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“Mississippi?”


“Ling Wan-ju, please do not stare with your mouth open in this way. It makes me worried that I didn’t raise you well.” Reaching into her sewing basket, my mother took out the folds of fabric that were in the process of becoming a blouse for my brother Ted’s wife.


“You raised me fine,” I said. “Only now I think maybe my hearing’s going. The Mississippi Delta?” It’s not the easiest phrase in Cantonese, so maybe it wasn’t what she’d said. Maybe I’d just been doing what she so often accused us of when we were kids: listening in English.


However, my mother’s eye roll made it clear I’d understood her correctly. And actually, I knew nothing was wrong with my hearing. I thought something was wrong with my mind. I must be hallucinating, except I didn’t know which part was craziest: that my mother wanted me to go to Mississippi on a case; that my mother wanted me to go to Mississippi on a case; or that my mother wanted me to go to Mississippi on a case.


I tried to recover my equilibrium with a different question. “Why didn’t I know we had cousins in the Mississippi Delta?”


“You do not pay attention.” My mother threaded her needle. “Your father used to get letters from his cousins. One of the wreaths at your father’s funeral was sent by the Mississippi cousins. The wreath with the big white bow and the yellow chrysanthemums.”


 My father died fifteen years ago, when I was thirteen. He was a popular man; so many wreaths, sprays, and bouquets crowded the funeral home that it was remarkable bees weren’t buzzing around the casket. That I didn’t know who’d sent which flowers wasn’t surprising. Nor was the fact that my mother did, and to this day could tell you. It was likely she also had a comprehensive list of people who’d sent nothing, but that was a different issue.


“Who are these cousins? And who’s the one who’s been arrested?”


That was what she’d just told me: that I had a cousin in Mississippi, which was a surprise; that he was in jail, which took me aback; and that she wanted me to hurry down and get him out, which rocked my world.


My mother smoothed the fabric. “Your father’s grandfather’s brother, Chin Song-Zhao, came to America as a boy in 1915.” Her needle started flashing, making quick, even stitches. “He worked in the grocery store of a man from his village who had come earlier. In Clarksdale, in the Delta of Mississippi.”


I left aside the Delta and the fact that a Chinese person a hundred years ago would go there—and that another Chinese person already had a grocery store there for him to work in—and focused on the family. Yes, Chin Song-Zhao’s descendants qualified as my cousins. Something like my fourth cousins three times removed, but we don’t cut it fine like that. Older relatives who aren’t your grandparents are your uncles and aunties. Besides them and your nieces and nephews, everyone else is a cousin. And now, four generations later, behold, I have Mississippi cousins.


“So who’s been arrested?” I asked again.


“A young man, Jefferson Tam.”


“For what?”


She frowned in distaste. “The killing of his father.”


“Ma!” I stared at her. “Murder? I—” I clamped my mouth shut before any words like can’t or don’t got out. I was in a real bind.


My mother’s attitude toward my PI career has zigzagged from disgust, disapproval, and attempts at deterrence to, on good days, a kind of pointedly exaggerated patience, a showy expectation that I’ll get this out of my system and turn to a pursuit worthy of a good Chinese daughter. That she would bring me a case and demand I take it is something I never would’ve imagined five years, or five minutes, ago.


Many things about this profession escape my mother, though. One is that PIs generally don’t get involved in homicides.


It’s understandable she’d miss that point, on two counts. First, some of my past cases actually have included homicides. Once or twice, when the suspicious death showed up, I’d turned the whole thing over to the cops, but other times, for various reasons, I was in too deep by that point and I just stayed in.


Second, as far as my mother’s concerned, homicide, tax evasion, and jaywalking are all as bad as each other. Criminals on every level are dangerous, unsavory people, and if I insist on getting involved with them, why draw the line at murder?


I watched her sew. In midwinter, the sun never quite makes it into our living room, so even though it was barely two o’clock, my mother sat in a pool of lamplight. This case could represent the first tiny thaw, the sharp edge of the wedge, the foot in the door. A change in her attitude toward my career. And it was a case I had no business taking.


“Tell me all about it, Ma.”


“If I knew all about it, why would you have to investigate?” Her needle flicked. “Jefferson Tam is innocent. You will find things out. Then you will clear up this mistake.”


“How do you know what happened?”


She gave me a look as disbelieving as it was disapproving. “As usual, you are not listening. I just told you I don’t know what happened. But whatever happened, Jefferson Tam did not do this crime. He’s your father’s cousin.”


Oh, right. A relative of my sainted father, and therefore incapable of such an act.


“I see. But that’s not what I meant. How do you even know he’s in jail?”


“His uncle called me. Captain Pete Tam. From Clarksdale, Mississippi. To ask me to send you there.”


I digested this news. If this uncle knew I was a PI, it could only be because my mother had told him, something I thought she never did unless wild horses were dragging it out of her.


Then she dropped the capper on My Weird Day with Ma.


“But do not think for a minute, Ling Wan-ju, that I’ll permit you to go to the Delta of Mississippi alone.”


“Permit me? It’s your idea!”


“Of course it is. You’ll go help your cousin. But not alone. You will tell the White Baboon he has to go also.”
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“So let me get this straight.”


My partner, Bill Smith, poured himself a cup of coffee. An hour after being more or less hired by my own mother (do you say “hired” when there’s no possibility of turning the job down and you can’t expect to get paid?), I was at Bill’s Tribeca apartment, a big-windowed place above a bar on Laight Street. I already had my mug of oolong tea and was curled up in the easy chair by the piano. There’s lots of tea at Bill’s place, not that he has any idea what to buy in that department. You’d think after all this time, starting from our sometimes-coworker days up to our current full-partner situation, he’d have caught on, but no. So I stock his shelves out of self-interest.


