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      Despite her newfound monetary stability, Anne finds herself restless and bored. It's during this period that she makes a startling discovery: a secret compartment hidden beneath the trunk that held her grandmother's journals. Inside, she finds a photograph of her grandmother, her mother, and a mixed-race boy who she realizes must be her long-lost uncle. Even more intriguing is another journal—one that belonged to Andy, the faithful butler who served the Wilkens family for decades.

      After considerable persuasion, Anne, Sebastian, and her mother travel to Taiwan in search of answers. There, they meet Mary Lin, the woman who raised Harrison, Anne's uncle. However, Mary proves to be a reluctant source of information, guarding her past with fierce determination. Despite her reticence, Mary provides them with a key to a safety deposit box, which becomes a treasure trove of clues: photographs of Harrison, a detailed record of paintings he'd sold, his childhood drawings, his birth certificate, and most importantly, Mary's personal journal.

      While Sebastian attempts to balance their investigation with romance, hoping to turn their trip into a vacation, Anne becomes consumed by the mystery surrounding her uncle. Her single-minded focus creates the first cracks in their relationship, as Sebastian feels increasingly neglected and shut out from her obsession.

      The situation becomes more complicated when Anne unexpectedly encounters Brian, her ex-boyfriend, who is also in Taiwan on business. Brian's familiarity deepens the growing rift between Anne and Sebastian. The tension escalates when Isabella, Sebastian's manipulative ex-girlfriend, arrives in Taiwan stating that they found paperwork from her grandfather that Anthony had no right to give the family wealth away.

      Determined to continue her search despite the relationship turmoil, Anne moves into an apartment she inherited through Anthony. Through Mary's journal, she learns that Harrison had discovered the truth about his real parents and resented Mary for concealing his origins from him. This led to him running away. Through the sales record of his paintings, Anne is able to track down several people who housed Harrison after he ran away. Anne's persistence pays off when she visits a local art gallery and finally gets Harrison's contact information, only to find out he's passed away.

      Since her focus on the search has come to an end, she realizes the personal cost of her obsession. Sebastian reveals that he has been quietly protecting her from jealous Wilkens family members who continue to scheme against her inheritance, work she never appreciated due to her tunnel vision regarding her uncle. In a move to rekindle their relationship, Sebastian quits working for the Wilkens and is happy to hear Brian is banished from Anne's life.

      But as soon as the reconciliation is done, Anne learns that Harrison is indeed very much alive and will be visiting the art gallery. Sure enough, Anne catches a glimpse of Harrison, but it isn't meant to be as he vanishes once again.

      In the end, Isabella, in a surprising gesture of reconciliation, offers Anne the contact information for a private investigator who can help in her search. This apparent olive branch is all a scheme, as the reader later finds out.

      Isabella hired Brian to create discord between Anne and Sebastian, hoping to destabilize Anne's support system as part of her ongoing campaign to reclaim the Wilkens fortune. Though Brian's mission failed to permanently separate the couple, Isabella and her best friend/private investigator, Nick, are plotting their next move to strip Anne of her inheritance.
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          HARRISON

        

      

    

    
      “Is it time to clean up some of this mess, Dad?”

      I looked up to see my son, Erik, standing in the doorway. “Are you here to help?”

      “No, Mom wants you to come home. Caitlin has been asking for you all day, and it’s almost dinner time.”

      “Ah, dinner already? Time flies these days,” I mumbled as I looked around the space I was trying to tidy. When did this place get so piled up with junk? It was supposed to be a small postcard store, somewhere I could hide my artwork in the back since Grace was tired of the paint and canvases all over the house.

      “What should I tell her?” Erik pressed.

      I smiled wryly. Even my boys knew that I preferred to stay here and keep painting. “Just give me five minutes. I need to clean up my work area.”

      “Okay, I’ll wait in the car.”

      As Erik left the store, I ‘tidied up’ by going to my art studio, sitting down in my chair, and just staring at all my works in progress. My career-changing piece—or my cu di gras, as Bettie, the curator at Taiwan Living Art’s Gallery liked to call it—was sitting front and center. It was a much bigger canvas than my other pieces, and because I’d been so secretive about it, others have jumped to the conclusion that it’s my biggest work yet. I don’t know why everyone says this as no one has seen it, but it’s more personal to me, yes, and maybe, just maybe, I’ve put a bit more love into this one.

