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had seen that in the movies;people plucked from suburban anonymity

to discover that they were heirs to royalty. That would be nice,

"No," Ma said sharply. "Why would you think thati"
"So we don't know them and they dont know us?"

Her mother paused. "My parents knew her,"

"Then ., . we're family friends?"

Ma's lips flattened into a thin line. "Will you help me clear the

dishes?"

That Saturday they took the exit off the I-210 in the direction of

the forest. The San Gabriel Mountains loomed in the distance. Nora

glanced out at the low, misty morning clouds. Todaywas unusually over-

cast for August.

The house was in Altadena and rose up out of the hills. Ma turned

onto a lone road that ended at rusted gates. She didnt pull into the

elongated driveway. Rather, she idled to a stop beside the curb. "Re-

member," she said. "Dont wander by yourself. Dont go into that garden

behind the house. Okayl"

This house was large; Nora hadnt realized that until they got out

of the car. There was a strange, dismal beauty to this place. It looked

abandoned, almost sunken in shrubbery, The front yard was overgrown,

the grass yellowing, Shriveled, emaciated vines crawled up the pale

stone walls. But it still possessed a gentle grandeur that drew Nora's at-

tention, with its symmetrical sloping roofs, the balconies framing tall,

arched windows crowned by florid embellishments, and the elegant

curve of the front door that stood behind two columns,

As they walked up to the front door, Nora saw a minivan parked to

their left in the circular courtyard and driveway in front of the house.

"Nora," her mother said. "Promise."

Nora glanced over. She tucked her short hair behind her ears and

tugged up her jeans. Ma's gaze unnerued her iust a bit. "Okay."

The cavernous doors opened.

MADELINE Wang sat at her grandmother's dining room table the day

after her funeral and looked at the person sitting across from her,

who happened to stare right back. This person-Nora Deng, she'd

introduced herself as-lookec

college or maybe still in it. Cr

Her fingers toyed with a loos

right was a middle-aged woma

Madeline assumed was her m

So s/re was the person NIa

one person outside the famill

Madeline felt small in her

listless light filtered through

layer of dust on the long mahr

and unpleasant sour smell ol

groaned every time someone

the white man presiding at th

mother's will already and get

Her chair creaked loudly

Wang clasped her hands and

cally taken a seat closest to tl
dark hair was pulled back ir
showed, She wore a navy bla;

Ma was a lawyer too, and in tl
knew it. Madeline's f ma,Aur

from the table and looked li
oversized shawl-like cardigan

out of its clip.

The lawyer cleared his d

that she could see the namt

settled)"

Madeline nodded with er

"'We are gathered here to

Yin." He had a deep voice. "I
Thank you to all parties for

request."

Madeline remembered pr

mother came home early fro

with a vacant look in her ete
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that was rvhcn Madeline found oLlt hcr grandmother was dead. They'd

sat on the couch togethcr in silence fbr what could havc been minutes

or the better part of that da;,. M[ then carlled Aunt Rennie; it went to

voicemail trvice before she'd pickcd up, \Vhen her aunt finally anstvered

the phone, Ma clisentangled hetself to go upstairs ancl shr,rt herself in

her room.

And then, that next day, het mother abruptly kicked into action.

Shc drafted tirc obituary and planned the funeral, which had origi-

nallr, consisted of her ancl Macleline and Aunt Rennie. N{adeline's datd

cvcntLrall)'came up fbr the clal', ar gesture of kindness that softened her

nrotlrer. if only tnomentarily. She pesterccl the LA Tinrcs to include the

obituarli calling tirc Entertainment dcsk over and over.

And then, finallrr N4a told Madeline about Whi Pd\ house. "Vre'll

jr.rst stav therc fbr a short time," she'cl said. "You and me and your yi

ma, Tivo weeks at rnost to get everything in orclcr. And then we sell it."

"But that's yor-rr childhood honre," Madeline had said. "Don't vou

\1-ant to kcep it?"
"No. \Vc don't,"

Thel,'d clriven up two hours fi'om their home in Newport Beach

riith tlreir bags th:rt Sunday morning. They were all supposed to mcet

at the house an hour befbre the reading of the will;Aunt Rennie didnt

come until fifteen minutes before, citing car issues irnd having needed

to hail a rideshare, NIa was slightly irked. But now they were all here.

\Iacleline archccl lrer heacl up, staring at thc rviq/ the reddish ceiling

beams curved tou,ard cach other with intricate wood carved corners,

,rbserving this tiousc as she would an artif'act in a museum. Whatever

liad be en paintcd up thcre was long faclecl, cracks splitting through the

p.11nt,

She f'elt cletacherl f}om this place, Her mother was the one who gre'uv

r,rp in this house,with Aunt Rennie,with Nlaclelinc's grandmother-her

u'ai po-who once was an actress in l{oll.twcrod. rl'4 had been married

to anothet' actor, too, uzrmed Richard Lowcll; Attnt Renuie's father and

N{i's stepfather. Ife'd died when X,{a was seventeen and Aunt Rennie

,lvas fourtccn. Arrd then NIa left fbr collcge and never really lived here

again.

Suddenly Madeline's passi

ing to have lived here; to hav

fl eeting childhood memories. r

to their house in Newport B

lunch. Then fl.H would take h

ing Madeline's.