“Your mother not only wants you to go to Mississippi, to work a case,” Bill said, settling on the sofa, “she wants me to go with you.”


“Do you think I need to get her a mental health exam?”


“Maybe so. Maybe she’s got some weird dementia that makes you sane in your old age. What exactly did she say?”


“She said I had to go to the Delta—which has never been on my radar as a destination and which, by the way, I don’t think she even knows where it is—to straighten things out because a cousin I’ve never heard of is in jail. But I can’t go alone, and I should tell the White Baboon to come with me.”


“Oh, wait, she called me that? Then don’t worry, she hasn’t lost a step.” He took a contemplative sip. “In fact, I think we should leave before the echo comes back and she hears herself.”


“Seriously? You’re willing to go?”


“Why wouldn’t I be?”


“Who wants to get involved in Chin family business if they don’t have to? Especially for free?”


“You underestimate the enduring fascination of other people’s problems. And there’s more than one kind of compensation. Your mother wants me to go. If I do, she’ll owe me. She’ll have to be nicer to me.”


“You know that’ll never happen.”


“Then I’ll have the moral high ground. And anyway, the Delta? Where they eat grits three times a day and drink moonshine with their barbecue? Where they play the blues deep into the starry night? Where we’ll stay in a Motel Six on Highway Sixty-One with a connecting door between our rooms?”


“That won’t happen, either.”


“And your mother’s right, you need me down there. I speak the language. Y’all are fergittin’ ah’m from Kin-tucky. Born ’n’ bred below th’ Mason-Dixon lahn. Ah kin talk South’rn with th’ best of ’em.”


“Please don’t do that, it’s creepy.”


“Someday you’ll be glad I have that skill. But back to this cousin you’ve never heard of.”


“Jefferson Tam, twenty-three. Arrested yesterday in Clarksdale, Mississippi.”


“For?”


“Murder.”


Bill stopped mid-sip. “Is that true? Or you just said it to see if I’m paying attention?”


“No, true, and worse: patricide. They say he killed his father, Leland Tam. He says he didn’t. My mother says he didn’t.”


“Who says he did?”


“I’m not clear on the details, but he seems to have been found kneeling over his father in the family grocery store, with blood on his clothes and his prints on the knife.”


“I see. And what makes your mother so sure he didn’t do it?”


“Because.” I looked straight at him. “No one related to my father could have done such a thing.”


Bill raised his eyebrows. “Well, if that’s her thinking, I’ve got to say she’s entirely compos mentis in her own inimitable way. What’s your sense? You think she’s right?”


“About my father’s relations? I doubt it.” I sat back. “About this guy, I’d have to meet him to say. Like I told you, I never even knew these people existed.”


“Okay. And what is it we’re supposed to do down there?”


“For one thing, be Chinese.”


“I’m not very good at that.”


“Har har. I think my mother’s idea is, there might be things he’s not telling a white lawyer but he’ll tell me, his Chinese cousin.”


“Did he grow up down there?”


“Yes.”


“Then Yankee might trump both Chinese and cousin, and he’ll freeze you out, too.”


“I guess. The whole situation’s a little unclear to me. Not to my mother, though—Jefferson Tam’s related to my sainted father, he’s innocent, go get him out of jail.”


“It’s sweet she still thinks of your father that way.”


“Yes, well, it gave her an unfair advantage after he died. She invoked him all the time. We half believed he was standing beside her, watching us from the other world.”


“He probably was. He’s probably here right now. Hi there, Mr. Chin. Could you remind your daughter how much she loves me? She forgets all the time.”


“He can’t do that, dummy. Ghosts can’t lie. So you’re really in?”


“Come on, you didn’t actually think I’d turn you down.”


“I thought you might turn my mother down.”


“See aforementioned forlorn hope of nicer treatment. But speaking of forlorn hopes, there’s your mother’s, about Jefferson Tam. Mississippi justice has a bad rep, but even a blind squirrel sometimes finds an acorn.”


“Is that a Southern saying?”


“They have an endless number of those, just wait. The point is, this kid might not be a saint like your father. Your mother might find herself disappointed in him.”


“And by extension, in me, you mean?”


“If you have to be the messenger bearing the bad news, yes.”


I sighed. “I thought of that. But the thing is, my mother’s never asked me to take a case before.”


“A milestone, I agree. Showing a good deal of faith in you.”


“It’s more even than the faith. It’s that she’s finally sort of admitting this is my job.” I looked for the words to explain it. “My parents were thrilled when I was born. They didn’t want a fifth son. They wanted a daughter. My mother made all these flowered dresses. But I could look around the schoolyard and see who was having all the fun. When I turned out to be a tomboy, my father kind of enjoyed it. We went to ball games and he signed me up at a dojo. My mother’s always been disappointed, though. She doesn’t like it that I’m a PI, but the problem goes deeper than that. It’s my—” I waved the mug at my jeans, my boots, my short hair. “My whole unmarried, non-girly-girl self.”


“You sure she’s disappointed? Not just worried about you?”


“Why should she worry?”


“Because where she came from, an unmarried woman was potential prey to every man who came along, likely to be misused, abandoned, and, in the end, starve to death.”


I stared. “That’s not only extraordinarily feminist of you, it’s bizarrely empathetic toward my mother.”


“She’s not always wrong. Just about me.”