      My mama’s face looks back at me. I tell Grace that I don’t want to learn more about my mama, but I think she can see right through me.

      After finding out that Mary wasn’t my mother, and then spending time with my real father, Anthony, I hadn’t wanted anything to do with my family ever again. I’d subsequently left Taiwan with Grace and never gone back.

      Grace had never complained but I knew she missed her home. She has been by my side ever since I could remember. I would do anything for her—except visit Taiwan, or Oregon for that matter. Every time I thought about my birth mama standing in the Astoria bakery with her husband and child, my heart hurt. There was no point digging into the past, no point at all . . . because I would just get hurt again.

      Besides, I have Grace, I have my children, and now I have my grandkids. What more could I ask for? I’d held strong to this reminder when I’d told this Anne person that I was dead. She  had recently emailed me asking if we could meet and I hoped she wouldn’t contact me again. And yet, something continued to pull at me, and I couldn’t help coming back here to look at my painting again . . . at my birth mother.

      What if Anne was telling the truth? What if this young woman was my niece? What if she had something important to tell me and my stubbornness kept me from whatever that message was? Grace has always said I’m stubborn and proud to a fault, that I could have lived so much more if I wasn’t.

      At the beep of a horn, I’m reminded of Erik, sitting outside in his car, waiting for me. I placed a cloth over the painting of my mama and locked up.

      One day I’ll clean up the postcards at the front of the store. One day.
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          ANNE—THREE WEEKS LATER AND TWO STATES NORTH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        As a country, Taiwan is not one to be missed. You can cross it from tip to tip in less than seven hours if you’re driving, but this journey can be as fast as ninety minutes if you take the high-speed rail. The variety of people, culture, and food are never ending. Taoyuen Airport is an hour away from Taipei. A bus or taxi ride will get you from the airport to Taipei in an hour. I prefer the bus because you get a cushy seat and you’re one of many travelers. It’s also cheaper, and you can get lost in the scenery without having to talk to anyone.

        Taipei is a mini NYC. There are people, cars, yellow taxis, buses, and subways everywhere. The only difference between Taipei and NYC is that there are hundreds of mopeds. At first, it’s disorienting to cross the road when a mass of mopeds are turning in your direction, but over time you will come to realize that if you keep moving they will go around you, and that it is when you hesitate that an accident is more likely to happen. It is like Dory says in Finding Nemo, “Just keep swimming, just keep swimming.” 

      

      

      Oh my goodness, now I’m referencing Disney movies? This wasn’t going to work. International Travels wanted the first revision of my article on Taiwan within the next two days, and all I could focus on was my uncle. I swear I saw Harrison in the office at the gallery, but maybe it was just an office worker . . . ? But the man didn’t look Taiwanese, and he didn’t have jet-black hair. And he was tall—too tall to be a Taiwanese person. Then again, I did see a few tall Taiwanese people while there. Okay, maybe more than a few as I’m tall for a Taiwanese person. Ugh, I’m getting way off track again.

      “Anne?”

      I looked up to find my best friend standing in the middle of my bedroom. “Oh, hi, Victoria.”

      “Oh, hi? You’re still reminiscing over the guy you saw in the office, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, and so what if I am? Don’t you and Paul have a date to go on?”

      “Don’t change the subject. I’m not against you. You just don’t know who that guy was. For all we know, he worked there and probably went into the office to grab a pen and left.”

      “Yeah . . .” But I couldn’t tell her that the feeling he was who I thought he was wouldn’t go away.

      “Have you unpacked from the trip yet?” Sebastian asked as he came and joined us in the bedroom. His dark brown hair was wet, and a few short strands fell across his forehead, making me smile. He had complained about the heat in Taiwan, saying his thick hair was absorbing too much heat. He’d almost went to a hairdresser and shaved all his hair off, but I persuaded him otherwise, thank goodness.