But then she started fadir

to sell her house and move in

down holidays. Md tried callin1

Madeline was eleven, she wat<

movie that won her grandmottr

played a Chinese American so
rush. The camera work was jarr

but still her grandmother was (

unauthorized almost, to witne

person who now shut them ot

one; no one ever brought that
"The first matters are of

Madeline back to the presenr

daughters: Yin Chen, Lucille

Lowell-she intends to distril
be divided as the two benefici;

Madeline watched Ma's gl

nie. "That's-" She swallos'ed

in hoarse Mandarin. Aunt Ren

diately, Md's shock folded shut

English.

The girl across from Mad

ering with scorn. Madeline fel

substantial figure. Madeline q:

money had they been expectin

But then agun,if her granr

have had more?

M[ was still bewildered. "

What about her accounts? Her
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"This was all decided oni'the lawyer said. "The monetaly inheri
tance. And for the next-"

"We're not done here. Where's the rest?"

"Let him finish,will you?" Elaine Deng finally spoke up.

Ma's glance cut over to the woman across the table. "I'm sorting out

my family matters,"

Elaine said nothing more but smiled, spitefully polite,Aunt Rennie

reached out a hand. "It's okayf'she said softly, sounding unsure herself.

"There's the house."

"Which leads us to the next clause," the lawyer said. "The estate."

He shifted in his chair and looked, not at M6, not at Madeline's side of

the table, but to the two people seated across from them. "Vivian Yin

has decided that upon her death, the ownership of this estate and all

its matters will hereby be tra4sferred to Elaine Deng."

I
DAY

RENATA Yin-Lowell flinched

ding backward. Rennie watch

back of the chair slammed int,

house belongs to us."

Elaine retorted, "That's nr

"It's ours," Lucille insister

ily lived here for generations.

years. You're not taking it ara
"Like you wouldn't immer

for that pathetic inheritance r
caustic. Next to her, the girl su

ous look,

While Rennie racked her

up, she registered something it

was quite hazy when she tried
She clutched the edge ofh

nothingl Just dust in the sun.

"It belongs to usl" Lucille

back to the table. "None of thi
"What, your mother isnt

own housei" The girl finally s1

framed insolent narrowed q-e:

Lucille's cheeks suffused
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"Nora. Let me handle this," She spread out her palms. "I clon't know

rvhy I was acldecl to tl.re will-"
"Don't yor-ri" Rennie's sister spoke qr.rietl1', in that cool. lethirl tone,

Shc turnecl to the lawyer, Rcicl Lyuran, lviro pcerecl at them through

his glasses with a slightly bewildered expression. Ile looked familia4

though ltennie coulcln't place him. "\!hs the n,i11 chanHed recently?"

Reicl shifted. "It was, actuallli"

"W'hen?"

'A few . . . lvell, two weeks ago. Late Jul,v."

l,tLcille then turned to l.laine, "\Vb11. 't'he will gcts conveniently

changed shortl.v before our mothcr's cleath so that you get the estate.

Isnt that interesting?"

"What are you implyingi"

l,ucille tilted hcr head.

Elaine stood too, her petite frtrme bclied by l-rer f'lashing cyes. "Be-

lievc me. I kner.n, nothing about this will before tod;ryr Iin here because

I was as,tcd to comc. B,v your mother""

Lucille's gaze shifted to Rennic, She coulcln't play hardball like Lu-

cille" but she could pleacl their case. She cleared hcr throat. "Come on.

This isn't-f';rir to us."

It sounctcd fbeble even .rs shc saicl it. Her olcler sister pursed her

lips slightly, in a way that irrdicertecl her disappointtnent.

"I'air," Elaine sirid slol4y. "The daughters of Hollptood elite want

to talk trbout what's tair."

Tlre shimmcring in the corner was back" It tvtt.ut't r/u.it. Rennie'.s

heart tapped out a wild beat. A prickling sensatiorl canle over her. She

rocked onto the edge ofher seat" l{er niece, N{adeline, glanced at her,

and Rennie tried clesperatel,v-. to stily calm.

"Our mn Lrame to this countrv as an imrriglatlt;'Lucille said. "She,

lnore than an)/one, u'orked fbr this-"
'And you expectecl to step right into itl'Elaine said. "N{a-vbe this

was her way of telling,r,ou that you didn't deserve this.'Ihe great Yivian

Yin has passed on, and all you siry in her memory is that the nroney she

left you is nothing. All .vou care about is who inhcrits hcr home." She

pursccl her lips in disgust. "Look at the state of this place. Did you even

care fbr her in her last l ears: C

and leave her to diei"
Rennie curled into herse.l

"Don't you dare speak ab, ,

don't know us.lbu never ciid '

In that split sccond a ti-l
immediately flooded with a c:r

lrer mother. Slrc! back;sftei- i.'
And then she remembe rc'c

very dead.

FIer mother grabbed the i:

at Rennie. She was wearing ti
last time Rennie sau'her, Her

r,vide, as if to say something. ar

Rennie [urchccl up. p,rin:

er,vone stared at her in alarm

contents of her stomach int, .

She settled on the coid =r-
banistcr of the stairwal and .

tered. The ridged ceiling plas:.

dripped down the u'all not.

want to go back into the libr:
cause what Elaine had said r,

last time Rennie visited 1-rer

A visit Rennie wouldn'r .'
She hadnt told Lucille ,,

How paper.thin her skin se cr
How it seemed a mirarcle rha:

if she was anirnated onlr br :,
Hou' pathetic Rcrtnic u,-
"E," her rn' had said. ir.:,i: r

Rennie didnt knon' uha:

fused to even look at her, B;:
ate, she would never hai'e ;

in hopes that hel mother ',,,
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