. His close-cropped white hair was tidy, as if he had gotten a fresh haircut just in time for her visit. In his face she saw her father, if her father had been capable of wide, genuine smiles and the crinkly eyes that go with them. The combination of familiar and foreign caught her off guard.


“Elizabeth Afton Barnes.” He paused and smiled at her despite the tears welling. “Welcome home.”


This stranger was her family, there was no denying it. Everything from the way he looked to the way he moved seemed familiar, and it knocked Elizabeth off balance. Having never met relatives, she wasn’t sure how to act, so she deferred to her go-to greeting, the one that worked with everyone from janitor to investor.


“It’s such a pleasure to see you!” Elizabeth quickly wiped off her sweaty palm beneath her wrap and offered it to Rowan as he strode to her. He swatted her hand away and pulled her close, enveloping her in a hug that lifted her onto her toes. She couldn’t remember the last hug she’d received, but she knew that it probably only included the edge of a shoulder blade and spaghetti arms. Getting hugged by Rowan Barnes felt like she was being schooled in the art by a human teddy bear.


The black-and-white dog ran circles around them, barking insistently as they embraced. Elizabeth wasn’t sure what to think about the barky editorial given that her primary exposure to dogs was Cecelia’s dog Winston, who was more wheezing, mole-covered lump than canine. The barking sounded serious, like the dog was seconds away from attacking her, but no one else seemed to care about the spiraling canine threat level.


Rowan beamed at her, ignoring the noise. “Look at you. You are the best of your father, with a little of your beautiful mum Felicity thrown in to sweeten it up. And there’s the Barnes nose!” He touched his own nose and winked at her. “Trudy, isn’t she lovely?”


Trudy stood at his elbow, dwarfed by him. Her close-set brown eyes sparkled as she took Elizabeth in. She was pillowy, not overweight exactly, but not as fit-looking as Rowan. She wore a long-sleeve pink sweater with a wide, messy knit, perfect for the cool air as the sun started to set. Her white hair was in a braid that fell on her shoulder, tied off with a collection of multicolored yarn. She took Elizabeth’s hands in hers and squeezed them, as if she could sense that another hug might overwhelm her. “We are thrilled to have you here, and Major is as well despite the commentary.” She turned to the dog dervishing around them and gave a long low whistle. He stopped barking and plopped down as if someone had swept his legs from under him.


Trudy looked at Elizabeth like she was searching for something in her face. “You must be famished and exhausted. We have supper prepared. William, will you be joining us?”


The old man stood knee-deep in a climbing rosebush near a stone wall, rooting through it with a keen eye and a small pair of pruning shears. “What? Oh, no, I’m afraid I can’t join this evening.” He was distracted by the work. “I’ve missed some canes. I’ll finish here, then be on my way.”


“Right. Keep at it, then. Thank you!” Trudy waved, but he was too engrossed in the work to notice.


She laced her arm through Elizabeth’s and began to walk her to the house, with Rowan trailing behind them with her luggage and Major once again complaining about her presence. Elizabeth was finally able to take it all in as they approached the large white house. They followed a tidy crushed-stone path that branched off in various directions, all edged by a razor-cut hedge and an artist’s palette of lush flowers. The house had mullioned windows and an oversized arched doorway in the center. The undulating shingled roof sat low on the structure like a too-big hat and had three dormer windows and a chimney at either end. Elizabeth could see a collection of stone buildings farther down the drive. The property looked like it had sprung from Middle-earth, and she could already envision how she was going to frame it in a post. She might even include the dog, if it ever stopped barking at her.


“We’ll take you to your father’s spot after we eat. You look like you could use a good meal, and tonight we’re having salmon en croute.”


“I hope you didn’t go to any trouble, I don’t have much of an appetite,” she lied.


“That’s what you say, but wait until you have a taste of Trudy’s puff pastry,” Rowan replied.


“I still need to check in at the Coach and Horses Inn. Is it far from here? And what time is it now? I don’t want to lose my reservation.” Elizabeth was nervous and felt herself babbling about details, trying to gain some control of this unfamiliar situation. She cringed inwardly, though. Did she seem rude?


“It’s just a hop down the road, don’t you worry. I’ll drive you there after we eat,” Rowan said comfortingly.


Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder at him as they walked to the house and noticed that Rowan was holding her oversized leather carry-on to his chest with one hand while pulling her suitcase with the other. She thought of the box she’d put in the bag as she was walking out the door, almost as an afterthought, even though it was half the reason she was where she was.


The brothers were finally reunited.






chapter five


Elizabeth awoke in a panic. She sat up quickly and looked around the dark room, trying to get her bearings. There were embers glowing in a massive fireplace a few feet away from her. A low beamed ceiling above her. A large rustic table in front of her. An exposed stone wall across the way. A nubby moss-colored wool blanket across her body. She was in a beautiful kitchen, on a cushioned window seat beneath a bay window.


Still at Rowan and Trudy’s. But why?