      “Earth to Anne?” he said now, standing right in front of me. I could smell his cologne and wished Victoria wasn’t here in this moment, but I also knew there was no way she was going to leave. I could sense she had something on her mind.

      “Yes, what did you ask me?” I asked Sebastian with a sweet smile.

      A hearty laugh came out of his mouth, making my lips widen. “I asked if you have unpacked from the trip to Taiwan—which I can see would be a no.”

      “Almost.” I looked around the room. My stuff was strewn all over the bed, dresser, and floor. Lady, my cocker spaniel, started barking right then.

      Sebastian raised a brow. “It seems Lady agrees it’s a mess.”

      I made a face at him. “I’ll get to it when I get to it.”

      “Are you unpacked?” Victoria asked, pointing at Sebastian.

      “Of course. I did it all on the first day.”

      “Sebastian likes things orderly,” I said. “It’s one of the reasons he’s such a good lawyer.”

      Victoria’s eyes grew big at my acknowledgement. “Wow! I’m with Anne. Things will go where they need to when it’s time to put them away. For example, I am in search of my flat iron and I think I put it in one of your bags, Anne.”

      “That’s my cue to leave then,” Sebastian said, raising his hands. “Anne, I’ll let you know when I’m on my way home.” He came and gave me a kiss that made Victoria turn away and suddenly busy herself searching for her flat iron.

      I remained standing there, following the sound of Sebastian’s footfalls all the way out the front door before I turned to look back at Victoria. She was now looking flustered that she couldn’t find the flat iron. “You can just borrow mine, you know,” I suggested.

      “Yes, I know, I know.” Victoria turned and looked at me with her head slanted to one side. “But you know something?”

      “What?”

      “I never understood why you needed a flat iron. You have perfectly straight hair. You wake up in the morning and don’t have to do anything to it.”

      “That’s a misconceived perception,” I said, walking to one of my bags to retrieve the coveted item. “I have waves under all this straight hair, you see. I have to brush it and flatten it if I want it to look nice.”

      “If you say so,” she said dubiously. She took the flat iron from me. “Thank you. I will not be returning this until I find mine, so you’ll have to deal with your so-called waves unless you come to my room to use it.”

      “Oh no, I can only deal with one messy room at a time.”

      We both started laughing, breaking the lingering tension in the room. I knew this conversation was never about the flat iron. Sobering, I said to Victoria, “Just spit it out already. I know you want to ask me something.”

      Her smile slipped and she asked quietly, “So . . . have you thought more about what Isabella said?”

      “I knew you were going to ask that!” I burst out.

      “Well, I agree with Sebastian. I think it’s your only hope of finding your uncle. We need a professional.”

      “I know.”

      She looked relieved at my response. “If it makes you feel any better, I asked around about this Nick guy and heard that he’s a pretty good detective. So, don’t take it from Isabella, but from me that I want you to hire him. We spent weeks looking for him in Taiwan and all to no avail. I really think you need closure in order to move on.”

      “You make good points,” I mumbled.

      She didn’t smile. “I make the right points and you know it.”

      From the look on her face, I knew I wasn’t getting out of this one. “Fine, I’ll give him a call.”

      Victoria promptly held out her hand. “Here, use my phone.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I have a perfectly good phone.”

      “Of which you have no idea where it is and will hence postpone this call to another day.”

      I sighed. “Okay, fine.”

      I took her phone and dialed Nick’s number. It wasn’t like I hadn’t thought about Isabella’s offer to hire the detective over and over again. She had sent me his number and I had looked at it every day to the point that I had it memorized by heart. Victoria was right, I didn’t want to be taking any favors from Isabella, but there didn’t seem to be a way out of this.

      The phone was picked up on the other end.

      “Hello?” a low voice said, sounding kind of sleepy. I looked at Victoria, who was listening quietly as I had the phone on speaker. Was this the right person? Maybe I should have gone looking for his number before dialing.

      “Hi, is this Nick?”

      “It is. Who is this?”

      “This is Anne. I got your number from⁠—”

      “Anne! I’ve been expecting your call. Isabella has said so much about you.” I heard a distinct splash and some expletives and wondered again if this was the right choice. “Sorry about that,” Nick continued. “I was just sleeping next to the pool when you rang, and my niece thought it would be funny to splash me.” I heard giggling in the background. “Hold on a second, Anne. Let me move into the house.”