I drank my tea, which I was grateful to find tasted just like I thought it would, seeing as how the rest of the world was upside down.


“So,” Bill said. “When do we leave?”


“You’re sure?”


He didn’t dignify that with an answer. If it had been Bill asking me to do something like this, I wouldn’t have, either.


“Tomorrow morning,” I said, and smiled. “Thanks.”


He returned the smile, our eyes met, and I went quickly back to business. “The closest airport’s Memphis,” I said. “There’s an eight A.M. flight—”


“Ugh.”


“Ugh, Memphis?”


“No, I love Memphis. Ugh, eight A.M.”


Bill’s a night owl. I’m an early bird. I shrugged.


“You know that means we have to leave for the airport at six?”


“We can watch the sun come up.”


He nodded slowly. “Maybe that connecting door’s not such a hot idea.”


“Told you. Anyway, when we get there, we rent a car and drive to Clarksdale, which I understand is about an hour south, and meet the client.”


“Wait. I thought your mother was the client.”


“Technically, no. She might never have known about this murder if a guy named Captain Pete hadn’t called and asked for her help. Actually, my help. Generally, when people come to my mother asking for me, she tells them to go fry ice, but I guess because this is family, it’s different.”


“I’m having a little difficulty following this part of the story. Do I get in trouble if I ask who Captain Pete is?”


“Pete Tam. Uncle of the victim and great-uncle of the suspect. He’s the cousin who sent the flowers to my father’s funeral.”


“Okay, now explain something else. If these are all male relations on your father’s side”—he paused; I nodded—“how come they’re Tams, not Chins?”


“Because,” I said, “the original one, Chin Song-Zhao, came here as a paper son.”
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Throughout the middle of the nineteenth century, thousands of Chinese men headed for America—Gaam San, the Gold Mountain. They farmed, panned for gold, and were indispensable to the building of the railroad. But when the railroad was finished, white people began to see them differently. Suddenly they were the Yellow Peril. Dangerous, devious, out for your jobs and your women. It happens to many immigrants—Bill’s people, the Irish, coming over around the same time, weren’t exactly welcome, either—but against the Chinese, and us alone, Congress passed a law: the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. It pretty much choked off immigration. The Exclusion Act and its extensions made landing on the shores of Gaam San illegal for most Chinese, and it stayed that way until the 1940s.


Congress did not, however, take the further step of shipping home the Chinese already here (though their neighbors in the West often found it expedient to beat them up and burn their homes to drive them away). And this being America, the law had loopholes. Merchants and scholars—who were few, and who had money, as opposed to laborers, who were numerous and needed it—could still come. The Exclusion Act also didn’t affect the right of an American citizen, natural-born or naturalized, to bring his foreign-born family in.


Thus was created the paper son.


Many of the original immigrants had families back in China that they’d go home every few years to see. A man who’d been naturalized could register any children born in China and then bring them to America. A young man wanting to come over would make arrangements with—meaning, pay off—one of these citizens and for immigration purposes claim to be his son.


On, um, paper, being a paper son seems simple enough. In reality, it was arduous and anxiety-filled, because immigration officials were onto the scam. Questions about the weather and geography of the home village, relatives’ names and ages, and neighbors’ occupations became standard. Paper fathers had reams of information to provide, and paper sons had hours of memorizing to do. Many hopeful paper sons got sent back, but many made it through.


Apparently, my great-grandfather’s brother was one of those.


He got to stay. But he lost his name.


I told Bill all this as the last traces of sunlight slipped off the building façade across the street.


“A lot of immigrants change their names,” Bill said. “It can be a way of shedding baggage, starting over.”


“Not for us. In Chinese culture, your family name is who you are. It’s a big deal. Our family records go back a dozen, twenty generations. We have ancestor tablets and family altars. Just because someone’s dead doesn’t mean he’s not kept up-to-date on relatives’ affairs and consulted on important decisions.”


“Like your dad. Hi again, Mr. Chin.”


I raised my tea mug. “Hi, Baba.” To Bill, I said, “I mean, I’ve known about paper sons since grade school, but I guess I never really thought about what it must have been like to be one. I didn’t know I had one in the family.”


Though, I thought, considering that one of his progeny had now been arrested for killing another, my great-grandfather’s brother in the other world might be just as happy that he and his own ancestors, stretching back through the mists of time, were seeing all this happen with someone else’s family name attached.
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I walked across Canal, through the December afternoon. In Tribeca things were quiet, but once I hit Chinatown I had to slip sideways through the bustle of Christmas shopping, Chinese New Year shopping, grocery shopping, and, among the tourists and uptowners, knockoff shopping. Chinatown’s famous for luxury-brand counterfeits, though Chinese people won’t buy them. The real thing means you’ve arrived; a fake, even a good one, is an admission of failure. For tourists, it’s the opposite: a knockoff indistinguishable from the real thing proves you’re a savvy shopper. Among the Chinese merchants, the ability to peddle phony goods without getting pounced on by the law proves you’re a sharp shopkeeper. In this little ecology, everyone wins.


I watched a man fold a grass-leaf spider for a little girl. His table showed his wares: bugs, birds, and animals, made from long sprays of dried grass like the ones he no doubt used to pick by the stream in his home village and now bought wholesale from a grower in New Jersey, to work into marvelous shapes and sell for a dollar on a Chinatown street.


Behind steamy restaurant windows, young men hefted bins of dirty dishes or took cleavers to roast ducks. These men, like the grass-leaf folder, probably spoke neither English nor Cantonese. Unlike the old days of Chinatown, when everyone came from Guangdong, a lot of the new immigrants’ hometowns were in farther-flung provinces: Fujian, Henan, Xinjiang. If they had a common language, it was Mandarin, but some only spoke their home dialect because, as always, the immigrants were the poor, the least educated. Those who, in coming across the ocean and starting over, had nothing to lose.


