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          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      The pungent aroma of sea lions was overwhelming. Victoria’s hand was clasped to her nose, exaggerating her unhappiness.

      “It’s not that bad,” I insisted.

      “You’re only saying that because you know I’m right.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “For two thousand miles I wouldn’t let you stop at any tourist traps so when I finally gave in you made me come to this foul-smelling place to see sea lions in their natural habitat. Sea lions, Anne! We just rode an elevator down a cliff!”

      “Wasn’t that cool?” I said, beaming. “And you were perfectly safe.”

      “I’ll be glad when we get back on level ground. Please hurry up and collect the info you need for your blog so we can leave.”

      Our road trip from San Antonio, Texas, to Astoria, Oregon, had been a blur of highways because Victoria had insisted on reaching Redwoods National Park as quickly as possible. That meant we rarely stopped for any tourist traps which were my favorite places on road trips.

      “I’ve got enough pictures now. We can head back up.”

      “Thank goodness,” Victoria said with a big sigh.

      We were headed to Astoria to surprise my mom for her birthday. My trip to Spain had been extended by a couple months, and I hadn’t thought I’d get home on time. Ever since I’d given up my corporate job two years ago in order to travel I hadn’t seen a lot of my mom. I’d made sure to send her postcards wherever I went, but it was these in person visits that we both cherished the most. When I found out my project had finished early, I jumped on the next flight home.

      “Did you pick up a postcard for your mom when we were in the store earlier?” Victoria asked, relaxing a bit as the elevator ascended.

      “I did. They had some fun illustrated ones that I know she’ll like.”

      “I wonder if she’s going to run out of wall space with all the postcards you’ve sent her.”

      “You know my mom. She’ll cover every possible inch.”

      “Well, I think you delivering the postcards in person this weekend for her birthday is a fantastic idea.”

      “I hope so . . . It’s been way too long, and she doesn’t know I’m coming.”

      “She’s going to be so excited. Wait, did you make sure she’s home?”

      “Of course, she’s home,” I said, raising an eyebrow at Victoria. “She hasn’t traveled for years. Plus, I just talked to her a few days ago and she didn’t mention she was going anywhere.”

      “But you two used to go on epic trips every year all over the world. What if she decided to spontaneously run off?”

      “Mom would never do that without telling me. We don’t keep secrets.”

      My mom inspired my travel kick. Every year we would plan a big trip, just the two of us, to some far-off destination. She painted professionally and would close the shop for two weeks so we could go on our adventures. Nowadays, Mom said her body was getting old, and she didn’t move so easily, but I still hoped to bring her to Taiwan, her mom’s home country. She said her mama would tell her stories about the delicious food, the open markets, and the mountains where she grew up. I wanted to see them all, but it seemed like sacred ground. It was a place I needed my mom with me. We would go on a pilgrimage. If only I could convince her.

      “I’ll just need to remind her that Taiwan is where her mom, my Ah Po, came from. She always said she wanted to learn more about her heritage.”

      Victoria guffawed. “Good luck with that. I don’t think mentioning your grandmother is the best tactic. You know your mom doesn’t like to talk about her. Remember that time I was over for dinner, and she said she didn’t even like thinking about her?”

      “I know!” I rubbed my face to reset my brain. “Ah Po has been gone for so long, I’m almost thirty, and I want to learn about my heritage. I need Mom there with me. I’ll make it work somehow.”
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        * * *

      

      We arrived in Astoria, Oregon four hours later.

      “Mom! I’m home,” I said while I opened the front door to reveal a hallway covered in pictures from when I was an infant all the way to the present. I could smell marinated meat wafting from the kitchen, and it pulled me in like a long-lost friend. “I hope it's okay, but I invited Victoria to come too.”

      There was a blur of a woman and the next thing I knew I was in Mom’s arms getting a big ‘ol bear hug. She smelled like clean laundry—probably ocean breeze. It was really nice to be back.

      “You’re home! This is the best surprise! Have you forgotten all about that boy on your trips?” Mom asked with expectant eyes. I could see her trying to read me.

      “Mom, it’s not that easy. Brian and I were together for four years. You don’t just forget someone like that. But yes, I’ve had lots of fun, and I don’t think about him most of the time.”