      Victoria and I exchanged glances.

      A moment later he came back on. “Sorry about that. Yes, Isabella had mentioned that you were looking for your uncle.”

      “Yes, that was⁠—”

      “I could come by today if you are free,” he cut in quickly. “We could discuss your case.”

      I felt I had no choice but to agree. “Sure . . .”

      “Great! You’re at Skyline Mansion, right?”

      “That’s right. Do you know how to get here?”

      “I’ve been there loads. Done a lot of work for the family. One note, though, can you make sure it’s just you and me when we meet in person? I like to keep my identity hidden from as many people as I can. My job depends on me being discreet given the society we’re in is very small.”

      “I’m going to be there too,” Victoria interjected before I could stop her.

      There was silence on the other end of the phone for a second before Nick said, “Who is that?”

      “It’s Victoria; she’s my best friend.”

      “Um . . .”

      Victoria jumped in before he could say more. “I don’t know anyone in your society except Anne, and for her sake I won’t be telling anyone who you are. I cross my heart and hope to die. Stick a⁠—"

      “All right, all right, all right. She’s okay.” Nick seemed to be letting out a lot of air in a drawn-out sigh. “I need to go. I’ll see you this afternoon about twoish.” And with that, he hung up.

      Victoria looked at me. “Well, if anything, he’s not going to be boring—nothing like those television shows we used to watch.”

      “No kidding. I have no idea what just happened.”
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        * * *

      

      Sure enough, Nick came ‘about’ twoish, which was really closer to fourish. He was suave, if that was the right word, dressed in a relaxed suit that I imagined someone in the eighties would wear. His hair was bleached blond and long on the top, with black rimmed sunglasses perched on the crown of his head.

      He actually swaggered into the library and made himself comfortable on one of the sofas. I had only said “hello” and “please come in.”

      Much to my surprise, Lady jumped into his lap and made herself comfortable.

      “Is there anything I can get you?” I asked, hoping he didn’t need a thing because after what I’d just seen, I still didn’t really want him here.

      “Oh yes. Can Cook make her infamous drink? The one with rum in it and an umbrella on top?”

      “Sure.” Victoria and I shared a look before I headed to the kitchen to talk to Cook. Most of the staff hadn’t returned to the mansion yet since I’d given them the month off. I’d thought I’d be in Taiwan longer, but having my search for my uncle come to a dead end had caused me to lose all motivation in extending our trip.

      As I left the room, I could hear Victoria trying to have a conversation with Nick. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that this was the right thing to do.

      When I walked into the kitchen, I also remembered that Cook had taken a few days off—not for a vacation, but because her son had need of her, and her daughter, Jasmine, had insisted. Jasmine was replacing her in the kitchen and she was going to be head cook one day—if her mom ever retired. I found Jasmine with her head bent over a pot on the stove. It smelled divine.

      “Jasmine, whatever you’re cooking I’ll eat the whole thing,” I said in greeting.

      She sent me a smile. “It’s vegetable barley soup. I’m trying to make it taste like meat without putting any in it.”

      “Let me know when I can try some.”

      She beamed. “I will.” Jasmine was always experimenting and so far, I had liked everything she had made. “But what can I help you with?” she asked. “You must have come down here for a reason.”

      “We have a visitor.” No one needed to know I was hiring a detective. “He’s been here before and said Cook had a signature drink that had rum in it and it comes with an umbrella.”

      “Oh yes, the Floater. Everyone loves that drink. I don’t know why, it’s so simple. I’ll make one up for you right away.”

      “Thanks, Jasmine.”

      I went back upstairs to find Victoria and Nick having a vibrant conversation. She had her auburn hair tied back and her elbows on her knees as she leaned forward with a smile on her face. As soon as I entered, her attention whipped to me and I got the full blast of a happy Victoria.

      “Anne, did you know Nick lived in San Antonio at the same time I did? He just moved back to Portland a couple of years ago,” Victoria said, quite animated.