Climbing the stairs to the apartment I shared with my mother, my thoughts were far away: on leaving home, on starting over. In a way, that was the situation here. My four brothers and I grew up in this apartment. I still lived here, so my mother wouldn’t be alone, and my brothers paid the rent, did the repairs, and covered whatever else my mother needed, until we could persuade her to move in with Ted and his family in Queens. My mother, so far, had ignored all our highly reasonable arguments. She didn’t want to start over, even at her son’s home, and that was that.


I slid off my shoes and walked into the living room, unprepared for my mother’s next move in the Can I Top Myself? game.


“I’ve found the letter,” she called. The air was full of the gingery scent of snow fungus soup. I had to smile; this soup was always her send-off, her way of fortifying a family member before a trip.


“What letter?”


“The letter your father sent me when he went to Mississippi.”


I walked into the kitchen. “Ba went to Mississippi?”


She looked up from stirring the pot. “I just told you that, Ling Wan-ju.” She opened a cabinet and took out a jar of rice. “He rode the Greyhound bus. You were eight years old. His cousin Leland Tam was operating his family’s grocery store.”


“Leland Tam, the man who got killed? Jefferson Tam’s father?”


“Yes. At the time, Leland Tam was a young man, with great responsibilities. Your father thought perhaps we would move to the Delta of Mississippi. He would become partners with Leland Tam in the store.”


“Us? Move to Mississippi?” This was news. I wondered if my brothers had known that was being considered. I certainly hadn’t.


“Ling Wan-ju, do you only talk in questions now?” My mother pursed her lips. “It’s because of your job. Asking questions all day long about things that are not your business.”


“Ma, you’re the one sending me to Mississippi because of my job.”


Her expression made it clear I’d missed something. “This is for family. This is your business.”


The rice made a crisp slide into the electric cooker. My mother turned the dial with a firmness that dared it to come out any way but perfect and walked back to the living room. On the side table was an envelope bearing my father’s unkempt handwriting and a thirty-two-cent stamp. She picked it up and held it out to me. “Here.”


“It’s okay if I read this?”


She lifted her eyes to the ceiling. All right, in view of the fact that she had put it in my hand, it was a dumb question.


I sat and took two sheets of yellowing, character-covered paper from the precisely sliced envelope. That would be like my mother, to open a letter from my father with delicate care. And like my father, to write rather than call. Partly to save money; but also, I could picture him at the end of the day, at a table in his cousin’s house. He’d be smiling to himself as he thought of my mother, choosing his words with care, because they were for her.


My father’s handwriting in Chinese was more under control than in English, but it took me a moment to get used to reading the vertical columns. Chinese today is written horizontally, left to right, but my father learned it top to bottom, and he never made the switch. Surrounded by the aroma of my mother’s soup and the staccato chopping of vegetables, I began to read.


My dear wife,


I hope you are well. Before I left I made it clear to the children that they are not to misbehave while I’m gone. I trust that command has tempered their natural exuberance so that you don’t find them too much of a handful.


I smiled. The most naturally exuberant member of our family had been my father, an energetic, generous man, full of jokes and ideas. In truth, my brothers and I were always more likely to misbehave if he was around. Alone with our mother, we were pretty sure we’d never get away with anything.


I arrived here safely after a tiring but not unpleasant journey. It happens that another Chinese was on the bus, returning home to Greenville (a town larger than Clarksdale, south of here), where his family also has a grocery. I shared with him your char siu. Also your ho fun. As usual, after filling me full of snow fungus soup, you sent me away with more food than I could eat in a week! He was grateful, proclaiming you a most excellent cook. His own wife was born in Greenville as he was. Therefore, he says, although she’s Chinese, she’s more partial to deep fry than stir-fry.


“Ma,” I said, “Ba met another Chinese man on the bus. Another grocer. From Mississippi.”


“I’ve read the letter.”


Practically read the ink off it, I’d bet. “Okay. I was just surprised.”


She didn’t answer, so I went back to reading.


Our conversation gave me much to think about, preparing me for my visit here. My new friend, Ro Tung, whose slow, strange English is still better than his odd-sounding Chinese (I suppose that must be the Mississippi accent I’m hearing), is planning on closing his family’s grocery in the coming year. The neighborhood, he tells me, has become dangerous. Also, profits have gone down as stores such as Walmart have opened outside the city. He thinks the situation in Clarksdale might be different, as there were fewer Chinese groceries to begin with, in a smaller, more self-contained town. However, he warned me that all over the Delta, the Chinese stores are closing.


I put the letter down. “Ma, I don’t get it. Ba’s talking like Chinese grocery stores in the Mississippi Delta are a . . . a thing.” I had trouble saying what I meant in Chinese, but my mother’s face as she peered around the kitchen doorway made it clear she wasn’t having any trouble understanding me, just trouble understanding why I was having trouble.


“Each store is a thing,” she said. “Of course it is. If it weren’t a thing, it wouldn’t be a store, only the idea of a store.” She spoke as though that were a clarifying comment.


“That’s not what I mean. There are lot of Chinese grocery stores in the Delta? How many?”


“I haven’t been to Mississippi to count them, Ling Wan-ju.”


“Are they like a chain?” I persisted. “Some Chinese family went to Mississippi and started a chain of stores? Ba’s cousins?”