      “Well, that’s a start,” she said as she let me go and reached for Victoria. “Victoria, oh, it’s so good to see you again. The last time you came was probably when you were all graduating high school.”

      “That sounds about right, but I couldn’t say no to some home cooking when I’m invited,” Victoria teased, giving Mom an equally big hug.

      Victoria and I had known each other since high school. She had moved to Astoria our freshman year, and we bonded over our mutual no-friends status. We ended up spending the rest of high school together joined at the hip and took all the same classes. The only difference was Victoria had long auburn hair that shined when she let it all down. She always looked chic and knew how to hold up her end of a conversation. She was super sophisticated compared to me.

      By the time we had graduated from high school Victoria had dated three guys with more waiting. I was American Born Taiwanese (otherwise known as ABT) and had the standard black hair, which I always kept up in a ponytail. My eyelids folded in so no amount of mascara would ever make my eyes look big or my eyelashes long. Lipstick barely made my thin lips stand out. The sight of a boy made me freeze up, but I was really good at school. Tutoring two boys was about as close to a date as I ever got.

      Then, Brian showed up at college. Brian was also ABT, standard buzz cut, cute dimples, and Mom liked him because he could speak Mandarin. Not that her English wasn’t perfect as she was born and raised here too, but she thought it important that someone who looked Taiwanese should still know how to speak the language.

      Four blissful years followed. I studied engineering, had a boyfriend, had my best friend, and was living the life at college. We all managed to graduate, and then I found out he never saw us in a serious relationship. Our relationship was apparently just a fling for him and other girls were attracting his attention. A four-year fling. He moved on to a big sales role in San Francisco and last I heard had another girlfriend already. Victoria found a job in San Antonio, and I moved to New York. We couldn’t have scattered further apart unless we left the country. I called it quits after two years on-the-job testing of new machinery, making PowerPoint slides, presenting my findings, and then repeating. The travel bug was more enticing than the minute dimensions of a cubicle. What I didn’t know was that six months earlier someone decided my life was due for a change.
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          ANTHONY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Earlier in Portland

      

      

      “Sir, Sir, wake up, wake up! You were having a nightmare again.”

      I slowly opened my eyes and looked around me. My pillow was damp from the tears in my eyes, and I was in the same four-poster bed I had slept in for the last sixty plus years. These days, it was where I spent the majority of my time. The curtains were open, and the sun was shining in. Andy had opened the window just a bit to let some snowy fresh air come in. It rarely snowed here, but when it did, I was at my happiest.

      The dream was still vivid in my head. Her looking back one last time trying not to cry. My father’s hand holding onto my shoulders as I shook with fury while trying to hold back tears. Trying with all my might to be brave for her. The scene kept replaying in my mind, and I knew what I had to do.

      “Andy, please get Sebastian on the phone.”

      “Yes, sir. Should I ask him to come over?”

      “Yes, that would be a good idea, and is the trunk in good shape?”

      “Yes, sir. I had it dusted, and the lock has been re-oiled.”

      “Thank you, Andy. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      Sally and I never had kids which was just as well. I only hoped it wasn’t too late to make amends.
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          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      We threw the best party for Mom. Her friends joined us for a morning brunch, we decorated her whole house, and we sang and danced until she and her friends fell asleep in the living room. Victoria and I left shortly after.

      Last night, Victoria had mentioned she was going to take a break from work too and traverse Europe to see if she could figure out what she wanted to do with her life. She had seen me doing it for a couple of years now, and she wanted to give it a try. I fully encouraged her, and we decided today was going to be our last hurrah before we went our separate ways for a while.

      We sat at our favorite spot: side table for two at the local Market Cafe. Small red awning over us to block the sun, and the perfect place to people-watch. We were leaning back, reminiscing on memories, and breathing in the snowy air. I had put on my favorite outfit of skinny jeans, button-down flannel, ankle-high boots, long leaf earrings, beanie hat, and my favorite burnt orange and white scarf.

      Today was going to be a good day, and I wouldn’t think otherwise. Victoria was a friend who always came back. Some would call her a true friend. I called her my only friend. Besides Victoria, Brian, and my mom, I didn’t really hang out with anyone. All of my other friends lived abroad in the places I had temporarily lived, and the others were Brian’s, and they went back to him as soon as we broke up. It was like I never existed in their lives. At first, it hurt, but then I realized I liked being by myself a lot more. Being able to make my own decisions and do whatever I wanted when I wanted to do it. Plus, social media helped because I could control when and where I wanted to socialize.