      “We were just talking about their use of “y’all” all the time.” At this, Nick and Victoria burst out laughing.

      “Okay . . .” Not knowing what else to say to that, I turned to Nick and said, “I saw Jasmine and she’s going to be bringing your drink up very soon.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Nick said just as Jasmine came in and set the drink down. Without a word, she left the room. Nick added, “This is my favorite drink. I don’t know why, but it always relaxes me.”

      We watched as Nick took a good helping of the concoction and then as he relaxed into the sofa.

      I got straight to the point. “Nick, as you know, I’d like to hire you to find my uncle. He’s a man that has not wanted to be found for decades and is therefore adept at hiding. What makes you think that you can find him?”

      His answer was short and abrupt. “You have money.”

      “Excuse you?” Victoria said. Any signs of pleasantry from earlier had dissipated.

      “Anne has a lot of money,” he explained. “And money talks. Add that with my connections and I’ll have no problem finding your uncle. I just need you to tell me all you know so far, and I can get started today.”

      Victoria looked skeptical. “You said you worked for the Wilkens family a lot. What cases have you worked on?” Clearly, his first answer about money had put her on edge.

      “Oh yes, well, there’s been a few kids from the family who have tried to run away. One of them was almost successful. He was hard to find, but I found him. He was living on a vineyard in Italy with his girlfriend’s family.” He leaned forward and looked me in the eye. “I know people, Anne. There’s nowhere your uncle can go that I can’t find him.”

      “And we should just take your word for it?” Victoria pressed.

      “Isabella recommended me, didn’t she?” Nick returned. “Would she ever tarnish her name by recommending someone she didn’t trust?”

      “That’s true,” I said.

      “But Isabella has also tricked Anne before,” Victoria said bluntly.

      I knew Victoria was not going to back down without me stepping in, so I put a hand on her arm and made sure she was looking at me before saying, “Victoria, it’s okay. I think we should hire him.”

      “Great!” Nick said instantly. “I’ve got my notebook and pen. Shoot.”

      So, for the next hour, I told him all I knew about Harrison, and that the last known place he’d lived was in the States.

      After jotting down all his notes, Nick stood. “Well, this is a great start. As soon as I find out where he is, I’ll let you know. Thank you.”

      We walked out of the library and showed him to the door, then watched as he drove away.

      “Definitely not boring,” Victoria said.
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          ISABELLA

        

      

    

    
      “Did you get anything new out of her?” I asked.

      “No, it was all information we already knew,” Nick responded.

      “Well, I hope you didn’t give her Harrison’s address.”

      “Of course not. I told her I would let her know when I found it. She doesn’t need to know I already have it.”

      “Great. Why don’t you go and pay Harrison a visit then?”

      “Already heading to the airport.”

      “Good, I’ll give Grandma Geraldine an update.”
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          ANNE

        

      

    

    
      “Where should I go next?” I asked Sebastian the next day while we were lounging in the sitting room.

      “Why don’t you relax at home for a bit before deciding where to go,” Sebastian suggested.

      “I second that,” Victoria piped up, looking half-asleep.  “And don’t ask any more questions. Just be quiet.”

      We were all exhausted. The time change was wracking havoc on our ability to talk comprehensively.

      “I can’t just sit at home and do nothing,” I argued.

      “Yes, you can,” Sebastian and Victoria said at the same time.

      “Now be quiet, we’re trying to sleep,” Sebastian added.

      “Aye Aye!” Victoria said in agreement, pointing a finger at me with her eyes closed. It was more of a finger in the air pointing at nothing, but I got the meaning and decided to sleep some too. For some reason, the return journey home was always the worst with jet lag setting in fast, whereas on the way to whatever country I was going to, jet lag was never a problem. Maybe it was because I had more adrenaline and was pumped to be going someplace new. On that, I needed to figure out my next place to go.

      There was a small noise and then someone spoke. “Miss, there is a visitor here to see you in the library. I told him you weren’t home but he insisted on staying and waiting for you.”

      I looked up to see Ben, standing halfway in the room, trying his best to be discreet. “Really?” I stretched and wanted to stay put for just five more minutes, but Ben was still standing there. I missed Andy; he would have known to give me a little bit of time before arising. “Ben, call me Anne, please.”