“I don’t believe that’s what happened, but really, Ling Wan-ju, these questions won’t help you solve your case. I gave you that letter to read because I hoped you would learn things from it. Instead of constantly questioning me.” She pulled her head back into the kitchen like an annoyed turtle.


My cousin Leland Tam (he doesn’t use his Chinese name, Lo-Liang, at all) is a respectful but harried man who’s taken on a good deal of responsibility. His father, Jonas, who also prefers his American name (I can see you frowning, Yong-Yun, but our children do the same), no longer involves himself in the store’s daily operations, as Leland told us in his letter. This isn’t because he’s elderly or infirm. I’m sorry to tell you the reason: Jonas gambles. Not in the way of so many people, like his own younger brother Pete, enjoying pai gow or mah-jongg (or following the horse races with excited friends at the OTB—come, you’re frowning again!), but in the consuming fashion with which we are unfortunately familiar. Jonas spends days on end at the casinos while Leland works. Your opinions on gambling differ from mine, Yong-Yun, but when it becomes a devouring disease, we agree.


Tomorrow I’ll take Jonas aside to demand that he look around: at his wife, his son, his daughters, his business. I’ll insist he acknowledge where his responsibilities lie. I’ll do this because it’s my duty, but Leland is sure my words will have no effect. His own have not, nor have Pete’s, nor those of Jonas and Pete’s eldest brother, Paul, who has left Clarksdale for Jackson but continues to admonish Jonas for his irresponsibility. I’m afraid, though I’ve known Jonas for only a day, that I agree.


As to our coming here to become partners with Leland, I’ll need more time to explore the situation. We’ll speak about it when I return.


Tell the children I’m watching them!


Your loving husband.


Dinner prep complete, my mother came into the living room and sat on the sofa, picking up her sewing again. She almost never just relaxes. “He who waits for a roast duck to fly into his mouth must wait a very long time,” is her response when someone suggests chilling out.


I put the letter down. “Ba said to say he was watching us.”


“He always wanted me to tell you that, when he was away.”


“Is that why you still said it, even . . . years later?”


“It was what he wanted me to tell you.”


I stood. “Do you want some tea, Ma?”


In the kitchen, I plugged in the kettle. Fifteen years is a long time, and I’d gotten used to my father being gone. But every now and then, something reminded me how much I missed him.


I made jasmine tea and brought a mug to my mother. I sat back down on the sofa with my own tea and asked, “Did you want to go?”


“To Mississippi? If that had been your father’s decision, we would have gone, of course.”


“That’s not what I asked. I know you would have. You’d have made a big success of it, too. But did you want to?”


She looked at me for a long moment, then went back to her sewing. “These questions will not help you investigate this case, Ling Wan-ju.”


“We didn’t go,” I said. “So Ba must have decided not to. It won’t be like you’re disagreeing with him”—a cardinal sin, policed by my mother, though Ba had enjoyed argument and debate—“if you tell me you didn’t want to go.”


She sighed. “No, Ling Wan-ju, I did not want to go. Leaving China to start a new life in Hong Kong, leaving Hong Kong to start another new life in New York, that was enough. Your father had worked hard to make a good life for our family here.”


I thought about the long days my mother had spent in Old Lun’s sewing factory all through my childhood, doing the hand finishing. After my father’s death, she also brought piecework home in the evenings and sewed while she watched, eagle-eyed, to make sure my brothers and I did our homework. My father and you made a good life for us, I thought. But I didn’t say anything. My mother’s not a particularly humble person, the notable and enormous exception being when it comes to my father.


“In Mississippi,” she went on, “we would have had a house with a yard. A garden to grow our vegetables. You children could have played in the grass, fished in the river, instead of riding the subway to classes at the YMCA. It was a pretty picture. But there are not many Chinese people in Mississippi. Who would I exchange recipes with? Who there plays mah-jongg?”


I wondered if I were the first person she’d told this to. Had my father known how she felt, before he decided?


Glancing down at the letter, I said, “There seem to be a lot of Chinese grocers.”


I’d been joking, but she answered me seriously. “The Delta of Mississippi is not like Chinatown,” she said. “Even if there were other families, they would be far away, like your brother in Queens. They have no subways there to take you places.”


My mother grew up in a small Guangdong village, spent years in Hong Kong, and then came to Chinatown, which she rarely leaves except to go visit one of my brothers. She’s never not been surrounded by Chinese people.


“So you told Ba you didn’t want to go?”


“Of course I didn’t. It was your father’s decision to make.”


I sipped my tea. “What does Ba mean about the kind of gambling you’re ‘unfortunately familiar’ with?” I made air quotes around “unfortunately familiar” before it occurred to me my mother probably didn’t know what air quotes were.


“Really, Ling Wan-ju—”


“Really, Ma, you gave me the letter to read.”


My mother took a long pause. From the way she didn’t look at me I knew she had something to say.


“I came from a poor village in China,” she said. “Your father, from a poorer one. To have a good future for our family we decided to come to America.” More silence. “In my poor village, my family was the poorest. This was because my father, your grandfather, could not stay out of the pai gow parlors. My mother raised geese, my brothers worked from the time they were small. Myself, my sister, also. None of us finished school. Because Ba bet on pai gow, on mah-jongg, on whether the brown duck would swim under the bridge before the white duck did. He had a sickness.” She stopped, lifting her mug. I waited without speaking until she was ready to continue.