      Lost in my thoughts, my hand brushed against the envelope sticking out of my pocket. The courier had delivered it on our way out, and I’d forgotten about it till this moment. Pulling it out, I smoothed it on the table.

      “Are you going to open it?” asked Victoria while ogling the boys walking by.

      Seeing the name of a law firm on the envelope made me pause. Instead, I said, “I feel kind of guilty leaving my mom this afternoon. Maybe we shouldn’t stay here too long.”

      “You always feel guilty when you come home. Your mom hasn’t left the house in years. Remember, Asian guilt. You try too hard to be the perfect daughter.”

      “You always say that. You could do with more love toward your mom. I feel like I’m the only excitement in Mom’s life these days and I should stick around and keep her company. Plus, I’m not staying for too long. I really want to go check out Taiwan, and I might have a chance to write about the yummy food there.”

      “My mom and I have a certain type of relationship we have both agreed upon, and it works for the both of us. I show her I love her in my own way, sometimes via postcards, but at least I keep in touch.”

      “Anyway, you better ask one of those boys out before you drool all over your shirt,” I said, while tearing the package open, succumbing to my curiosity.

      “I should ask one of them out for you before you forget that being alone is not the way to live.”

      “I’m not ready yet,” I said while staring at what I had just pulled out of the package.

      “What did you get? You have the most perplexed look.”

      “Um . . . I’m not sure. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Let me see it,” as she tore the paper out of my hands.

      

      Dear Anne Huang,

      As you might have read in the news, Sir Anthony Wilkens passed away six months ago. Sir Anthony named you as a beneficiary in the will, for which I am the executor. We have successfully finished the probate process and request your presence at the reading of the will on Tuesday, November 16, 2010, at 3:00 p.m.

      4663 Main St., Portland, OR

      Please call 555-256-7766 to confirm receipt of this letter, and I look forward to meeting you.

      Sincerely,

      Sebastian Gole

      

      “Wow,” said Victoria as her mouth went from an O to a laugh so loud the other customers turned to stare.

      “This is not funny. There must be a mistake.”

      “You’re going to become some rich heiress and be able to travel the world in style now!” She almost fell out of her seat from laughing so hard.

      “Why couldn’t that happen?” I glared at her.

      “Sorry, you, navigating that type of world just seems impossible.”

      “Some friend you are. Plus, it’s probably just some old guy who wrote down the wrong name because he was too senile. I’ll give Sebastian a call.”

      “You don’t know who Sir Anthony is, do you?”

      “I’ve heard the name. He’s a rich guy who lives up in the hills of Portland. He donated some computers to the local elementary one year.”

      “Yeah . . . I’ll just let you find out for yourself. Why don’t you call him right now?”

      “Fine, I will.” I made a point of pulling out my phone, punching in the number, and putting the phone to my ear. It had hardly finished ringing once when a sweet voice flowed from the phone.

      “Schuster and Schuster Law Firm. How may we help you?”

      “Hi. I got a letter today saying I was named one of the beneficiaries of Sir Anthony Wilkens. I think there is a mistake as I have no relations . . .”

      “Please hold.”

      A few seconds passed before a brusque voice picked up the line. “This is Sebastian Gole. With whom am I speaking?” His voice sounded so much like Brian’s. Low, confident. Images of jet-black hair, soft lips, piercing black eyes that made my legs wobble when he looked at me, hands that were soft and left lingering caresses on me . . .

      “Hello? I’m very busy so . . .”

      “Sorry, yes, this is Anne, I received—um—” wow, my mind had gone blank, “right, a letter from you today saying I was named one of the beneficiaries of Sir Anthony Wilkens. I think there has been a mistake, and I wanted to let you know.”

      His voice softened. “No, there isn’t a mistake. You are on the list. Anne Hong-Mei Huang right? You are the daughter of Josephine He-Mei Lin and granddaughter of Rose En-Hui Chen?”

      “Yes . . . how do you know all this?”