      “Yes Miss—I mean, Anne. The visitor is in the library if you would like to see him now.”

      “Give me five minutes please.”

      “Oh, of course,” Ben said, blushing a bright red.

      “It’s okay, I just need to wake up a bit.”

      “Yes, of course. I’ll let him know.”

      Ben turned and left the room. Shortly after, we heard a soft, gentle, low voice in the hallway ask, “Is there any way I can get some water?”

      “Who is that?” Victoria said. “It doesn’t sound like anyone we know.”

      “I have no idea but I should get up and check.” I rolled off the sofa and made myself stand up. Time to be host. Maybe it was a solicitor that wanted money. If so, I could shoo him out the door quickly and come back here to sleep some more.

      I walked out into the hallway to see an old man in trousers and a button-down shirt. His back was a bit humped, and his head was bald on top. Wisps of gray hair graced the sides and back of his head and thin wire glasses completed his look.

      “Sir, I’m Anne. Can I help you?” When he turned around, I gasped and almost knocked into the table against the wall. “You’re . . . You’re . . .”

      “Harrison Lin.”

      I gaped at him. “What . . . what are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you.”

      Grasping at every string of reality I could while trying to get my thoughts together, I managed to say, “You’re the man I saw at the gallery. It was you!”

      “It was. I came to see you but once I got there, I lost my courage.”

      “The others thought I had seen things. They thought it wasn’t you—but I knew it!”

      “What is all the commotion about?” Sebastian asked. He and Victoria had run out of the sitting room at the sound of my shouting, but both stopped in their tracks when they saw Harrison.

      I made a big wave of my arm and said, “Sebastian and Victoria, I would like you to meet the one and only, Harrison Lin.”

      “What the . . .?” Victoria trailed off.

      “I told you that he’s the one I saw at the gallery. I wasn’t crazy!” I said triumphantly.

      “He looks just like Anthony,” Victoria said, and then clamped her hand over her mouth realizing what she had just said.

      “I do look like Anthony; there is no denying that I am his son,” Harrison agreed. “His family made it quite clear how much they disliked that fact when I visited here.”

      We were all silent for a moment, soaking this in, and I understood that this was Harrison’s second time inside this mansion. I wondered what he was feeling.

      Victoria nudged me from behind, which brought me out of my thoughts and I realized that I should formally invite him in. “Why don’t we all go into the library where it’s cozier and catch up?” I suggested. “I’ll have some tea brought up for us.”

      Before we could move, Harrison said sharply, “Just Anne for now, please.”

      I looked at Victoria and Sebastian in silent inquiry.

      Sebastian said, “Sure, we’ll wait in the sitting room.” He and Victoria started to head back in.

      I held up a hand to my uncle and said, “I’ll be right there, Harrison. I just need to grab something from the sitting room,” and hurried after them.

      I walked into the room and at first, I just stared at Sebastian and Victoria with wide eyes. I then did some jogging in place, then sat down and breathed for a bit, before getting up again and pacing the room. The whole time, Sebastian’s blue eyes followed me. Needing him, I walked toward him. His arms enveloped me, and I snuggled in close and whispered, “I want my old life back.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “But I’m not in your old life.”

      “Well, I want part of my old life back,” I whined.

      At this, Sebastian started laughing. “Just go and see what he wants. He could be here to grant you another mansion.”

      I pushed him away and caught his silly grin. I then gave him a big kiss and walked to the door—where I suddenly stopped.

      I could hear Sebastian starting to move toward me. “Come on, Anne, you can do it,” he said. “We’ll be right here if you need us.”

      I jerked my head in a sharp nod before taking a deep breath and heading to the library.

      I saw Ben standing close to the library doors, looking sheepish. “Ben, can I help you with something?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.” His request came out as more of an automatic response rather than a genuine statement. We stared at each other for what seemed like a minute.

      I decided to put him out of his misery. “Just don’t eavesdrop right behind the door. I don’t want him to hear you guys breathing.”

      Ben turned bright red, and I could hear snickering coming from behind the kitchen door. “No, ma’am, of course not.”