She heard a low rumble by the fireplace and squinted toward the sound. It was Major, lying in a plaid dog bed, making strange rumbly-whiny lip-smacking sounds at her. He was staring at her, and his body looked as if he was ready to pounce if she moved too quickly. Elizabeth started to get up, and the noises intensified. She pulled her feet back up on the window seat and eyed the doorway, wondering if she should make a break for the bathroom. Could her two legs beat his four? Major’s eyes remained fixed on her and his tail thumped the side of the bed, filling the room with his impatient rhythm. The dog had made it clear that he didn’t like her during their meal, to the point where Trudy had to put him outside with apologies for what she called his chatty behavior.


She craned her neck to try to find her purse in the dark room and was happy to see it at the far end of the bench. She pulled out her phone—slowly, so as not to incite Major again—and tapped through her various accounts. Still nothing. Elizabeth already had a dozen brand-enhancing images to post, even a few of Major from a distance since dogs were good for social media engagement. She’d walked around the driveway while Trudy set the table for supper, trying to find a spot that might allow her to connect, but the Fargrove Barneses were in the deadest dead zone.


She thought back to the evening before, trying to make sense of why she was still there instead of at the inn. She remembered eating a full portion of pastry-wrapped salmon along with asparagus and a shocking helping of crispy oven-roasted potatoes. And the drinks. First, a glass of champagne to celebrate her safe arrival, then two glasses of white wine with dinner poured by Rowan’s heavy hand, topped off with a larger-than-normal glass of port for dessert. The last thing she remembered was thinking that she’d just close her eyes on the comfortable bench for a second, while Trudy and Rowan busied themselves at the sink with the dishes.


The drinks had helped to calm her nerves and allowed her to chat like a brand ambassador at a product launch. They’d kept the subject matter light at first, talking about Major’s unusual behavior, her flight, the weather, and if she’d packed appropriate clothes for the trip, until the wine began to take hold.


She briefly told them about the firing, spinning it so that it sounded like a mutual parting that would allow her to focus on an exciting new direction. Their interest was unwavering, like she was a celebrity and they were fawning co-anchors on a morning news show. It felt strange to be the subject of their undivided attention, without a cell phone to interrupt at just the right moment and break the tension. With hers essentially a thousand-dollar paperweight in her purse, she had no easy out.


When the conversation veered toward her father’s passing, Elizabeth shut it down with the same practiced responses she always gave: it was a beautiful service, well attended, his colleagues and students will miss him. She almost took the opportunity to ask them why her father had never mentioned them, but the weighty question didn’t feel natural, and she didn’t want to make their interaction any more awkward than it already felt for her. She had twenty-four hours to uncover the truth; there was no need to push.


Elizabeth heard the ancient floorboards creaking as someone headed toward the kitchen. Major stepped out of his bed, stretched into an exaggerated downward dog, and trotted over to where she was sitting. She froze, not sure what he was capable of. Hopefully whoever was coming could call him off before he sank his teeth into her flesh.


“Please don’t bite me. I swear I’m not delicious. I taste like detox tea and kale,” Elizabeth begged the dog, leaning away from him to minimize his potential strike zone.


Major took a step closer, then placed his head on the bench next to her thigh, his mouth inches from what she imagined was a perfect latching-on spot. He looked up at her and made a little noise as Trudy burst into the room.


“Making friends, are you? Just look at that waggy tail, Major loves you already!” She grabbed the teapot and began her morning rituals, and Major finally walked to his mistress for attention. “How did you sleep on that wicked old window seat? Was my throw warm enough? I weave those, dear, and I have dozens strewn about. I’m quite the wool artiste, if I may say so. I’ll show you my studio later, let you pick out a few things. I’ll just put the kettle on and off we go. You need to meet the ladies. What size boots do you wear? Your lovely shoes will be destroyed by the muck. I’m sure I have wellies to fit you, Lord knows Rowan has a closet full for guests. And wait until you see Major at work. He’ll dazzle you with his prowess, I’m sure.” Trudy took a breath and realized that Elizabeth was staring at her from the edge of the bench, overwhelmed by her early-morning energy.


“I don’t think Major wants anything to do with me. He was growling right before you came in.”


“Growling? Oh, that wasn’t a growl! He’s been whingeing, because he wants you to pet him. He’s chatty, I told you that, and if he feels like he’s not getting the attention he deserves, he complains. Just give him some love and he’ll be your best mate for life. Same with the ladies.”


“Who are the ladies?”


“You have to meet them in person, they defy explanation. Come.” She waved her hand to coax Elizabeth off the bench. “We have a lovely dotty print that should fit.”


Trudy disappeared around the corner and returned with a pristine pair of rubber boots printed with cabbage roses and hot pink and red polka dots. Elizabeth hadn’t worn anything so colorful since she was a child. “Let’s be going, the kettle will be ready by the time we get back.”


Elizabeth slipped her cell phone in her back pocket, pulled on the boots, and tried to figure out how she could gracefully demand to leave. She felt like she was being held hostage by a friendly pigeon.


“Don’t worry, Rowan will get you sorted at the Coach right after breakfast.” It was as if she’d read her mind. “Let’s hurry, dear, they’re waiting for us.”


Trudy continued chattering as they walked toward the collection of stone buildings down the driveway, naming the flowers and trees they passed, taking note of the haze on the fields in the distance, and commenting on how the weather would shape up later in the day. The property was expansive, and the different hues of the pastures stretched patchwork-quilt-style up the hill and into the distance. Elizabeth wondered which nature-inspired hashtags would get the most likes.
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