      “Because it’s all in the will. I’ll see you tomorrow at three o’clock. Looking forward to meeting you.”

      “I—” but he had already hung up. Rude, but I was too shocked to think of a good comeback. Plus, he had already hung up.

      “Well, looks like you’re going to a will-reading whether you like to or not,” Victoria said.

      “I don’t have to go.”

      “Go! I want to know what you are a beneficiary of. Please.”

      “Okay, okay. It’s not that I’m not curious. If it is a lot of money, my mom could come and travel with me to our hearts’ content. I could paint, take pictures, open a flower store—anything I wanted.”

      Victoria came over and put an arm around me. “I know we were both looking forward to living at your mom’s place for a bit, visiting nightclubs, meeting cute boys, planning your next adventure to an exotic location filled with⁠—”

      “Stop it! I said I was going,” trying not to laugh too hard.

      “Good, because I seriously can’t think of you doing any of those things except for the next adventure part. Glad I didn’t have to come save you.”

      I threw my napkin at her. Victoria was never good at masking what she thought, and she knew me too well. I felt happy that I had such a good friend. We ordered our favorite lattes and croissants and gorged on them until we were full. Then we went for a walk around the city and window-shopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      Victoria and I came home around three in the morning. She found my keys in my purse and dragged me into my room where she plopped me onto my bed. This is where I found myself the next morning. The sound of Mom clinging dishes in the kitchen woke me from my drowsiness, and I made myself sit up and concentrate on getting out of bed. I went to the bathroom and washed my face and was startled at how puffy my eyelids were. The eyelashes folded so far into the lids I already looked like I had no definition there. Now they were swollen, and I looked like a puffer fish. Groaning, I decided food was more important at this time.

      “Well, there’s my sleepy head. Last night must have been tremendous fun for you two,” she said with a side look at me.

      “If you’re suggesting we hooked up with someone, you are wrong. We went dancing, and yes, I drank too much. Is Victoria still here?”

      “She went to visit her parents. Said she’d call you before she headed out. I made you some congee.”

      “Mmm, thanks, Mom. It smells delicious.”

      “I had a lovely birthday yesterday. You were the best present a mom could get. I can’t keep up with all the places you go to now.”

      As I listened and watched her cook, I thought about how lucky I was to have her. She was hard on me growing up, but unlike other Taiwanese parents, she supported me no matter what decision I made. She never got mad when I told her I left engineering to go travel, but actually seemed jealous and sent me care packages while I was on the road. Some of my Taiwanese classmates growing up were first-generation Americans and most were still an engineer, a medical doctor, or a lawyer. Making the big bucks, buying the big house and fancy cars, and living the American dream. That was why their parents came here in the first place, so I couldn’t blame them.

      Mom didn’t even give me a hard time on getting married and producing grandbabies. I sometimes thought this was because she was also born in the United States—so she gave me more slack. Her childhood might have been harder because her parents were new to America, but she rarely talked about her parents. My memories of my mom’s mom, my Ah Po, were vague and probably stemmed more from pictures. Mom said I visited her twice, but I couldn’t remember those visits except that there was a distinct mothball smell around her.

      “Do you have anything planned for today?” Mom asked.

      That reminded me of the letter from yesterday. I went back to my room to retrieve it before coming back to stand next to Mom. “I got this letter yesterday asking me to attend a will-reading today at three o’clock in Portland.”

      “Really, did you do some helpful deed for a family on one of your travels?”

      “Not that I can think of. Not anyone that would have something to give me. I thought it was sent to the wrong family, but I called them, and they said it was correct. Can you make heads or tails about it?”

      “Who’s the dead guy?”

      “Nice, Mom. A Sir Anthony Wilkens.”

      At this, Mom went silent, took the letter, and started reading. She didn’t say anything for a long time, and I was starting to wonder if she had zoned out. It wasn’t that long of a letter. But then, in one motion, she handed me the letter and went back to cooking.

      “It looks official. I would go and see what they have to say. It might be something important. You can always decline it if you don’t want it. If you don’t go, you’ll always be curious why you were named a beneficiary.”

      “Do you know who Sir Anthony Wilkens is? Why would I be a beneficiary of his?”