“After our marriage, we put off leaving China for two years,” she finally said. “American visas were expensive. We wanted to have the price of them with us when we went to Hong Kong. Finally, we had saved enough. As poor as they were, our families gave us a farewell banquet. With all our possessions in two suitcases, we got on the train for the border. The ride was long, dusty, bumpy, but we were going to America. I was pregnant with your brother.” Hot red spots glowed on her cheeks. Not being particularly modest, my mother has no false modesty, either, so I wasn’t sure why mentioning her pregnancy embarrassed her. But as it turned out, that wasn’t it. She went on to say, “It was only at the border that we discovered my father had taken our money.”


“Oh, Ma,” I breathed.


“We talked about going back. But we already had visas to Hong Kong, which had taken some time to get. We decided to remain there. My cousin, who was our sponsor, had offered us a place to stay while we waited for our American visas. We went to her apartment. Instead of leaving for America we found jobs, then a tiny apartment of our own. I cleaned rooms in a hotel. After your brother was born, I left him with my cousin on her days off. She left her two children with me on mine. When your second brother was born, the same.” Surprising me, my mother smiled. “It was a hard life, but not an entirely terrible thing. Your father got a job washing dishes in a restaurant. He was hardworking, dependable. Always cheerful. Soon he was promoted to vegetable chopper, then to under-chef. In Hong Kong, your father learned to cook.”


My father had been a chef in great demand in Chinatown, restaurants always trying to poach him from each other, until finally he opened a place of his own.


“Also,” my mother said more slowly, “in Hong Kong, we learned to live in a city. In a tiny room in a tower, without grass, or rivers. We cooked in the hallway, with five other families. At first, I hated it. Then I became used to it. By the time we came to New York—to an apartment with its own kitchen, a great luxury at the time in Hong Kong—I was at peace with cities.”


“Ma,” I said. “About your father. I had no idea.”


“Of course you didn’t. Why would I tell my children such a shameful thing?”


“Did he ever say anything? About the money?”


“He said he’d taken it to double it for us, to give to us as a surprise. But things had not happened as he had hoped. The money was gone. He said—” She looked through her pale tea at the flowers painted on the inside of the cup. “He said that he was sorry.”
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Bill at the wheel, our rented Chevy Malibu rolled down the highway between dry yellow hills. Skeleton trees waved tangles of branches against charcoal clouds skidding across the sky. I gazed out the windows at the bleak midmorning. I’d stuffed my Uniqlo parka into my carry-on before the flight but now that we were here, I found I still needed a sweater over my shirt.


“Where’s the magnolia? The, what’s that stuff at the Botanical Gardens that smells so good? Bougainvillea—where’s the bougainvillea? And the cotton, for Pete’s sake, aren’t we way down south in the land of cotton?”


Bill glanced over at me. “It’s December.”


“They have winter here?”


“They do.”


“And strip malls. They have strip malls.”


We were heading down Highway 61, like in the Bob Dylan song, from the Memphis airport to Clarksdale, Mississippi.


“And what about those big plantation houses?” I said. “With the white columns and the wraparound porches to drink your mint juleps on? Where are they?”


“In Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana. Other parts of Mississippi, even, but not here. The Delta has some big plantations, but the mansions you mean are from before the Civil War, and the Delta wasn’t cleared and planted until after it. That war, by the way, is the War Between the States down here. That’s if people are being polite to Yankees. If they’re among friends, it’s the War of Northern Aggression.”


“Seriously? Still?”


“That’s white people, of course.”


“How do black people feel about that?”


“It’s complicated.”


“How can it be complicated? That was actually a rhetorical question. Racist is racist.”


“And Yankee is Yankee. Loyalty’s a thing that can be hard to pin down.”


The land began to flatten out. After another couple of miles, Bill turned the car off the highway. The new road was curvier and smaller, going through towns and areas of scattered houses, but there were still strip malls. And the trees were still bare.


“This isn’t what I expected,” I said.


“One thing about the South. Generally, even when you get what you expected, it turns out not to be what you thought.”


I watched out the window as the houses and malls slowly coagulated into suburban blocks on the outskirts of Clarksdale. “Look,” I said as we rolled down a residential street, passing lawns decorated with penguins, Santas, and oversized snow globes. “That yard sign says ‘Tam for Governor.’ You don’t suppose he’s another relative of mine?”


“You think if you had a cousin running for governor—even of Mississippi—your mother wouldn’t have told you?”


“At least fifty times. Good point. His name’s probably been shortened. It used to be Tamowitz.”


“Or Tam O’Shanter.”


“That’s not a name, it’s a hat.”


“Stetson. Bowler. Fedora. Panama.”


I narrowed my eyes at him. “Pith helmet.”


He laughed.


“Anyway,” I said, “there’s a sign that says ‘Vote Mallory for Governor.’ So Tamoshanterwitz isn’t a shoo-in.”


“And he may be in trouble, because his opponent isn’t a hat.”


We hit Clarksdale and found Captain Pete Tam’s house on a street of split-levels and ranches from the 1960s. Here were more Santas, reindeer, and piles of blow-up gifts, plus strings of lights in anything that resembled a fir tree. Not at Pete Tam’s, though. His house didn’t even have a wreath. I guess when you’ve had a murder in the family, Christmas cheer is in bad taste.


Like some of his neighbors’ houses, Pete Tam’s was showing its age. New vinyl siding had replaced old in irregular white patches on its flanks. Half the roof was dark gray asphalt tile; the other half, along a jagged seam, was brown.


“Sale on roofing at Lowe’s?” Bill asked. But the front lawn, though generously sprinkled with crabgrass, was neatly mowed, and a double line of dwarf shrubs escorted the flagstone walk to the door.