      With that, I walked into the library.

      “Who are you?” Harrison asked before I had gotten both feet into the room. He said this without malice, but I felt like I was being schooled by a headmaster after doing something wrong. I didn’t have time to decide how I felt about the question before he started talking again. “I don’t know how you found me, but whoever you are, you had no right sending me that email.”

      That comment made me jerk out of my stupor to ask, “Then why are you here?”

      He let out a sigh and flopped in one of the armchairs by the fireplace. The fire was taking the chill off the room, but it couldn’t remove the discomfort between us. I walked slowly toward him and settled into the other armchair next to his, not daring to make a sound. What was it leaders said? The first one who broke the silence lost? Sure, that sounded good. I wasn’t going to be the first one who broke the silence.

      “Who are you?” he asked again, but this time it came out in a voice like a little lost boy.

      My heart broke at the emotion that little question conveyed, and I realized I needed him as much as he needed me. “If you’re who I think you are, I’m your niece.”

      At this, he lifted his head from his hands and looked at me. A single tear ran down his left cheek. “If it’s money you want⁠—”

      “No! That is the last thing I want.” I waved a hand at the room. “I just inherited this place and everything that came with it last year. I do not want or need any more money.”

      He looked at me, seemingly perplexed. “I’ve never met anyone who says no to money.”  He still looked sad and uncomfortable, but I could see he’d now relaxed into the chair and his curiosity was piqued. 

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I have time if you would like to share.”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure if you are who you claim to be,” I returned.

      He looked down at his legs, rubbing his hands along his thighs before looking back up at me. “My name is Harrison Lin. I grew up in Taiwan with my mama, Mary, my baba, Liang-Chun, and their kids. I am also the son of Anthony Wilkens and Rose Chen. I got to know Anthony a little bit, but I never met Rose.” I had to strain to hear the last part. At my silence, he asked, “Would you like me to keep going?”

      “Yes please, anyone could have found that information.”

      He put his hand in his pocket and rummaged through what seemed to be quite a lot of stuff. He pulled out something in his hand, which was noticeably shaking. “Here.”

      I reached my hand out to take what was hidden in his clenched fist. His hand opened over mine and a small piece of paper dropped into my palm. It was no bigger than a matchbox, but it distinctly portrayed the faces of a young Mary, who looked to be in her early twenties, and a little boy who looked of mixed race. Being a sepia-colored photograph, I couldn't tell the color of the boy’s eyes or hair, but it was clear that he had lighter hair than Mary’s, and big, round American eyes with long lashes. I looked up at Harrison. Those same eyes were looking back at me, distinctive and unquestionably the same. 

      "You are Harrison," I breathed.

      "I am."

      We stared at each other for some time, both lost in our thoughts. The only sound was the crackling of the fire, which provided an earie glow around the room, and yet seemed very appropriate for the setting. My uncle was sitting across from me and all I could think was, He’s really here! Actually right in front of me, and I have no idea what to do!

      “You seem as lost as me,” Harrison finally said, breaking the silence.

      “Yes . . . How did you find me?”

      “I asked Bettie. She gave me your address.”

      “Oh right . . . Bettie. So, you were the man I saw in her office?”

      “I was.”

      More silence, only broken by the sound of my stomach gurgling. 

      Harrison continued, “You must be hungry. A lady who said to call her Jasmine said she had a pot of lamb soup in the kitchen.”

      “That’s a great idea.”

      I showed him to the kitchen and who should we see there but Sebastian and Victoria, both of them with a mouthful of carrot cake.

      “We’ll leave; we were just finishing,” Victoria said, and they both started getting up from the table.

      “No, stay. The more people the better.” I stopped and looked at Harrison. “At least, I think so. I can’t think very straight right now.”

      “Okay . . .” Victoria said dubiously.

      Sebastian and Victoria sat back down very slowly. They had questions written all over their faces. I sat down to show them that everything was okay; Harrison wasn’t going to bite. 

      “I see you two started without me,” I said, indicating the cake.

      “We were hungry, and Jasmine said the food was getting cold,” Sebastian said.