      “Sir Anthony Wilkens comes from a family that made their fortune from building things: railroad tracks, real estate, and stocks. I’m not sure Sir Anthony has ever really worked.”

      “Seriously? That brings me back to my question. Why would I be a beneficiary of his? And why aren’t you as well?”

      “You’ll just have to find out. Don’t tell me you’re so comfortable that you aren’t a bit excited about the possibility of inheriting a lot of money?”

      “Of course I am, but it’s just so weird. For all we know, he’s giving out charity to everyone in town.”

      “Well, I live in the town.” She finally had a smile back on her face.

      “I know! I don’t know. I’m a bit anxious and confused.”

      “Let me know how it goes. Now, eat your breakfast before it gets cold.”
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          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      The two-hour drive to downtown Portland went by in a blur with my brain more focused on what I could be inheriting. My first stop was Powell’s, a famous Portland-borne bookstore, and I calmed when I breathed in the old- and new-book smells. My feet immediately took me to the travel section where I picked out some books on Taiwan. If I was going to persuade my mom to go with me I needed some ammunition, but I couldn’t concentrate.

      I decided to walk to the reading and wait there. Schuster and Schuster Law Firm radiated stuffiness and coldness from its glass and metal facade. Everyone coming in through the doors was dressed in nice suits and dresses that looked like they were tailored specifically for them from the finest materials in the world. Their hair and makeup were done up like they were going to a photo shoot. At least I had on a dress, tights, and boots instead of jeans and a t-shirt. I had even remembered to put earrings in.

      I held my head high, walked through the door, and went up to the security desk to ask for Sebastian Gole where I was rerouted to the top floor—the twenty-fourth floor. When the elevator doors opened, I saw a floor to ceiling glass view of the entire city below me with Mount Hood in the background. It was staggering, and I felt like I was on top of the world. Mount Hood grounded me whenever I came back from my travels. It meant I was only a short two-hour drive home. Today was no different. The site of it calmed me.

      Sebastian’s office was in the corner past a waiting area that was probably the size of my mom’s house. The secretary sat at a desk immediately to the side of the door acting like a guardian you had to seek entrance from. All around me were cream wood walls polished to a gleam. The carpet was your usual dark blue office carpet tiles, but instead of one design repeated across the whole floor there were splotches of red, orange, and yellow dispersed with no pattern in mind. My only thought was they were trying too hard to appear hip. The doors had what looked like gold dragons around the handles. Maybe Sebastian was Asian, but with a name like Gole that couldn’t be possible. Maybe he was half Asian. Now, I was curious.

      I was one of the first few to arrive, and I settled myself in one of the armchairs. It was quite comfy, but I should have expected that from a place like this. Across from me was an older gentleman dressed in a light gray suit reading one of the free magazines on the table. He looked at me as I sat down and gave me a friendly smile with a curious look.

      “Hello, I’m Jack,” as he extended a hand out to me.

      “I’m Anne. Nice to meet you.”

      “Are you here for Sir Anthony Wilkens’s will reading?”

      “I am. I didn’t realize I had to dress up for this.”

      “You didn’t. I think you look quite nice. How did you know Anthony? I don’t think I’ve ever met you at a family gathering.”

      “I don’t know him. I actually don’t know anything about him except what I found on the internet which was very slim on information. I got a letter that said I was a beneficiary and for me to come to this reading.”

      “Oh . . . .” His eyes gleamed even brighter on hearing this. “A word of advice. Don’t let the others get to you.”

      Before I could ask him what he meant, we heard bustling coming from the elevators. A hoard of people were pushing their way out but still trying to look dignified. A woman younger than Jack came in first. She was in a white pantsuit, a pearl necklace and earrings, white heels, and everything in perfect placement. Following her were what looked like her daughters, sons, and her children's spouses all dressed ready to attend a formal banquet. I watched Jack and the older woman exchange pleasantries, but then they sat down on opposite sides of the room, and no one talked. It was an eerie silence filled with extreme tension in the air. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath except for Jack and me. I could feel all eyes on me looking me up and down as if I was a weird specimen they had never seen before. Most were doing so with curiosity, but it made me squirm in my seat wondering why I was here in the first place.