We parked and got out on the sidewalkless street. I could hear tree branches creaking, and the rustle of a stream at the bottom of the sloping backyards. The air smelled of fallen leaves and dampness.


Captain Pete Tam’s porch was a concrete pad with a rocking chair. The first thing that happened when I pressed the doorbell was nothing. Then a neighbor’s dog, behind a slat fence, began to bark.


The door opened. A smallish, wiry Asian man, maybe five foot six—but at that, still taller than I am—stood in the doorway. Under his sailor’s cap, his eyes twinkled and a wide smile shoved aside the creases at his mouth. According to my mother, Captain Pete Tam was fourteen years older than she was, which made him seventy-five. Could’ve fooled me. If you’d told me he was her age, I would’ve believed it; if you’d said he was younger, I would’ve felt disloyal, but probably would’ve believed that, too.


“You must be Cousin Lydia! Why didn’t you ring the bell?” He pushed the cap back on his forehead. “Well, well, if you don’t look just like your daddy.”


“I am. I did. I do?”


“You did? It’s defunct again? You sure do. Captain Pete Tam. Pleasure’s mine!” He stuck out his hand.


I shook it. “Lydia Chin. Bill Smith, my partner.”


“Pleased to meet you, Captain.” Bill, of course, at six foot three, towered over both of us.


“Same here. Yeah, HB, thanks!” Captain Pete called, and the next-door dog stopped barking.


“Captain Pete,” I said, “you knew my father?”


“Met him that time he came down. Stayed here with me, you know. I laid on a big banquet, right out there in the yard—oh that was a good time! Corn bread and ribs, moonshine till the cows came home. Took a liking to your dad, I did. Wasn’t surprised when he decided not to move down here, though.” He stepped aside and swept a hand back. “Come on in.”


The door opened directly into a living/dining room, with a kitchen off to the left and a hall that led to bedrooms on the right. Sprays of gladiolas, chrysanthemum bouquets, and rows of condolence cards crowded the dining room table, surrounding a photo of a serious, pudgy-faced man. A black ribbon wrapped its silver frame.


First things first. “Captain Pete,” I said, as he shut the door, “my mother asked me to extend her sympathy. She wants the funeral details so she can send flowers.”


Pete Tam’s face grew a bit more solemn. “Well, that’s right nice of her. Especially considering her and me never did see eye to eye. But the funeral, that’s waiting on some of this trouble to get cleared up.”


“The coroner hasn’t released the body?”


“Oh, no, he did. Leland’s over to Grace Funeral Home. I just don’t want to put him in the ground until Jefferson can be there.”


“Even if Jefferson’s in custody, they’d let him come to his father’s funeral, wouldn’t they?”


“Most likely, and if it has to be that way, we’ll do it. Happened last month, some lifer from down on Parchman got brought up here to his mama’s funeral in chains. But I was more hoping this would be gone by then.”


I looked at Bill. Considering that Jefferson was in jail on a homicide charge, to make this gone in time for the funeral would require some fast stepping. If making it gone could be done at all.


“But come on, you two, set yourselves down.” Captain Pete waved at a brown sofa and a pair of plaid armchairs, one showing a good deal more wear than the other, companionably facing a wooden coffee table. “I’ll get the tea. Hard trip?”


“No, no,” I said. “Smooth flight, easy drive. Can I help?”


“Got everything ready, just be a minute.” He headed for the kitchen.


“Walk in and there’s tea,” I whispered to Bill. “That’s how you know you’re in a Chinese home. What? What’s that grin for?”


Bill nodded to the kitchen doorway, through which Captain Pete was returning with a black lacquer tray. It held three tall glasses of ice, a plate of cookies, and a sweating pitcher. Oh—iced tea. Well, it was the South. Even if, as Bill had pointed out, it was December.


Unsurprisingly, after he’d poured the tea, Captain Pete dropped into the more tattered of the armchairs. My father’s easy chair had been shabby like that. He’d declared it “worn in” and would never let my mother even discuss reupholstering it. After he died, of course, there was no question of that. The chair is in the same position and condition still, and it’s the one my mother offers to particularly honored visitors.


I reached for a glass. Just before I sipped, I noticed Bill’s grin hadn’t changed. At the first taste, I knew why. Bill took a chug and covered for me. “God, I haven’t had sweet tea like this since I was a kid,” he said. “This is great.”


Sweet. There must have been a pound of sugar in that pitcher. Tea might have been what was making the water brown, but if it was I couldn’t taste it.


“Hah! Not a Yankee, then, Mr. Smith?”


“Bill. No, army brat from Louisville. When I joined up, it was the navy. Traveled a lot of the world but no one makes sweet tea like they do down here.”


“That’s the truth. Navy, that right? Me, too. Based where?”


“Diego Garcia.”


Captain Pete beamed. “Naples. With the Sixth Fleet.”


I left them to the bounding waves of memory while I pondered what would make an heir to one of the world’s oldest and most subtle culinary traditions give this liquid sugar-shock house room. Finally, I put down my glass and interrupted their male bonding session.


“The navy—is that why they call you Captain?” I asked my new-found relative.


“Here, Cousin Lydia, you must be hungry.” Pete Tam waved the plate of cookies in my direction.


“Oh, I’m good, thanks.”


Bill reached for a pink-frosted square. It’s always astounded me—how much sugar he can consume—but if this had been his childhood, I was starting to understand.