      I turned to look at the stove where a small fire was keeping the pot nice and warm. “I’m sure she did,” I said with a smile. I got up and ladled two big bowls of soup and passed one to Harrison. We gobbled it down without a word between us. After the soup, I went and got two slices of carrot cake—this was one cake I never said no to! 

      Harrison suddenly stuck his hand out to Sebastian.  “I’m Harrison. Apparently, I am Anne’s long-lost half uncle.”

      “Right, I’m Sebastian, Anne’s boyfriend.”

      Once they’d shaken, Harrison turned to Victoria. She held out her hand and said, “I’m Victoria, Anne’s best friend.”

      “It’s nice to meet you two.”

      “Nice to meet you too,” they both said.

      “Harrison was just telling me that Bettie gave him my address and that’s how he knew where to find me,” I chimed in.

      “You two must have a lot to talk about. We can make ourselves scarce,” Victoria suggested.

      “No, I think you should stay.” Now that they were both here, I didn’t want them to leave. I needed some physical support, even if it was just their presence.

      “Okay, but you two better get talking because I’m going to get bored very quickly if you both keep hemming and hawing,” Victoria said. 

      Harrison took that as his cue to start asking questions. “Anne, how did you find me? During all these years no one has been able to come close to locating me. And if they did try, I never knew about it.”

      “Well, it’s a long story.”

      “I have time. My wife is tired of me questioning my past all these years. She sees this as a chance to acquire some answers and I’m not allowed home until I do so. My wife also threatened that if I didn’t find any answers then I could still come home, but only if I stopped moping around.”

      “I see, and would your wife happen to be Grace Chien?”

      “Yes! How did you know?”

      I saw distrust seep into his eyes. It was scary how quickly his emotions changed. “From Mary,” I explained.

      “You’ve met Mary?” he asked, almost in a whisper. 

      “Yes, but it’s a long story. Do you have a place to stay?”

      He nodded. “I have a hotel downtown.”

      “That won’t do. You should stay here. I have so many rooms and I have no idea what I’m going to do with all of them. They shouldn’t remain empty.”

      “That would be much better than a hotel,” he agreed. “Then we could share our stories with each other without any hinderance.”

      Hmm . . . maybe I hadn’t thought this through. He would be here every day, and I knew nothing about him. What if he was a psychopath? What if he wasn’t who he said he was, and had learned everything he knew in order to steal my money?

      I could feel my chest getting tight. Before I did something embarrassing, like hyperventilate, I got up and rang for Ben. When he came in, I introduced him to Harrison, and asked if he could show him to one of the rooms upstairs.

      When they left, Victoria put a hand on my arm. “You doing okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah. It’s just too much all at once.”

      Sebastian jumped to his feet. “I’ll be right back. Jasmine made a tub of coffee ice cream that is just sitting in the freezer.”

      “That sounds divine,” I said. Ice cream always made things better.
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      The next morning, I woke up to the sun shining and Sebastian’s arms around me. And was that birds I heard? I turned and nestled into Sebastian’s arms; he responded by holding me tighter. 

      “Can we stay like this forever?” I asked.

      “We can until breakfast. I’m starving.”

      “You’re so romantic.”

      “I know,” Sebastian said, trying to hold a straight face. I watched as he tried to keep his lips in a line, how he forced his cheeks to stay neutral, and how his eyelashes fluttered with every twitch. Then his mouth gave way into a broad smile and next thing I knew, we were giggling under the covers and he was tickling me all over. 

      “Stop! Stop!” I said in between laughs. “I can’t take it anymore.” 

      “Come on, let’s go have breakfast now. I’m sure Harrison is already in the kitchen telling Cook everything. You don’t want her to find out all the juicy bits of information before you do.”

      “Cook’s not here,” I returned.

      Sebastian shook his head. “She is; she came back last night.”

      I sat up in bed so fast that Sebastian laughed even more.

      “That’s not funny!” I exclaimed. “He better not be telling her anything!”

      I was then out of the bed in a flash, Sebastian grabbing at thin air as he reached for me.

      Lounge pants and an oversized shirt were the first things I grabbed out of my dresser. Then out
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