      Next, came another entourage. This must be an older sibling. The woman was dressed clean and sharp in loose, tan pants with a bow tied at her waist and a pink silk top that flowed down her body to just below her waist. She had an air of confidence of someone used to leading the group, but she gave off a sense of serenity like she had come to terms with where she was in life. Her gray hair was the prettiest I’d ever seen. It shined radiantly, and every hair was placed perfectly around her head. There was a man holding her arm who I guessed to be her husband, and they had their children and spouses trailing behind them. I thought they might be the last of the relatives when the most interesting sight came off the elevator.

      This group was the loudest of them all and the most colorful. The eldest woman who was talking in a loud voice wore a multi-flower-print dress with a bright red belt around her waist, bright red three-inch heels, and bright red round earrings. Her hair had clearly been dyed a strawberry blonde, and she had so much makeup on I wondered if she had ever taken her makeup off since her twenties. Her husband wore green dress pants with a blue top, a straw dress hat, and the biggest smile I had seen on any of the people who had walked through this lobby. An entourage of their children followed behind them. They were all talking amongst themselves, but there were ten of them and you couldn’t decipher who was talking to whom.

      All the children looked like they were in their fifties, about my mom’s age. I counted twenty-five people in the room with me, and that didn’t include any of the grandkids or any potential great grandkids. Also, all of these people were white, and they looked like they all knew each other. There went my theory that maybe Sir Anthony was going to give his money as charity to a bunch of random people.

      Every attribute that made me Taiwanese started standing out like a sore spot in my mind. My heart was racing, and I could feel my hands start to sweat. I didn’t belong here. I grabbed onto the armchair to steady my hands and stared straight ahead at the plant in front of me in order to avoid staring at any particular person. I wished I could just sink into the wall.

      All twenty-five pairs of eyes were fixated on me. Only Jack was looking at everyone else. All of a sudden, he stood up, and my heart raced as I didn’t know how much I depended on his physical closeness to keep me calm. He was the only one so far who was nice to me or even acknowledged me at all.

      “What a great family reunion! I missed many of you at the funeral.” Some started shuffling their feet or looking away at this comment. Jack let them squirm for a minute before continuing, “I wanted to address the elephant in the room. This lady next to me. Stand up, Anne.”

      What was he doing? I could feel sweat starting to flow down my face. As I stood, I hoped they couldn’t see my body shaking.

      “This lady here is Anne. She was asked to come because she was named as a beneficiary on our dear brother’s will. Oh, and it looks like we are about to go in.”

      Thank goodness. All eyes turned at the sound of the buzzer, and we watched as the secretary picked up her phone and nodded to the instructions she was given.

      “You may all go in now. Sebastian is waiting,” she said.

      With that, it felt like the race was on. Everyone immediately stood up, and before I knew it, I was at the back of the line heading into the room. As I walked in, I noticed the light wood colors of the panels and perfectly laid furniture around the room. It was cozy and inviting, a place I’d enjoy sitting in as I looked out at a scene of mountains and trees. A place I’d invite Victoria for an afternoon tea by the fire as we discussed the latest news. I definitely didn’t think it was the office of a big-shot lawyer about to read the will of some mega-million-dollar man. I was so busy looking around at all the fine details of the room I hadn’t noticed everyone was already seated except me. Or at least standing and paying attention.

      “Will you be joining us today?”

      My heart skipped a beat upon hearing the voice. An image of Brian flashed through my mind again and a tingling sensation ran up my spine. I turned to find the speaker and stopped in my tracks. He looked nothing like Brian. This man made Brian look like a boy. He looked like he had been chiseled out of the smoothest, most beautiful white stone one could imagine. His dark brown hair was thick and wavy, and his eyes were the brightest blue I had ever seen. I wanted to dive right in and forget all my worries. His lips were turned up on one corner as if in amusement. Amusement? Oh no.

      Once again, all twenty-five pairs of eyes were looking at me. Some were hiding behind their hands trying not to laugh. My face had turned red by now and thank goodness for Jack who patted the spot next to him. I quickly sat down and made myself as small as I could.