Pete put the plate down. “No, ‘Captain’ came later. In the navy I was just a squid, swabbing decks. Got out of the service, spent some time on the river. The Mississippi, that would be,” he explained to me, turning to Bill for fellow-Southerner confirmation. “Back then they still had the gambling boats. None of this hooey about casinos on islands. They’re not, you know. Islands. Just sandbars in the shallows, on a good day. That’s when I got to be the Captain, on those boats.” He raised the pitcher. “You folks need a topper? Bill, here you go. Lydia?”


“No, thanks,” I said hastily.


“Born and raised in Clarksdale,” Pete went on. “But always been too restless to stay. Keep coming back, though. You’re Delta born and bred, place kind of gets a hold of you. Well. Y’all ready to go see Jefferson?”


“Wait,” I said. “Before we meet him. You don’t think he . . . did this, right? Killed his father? So tell us what you think happened.”


Pete spread his hands. “Must’ve been some punk, probably a meth head, Lord knows we got enough of them around here. Tried to rob the place, Leland fought back, got himself stabbed for his trouble.”


“And Jefferson?”


“Happenstance. Came in, found him. Tried to see was he still alive, ended up covered in blood.”


“His prints were on the knife, weren’t they?”


“It’s a counter knife from the store! They cut up lunch meat with that thing.”


“Jefferson had made a sandwich recently? Or they don’t wash it much?”


Pete Tam scowled. “Leland’s not—wasn’t much of a housekeeper. Is that a crime?”


In Chinatown, where city inspectors popped in often and irregularly, it well might be. But maybe this was one of those things that was different in Mississippi.


“Was anything stolen?” I asked.


Captain Pete shook his head. “Cash register wasn’t even open,” he admitted to his glass of tea. “I guess seeing what they did scared them off.”


I glanced at Bill, who looked as unconvinced as I felt.


“Y’all didn’t come down here already having in mind that Jefferson’s guilty, did you?” Pete looked up. “Because if that’s how it is—”


“No, of course not,” I said. “We’re just looking for the lay of the land.” That seemed to me a fairly Southern way to put it, but it got no reaction. “The more we know, the more help we can be.”


Pete flattened his lips and nodded.


“All right, then,” I said. “Let’s go meet Jefferson.”


Bill threw back the rest of his tea and stood. “Our car or yours?”


“Yours,” Captain Pete answered. “I’m paying the gas either way, right? Seeing as I’m the client. So let’s put the mileage on the Avis.”


The rental was from Enterprise, but his point was valid. Although I wondered how much mileage we were talking about to the Coahoma County Jail, which was in Clarksdale just like we were. His point was also surprising; I wasn’t expecting to even get my expenses covered on this one.


I did what I had to do. “Don’t be silly, Captain Pete. I don’t take money from family.”


He wagged his finger. “Don’t you be silly, little lady. I’m a gambler but I’m nowise a freeloader. Your mama may think they’re one and the same, but they’re not. I respect the work people do even though most folks don’t respect mine.”


“Work?” It took me a minute. “You’re a professional gambler?”


“You bet.” He grinned; I guessed that was an old joke. “Like I said, after the service, I took to the river.”


“I thought you meant you worked on the riverboats.”


“Well, I sure did, but not the way you’re thinking of. From the day I quit the navy there was only one kind of deck I was interested in anymore. When the gambling boats thinned out, I went off to Reno, then Atlantic City, Vegas . . .” He smiled, a gleam in his eyes. “Been around, oh, I have. Macao, for a month once. Nassau, Niagara Falls. Those Indian casinos in Connecticut, but I didn’t like the weather. Came back to the river when they built the casinos. Still play them all, from St. Louis to Natchez. Never worked a straight job, ever. Nine-to-five, day shift, night shift—none of that for Captain Pete.”


We stepped out onto the porch, and he locked the door behind us. “Came across lots of folk like your mama, though. She didn’t want to know me.” He looked me in the eye. “On account, I guess, of your granddaddy.”


“You know about that?”


“Your daddy told me. It’s why you didn’t move here. He thought being stuck down here in a gambling family, not a lot of other Chinese folks around, that would be hard on her.”


Thus was answered the question of why I never knew about the Mississippi cousins.


I’d just clunked the Malibu’s door shut when a Coahoma County Sheriff’s cruiser screeched around the corner and rocked to a stop in front of us. We weren’t exactly parked in, but their intentions were clear.


“Oh, my good Lord.” In the back, Captain Pete blew out an exasperated breath. “Can’t that boy just drive up and park?”


“What boy?” I said.


“Gotta be Bert Lucknell.” He powered his window down. “We got regular po-lice here in Clarksdale,” he said, emphasizing the po, which I’d only heard in movies, “for giving out traffic tickets and looking to see if your window’s broken on both sides. The big stuff gets handed off to the sheriff, Montel Bradley. You got bad luck, deputy who shows up is Bert Lucknell.”


Two big men, one black and one white, both wearing mirrored sunglasses, lumbered out of the cruiser. The black one, in uniform, walked over by Bill’s door with his hand hanging loosely near his holster. The white one wore khakis, with the lumpy bulge of a gun under his sport jacket. He leaned in Pete’s window.


“Afternoon, Pete. Speak to you for a minute?”


He turned his Ray-Bans to me, to Bill. He nodded, said, “How you folks doing?” and turned back to Captain Pete as though that hadn’t been a question. “We’re looking for Jefferson.”


Captain Pete pushed his hat back. “Don’t Montel give y’all a morning briefing, like on TV? You’ve got Jefferson down at the jail, two days now. Where you been, Bert?”


“Well, I been right here, doing my job. And you said that wrong, Pete. Had. We had him down at the jail. The boy went and broke himself out this morning.”
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