      “Now that we are all here, let’s commence. We are here today for the reading of the will of Sir Anthony Wilkens. Now, usually I would have sent this to all of you to read on your own, but we have a special situation here, and I wanted to do it in person to not have any confusion.” At this, he looked over at the well-dressed pantsuit lady. “The last will and testament was last modified on Wednesday, May 5, 2010, per Sir Anthony Wilkens’s request. It was signed and notarized by two witnesses: Andy Miller and Marjorie Cook. As we all know, much of your family’s wealth was passed to Anthony being the oldest and the one who carried on the family business. And before anyone asks, his long-time physician was on hand to sign a letter stating to his health and sound mind when signing.

      “Are there any questions so far?” Again, he looked at the well-dressed pantsuit lady and her family. There were shakes of heads from all in the room, and you could feel the tension rising. It was getting really stuffy in here.

      Thank goodness Sebastian started reading then. “I leave, to my brother Jack, the cottage and land by the sea for his retirement because I know this spot was very special to your dear Alice. I moved some of my books and art pieces to the cottage as well. Ones I know you coveted. I hope this brings you solace as you did me when I lost a loved one. Know you are deeply loved.”

      I looked over at Jack and saw him beam with happiness. They must have had a wonderful relationship. Not for the first time, I wished I had grown up with a sibling.

      “I leave, to my sister Bernice, two-hundred million dollars and five percent stock in Wilkens and Sons Inc. to split as she sees fit. You are the most accomplished of the lot of us and I have always admired the way you forged your own path when there was no path made for you. You are an outstanding female role model to all our nieces. Your sons make me proud, and I’m proud to have lived long enough to see your grandkids and great grandkids. I also leave you the tools from our shed. Any that the household no longer needs and that you can see fit to use. Your favorite horse is also groomed and ready for you to bring home. I love you very much.”

      Bernice was crying in her husband’s arms and saying thank you over and over again. Her husband had tears in his eyes as well.

      “I leave to my sister Catherine two-hundred and fifty million dollars and five percent stock in Wilkens and Sons Inc. to split as she sees fit. You have always made me laugh and could always get me out of one of my moods with one of your crazy outfits and by just being you. Your brood of kids are wonderful, and I am glad to see that laughter was a trait that was passed down through your family. I also leave you the closet full of clothes from Mother. I think Lauren could use them well in her theater work. I love you dearly.

      “I leave to my sister Geraldine a hundred million dollars to split as she sees fit. Please know that I wish I could have been there for you more when you were growing up. I feel to a certain extent that your love for physical objects, your constant need for attention, and your lack of common etiquette toward your fellow humans comes from a lack of love when you were younger. There was so much turmoil right before your teenage years, and I apologize for the heartache that might have caused you. I wish you no ill will, but I have to look out for the family business.”

      There were audible gasps from the group and a chuckle from Jack next to me. If I didn’t know any better, he was having a grand time with this whole event. Others started crying, some started to shout about the unfair treatment of their parents with how the money was divided. There was chaos starting to ensue, and all I could do was sit there glued to my seat. Who had ever heard of so much money? Why in the world was I here?

      Then Sebastian looked at me with amused eyes and said, “Please, everyone quiet down. We’re not done yet. There is one more person.” Once again, every eye turned to me, and I could hear Jack trying to hold back a laugh. I was definitely red in the face. “Anthony wrote a letter, and he would like me to read it aloud to all of you.”

      
      My Dear Lovely Family,

      If you are hearing this, then I have passed on and Sebastian is reading you my will. You will have noticed that there is a young Taiwanese girl in the audience and that is not by accident. My siblings might have a clue as to who she is, but for the rest of you, it is up to your parents to divulge the family secret if they want to. I know some wish it to be buried as they think it brought shame to our family. However, our family has survived, the company is doing well, and I see no reason to hide it anymore. I have lived this long life in a lie and owe my wife, Sally, much in forgiveness and to many in my past. I can only hope that this small act will right some wrongs and bring some good karma back into this family.

      Anne, please do with these gifts as you wish. But do know that if I had known earlier, I would have loved you like a granddaughter.

      Love, your adoring older brother,

      Anthony

      
      Jack was laughing so hard he almost fell out of his chair. What was up with people and laughing when it came to this will and me? The others were either stone-faced, curious, or outright glaring at me. The room became so silent.

      “I leave to Anne Huang, daughter of Josephine Lin, granddaughter of Rose Chen, Skyline Mansion, the rest of my monetary fortune, my properties overseas, and anything else that was missed in this will.”

      “How much was the rest of his fortune?”

      “Jacqueline, we do not ask out right in front of strangers, especially strangers not in the family,” Geraldine said while glaring at me. “I’m sure Sebastian will divulge that when we can talk in private.” She gave Sebastian a knowing look.

      “Actually, Anthony told me that if needed I should share the amount with all of you while you’re here.”

      “Oh, this is going to be good,” said Jack under his breath.

      “Are you sure he was in a sound mind when he signed this?” asked Jacqueline.

      “Here’s the doctor’s note if you care to read it.”

      “No, no. But I would like to know the amount.”

      “Jacqueline, we all know your uncle Anthony did very well, and it’s probably an exorbitant amount of money. It’s not like the rest of us were worse off. He took care of us when Father didn’t. The rest of us would like to go home,” said Bernice who had started looking at her watch.

      “Of course you all would. You got more money from Uncle Anthony. Cleary, he spited us, and I would like to know just how much this stranger is running off with,” Jacqueline said, making a point of staring at me.

      “Fine. Go ahead, Anthony. Please entertain us with how rich my brother was.”

      “Anne will be receiving Skyline Mansion worth roughly a hundred million. The other properties are worth about thirty-five million together. After probate, distributing the money allocated to you guys, adding in the stock options for the business, she will have about two billion left in cash. That doesn’t take into account the artwork and other collectibles Anthony has acquired through his life. I believe that is all. If there are no further questions, I will be contacting you in the next couple weeks about your distributions.”

      There was a deafening silence in the room. Apparently, no one had any idea he had amassed that much wealth. I was in complete shock, frozen in my seat, and I didn’t even know if I was breathing anymore. A chair moved, and when I looked up, I saw Geraldine’s family looking at me before they stormed off. The looks on Geraldine and Jacqueline’s faces would have melted me right where I was sitting if not for Jacqueline’s other siblings who gave me looks of pity.

      Jacqueline went and whispered something in Sebastian’s ear. He nodded in response. A stab of jealousy came out of nowhere seeing her get so close to him before I realized I didn’t even know the guy!

      Somehow, I shook hands with Bernice and Catherine before their families left as well. They were polite but also in shock. They congratulated me and left just as quickly. I was left with Jack and Sebastian who were talking gaily as if what just happened was an everyday occurrence. Then a thought came to me; maybe in their world, it was.

      Jack walked over and gave me a kiss on my hand. “Welcome to the family.”

      “How—How come he didn’t give you any money?”

      “That’s your first question?” He looked bemused, but what he didn’t know was I felt like I was floating, watching the whole scene from above. I didn’t even know what I was saying or asking anymore. “He knew I didn’t need any. It was no secret that I was my father’s favorite. When he passed away, I was very well taken care of. I never had children, and I’ve invested well, so there was no need for me to take more. He always got along with his nieces and nephews, and he knew his youngest sister would never let it go if he didn’t give her something. Unfortunately, she raised her kids the same way she was raised. But most of them are lovely people, so I wouldn’t worry. They’re all harmless. All bark and no bite.”

      “That’s very thoughtful of you.” I looked at him—a little disbelieving.

      “Someone in the family had to be,” he winked. “I told you, don’t let them get to you. Sebastian has my number if you ever need help. I have to run otherwise I would have loved to chat with you more, but it was nice to meet you. Sebastian, good to see you again.” As Sebastian shook his hand, I saw Jack lean closer and whisper something to Sebastian. I saw a quick glimpse in my direction, and in a blink, I was alone in the office with Sebastian. He walked over with a big smile on his face which I wanted to wipe right off.

      “Well, welcome to the family. You’ve created quite a stir. I wouldn’t worry about them too much. Sir Anthony was adamant about the change, and we made it clear the houses and money were to go to you.” He seemed so nonchalant about the whole thing I started getting irritated.

      “I didn’t even know the guy and why not include my mom in the will too? How did he know my family? Why would he give us so much? Why would he give us anything at all? And you mentioned a change. Did he add me last minute? Why?” I almost screamed. I gasped for breath and sank back in my chair.

      “Calm down,” he said, laughing. “These are all good things happening. I don’t know the answers to your questions, but I have an
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