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The news swept back and forth through Chinatown all afternoon: Big Brother Choi was dead.

I heard it early, though not in Chinatown. Mary Kee and I were sitting in Washington Square Park in the late-day fall sunshine, drinking mango tea and watching a magic show by the fountain. To the music of a nearby string band a red-rouged young Black man pulled coins from the ears of giggling children. When Mary’s phone sang “I Fought the Law,” she sighed.

I said, “Don’t answer.”

“Girlfriend, you don’t mean that. That’s Chris’s ring.” She slipped the phone out.

“Oh! Answer.”

Chris Chiang is a detective third grade at the Fifth Precinct, in the center of Chinatown. Mary’s a detective second grade. Since Chris made detective, they’d been partnered. Cops’ days off aren’t sacrosanct to top brass, but they are to other cops. If Chris was calling Mary on her day off, something big must have happened.

Mary leaned forward, curling around the phone to make a sound shield. “Hi… Yeah… No problem. What’s up?… Wow. When? How?… Okay, well, that’s good… Yeah, it still could be for sure… Okay, thanks, Chris.”

“So?” I said as she clicked off. The magician gave a little girl a marker so she could write her name on a ping-pong ball.

“No immediate crisis.”

The magician put the ping-pong ball in a hat, turned the hat over, and shook. When nothing fell out he mugged a big puzzled look at the crowd.

“But a later-on crisis?”

“Chris was just giving me a heads-up. Big Brother Choi died.”

“Wow. What happened?”

“Massive heart attack. Not to worry, there.”

I hadn’t really been worried. It wasn’t likely Big Brother Choi had been rubbed out by a rival tong leader and a Chinatown tong war was about to start. Those ham-handed days were largely gone.

But Mary’s “there” implied something else, and I knew what it was, the reason Chris Chiang had called. A seismic shudder was about to move through the streets we’d grown up on.

Our high school physics prof had told us that nature abhors a vacuum.

So does power.

The magician, who’d been rubbing his chin in thought, brightened. He tiptoed over to a boy in a baseball cap, pointed to get the crowd staring that way, and lifted the cap. The ping-pong ball with the girl’s name on it was perched on the boy’s head.



Doing errands in Chinatown in the late afternoon, I heard the news again and again. Older merchants looked over their shoulders and whispered it to customers; middle-aged ladies in the park set their lips and nodded knowingly; young punks pulled on their cigarettes and sneered that it was about time.

My mother, when I got home, asked me if I’d heard the news.

I was tempted to yawn and say, “Oh, you mean about Big Brother Choi? Yeah, hours ago,” just to mess with her, but she was clearly bursting, so I said, “What news?”

“Your brother has been promoted.”

Oh. Clutch-stomping gear change.

“Which brother?” I asked automatically. I have four older brothers. When my mother speaks of one of her children to another, she rarely says who she means. We’re just supposed to know. I’ve always thought that was a little unfair because when she’s talking about me to them, they don’t have to think very hard. This time, though, my question was just a reflex. I’d already worked it out.

Of my brothers, one—Andrew—is a freelance photographer, so if it was him, he’d promoted himself. The other three are an organic chemistry professor, an ER doctor, and a lawyer. Ted’s full professorship is a tenured, endowed chair, so there’s not very far up for him to go. Elliott loves working the ER so much that I don’t think he’d leave it even if they offered to make him head of the hospital. And Tim is my mother’s favorite. So I had a suspicion, but I asked anyway.

“Tien-Hua, of course.”

Right. Tim.

“He made partner? Ma, that’s wonderful.”

Tim and I haven’t always gotten along. Until I was born he was the baby, so there’s an understandable resentment there; also, he’s a stodgy judgmental know-it-all wet blanket and has been since we were kids.

Still, he was young to make partner at his white-shoe law firm, and Asian, and this was something he’d wanted badly. At giant corporate firms like Harriman McGill it’s up or out. Tim was in mergers and acquisitions, and he liked the work, probably because it was as boring as he was. A new job in another top firm would be hard to come by if he was passed over for promotion at Harriman. No wonder Ma was beaming.

“I’ll call him,” I said. “After I put the groceries away.”

“Yes, I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear your congratulations. Also, in case you don’t know this yet, Big Brother Choi is dead.”
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So who is this guy?” Bill Smith, my partner, brought me a mug of jasmine green from the tea stash I keep at his place. I’d had dinner with my mother—chicken chow fun—and headed out to Bill’s Tribeca apartment. I’d said I had to work late. That was the “don’t tell” part. My mother did the “don’t ask.” I’m positive she knows about the change in my relationship with Bill, but I don’t think she’s quite ready to hear it out loud. In some situations, timing is everything.

“Who?” I asked. “My brother Tim?” I mean, I had to mess with someone.

“No, funny person, the other brother, Big Brother Choi. I know which one Tim is. He’s the one who dislikes me most.”

“He’s actually the only one who still dislikes you at all. Ted and Elliott have moved on to ‘you know, he’s okay,’ and Andrew thinks you’re great.”

“A wondrous family is Chin. I think Gertrude Stein wrote that. I like Andrew, too. Now. Big Brother Choi?”

“Chinatown OG. Sent here from Hong Kong in the late eighties specifically to take over the New York branch of the Li Min Jin tong. Li Min Jin, ‘Upright People Will Advance.’ What’s so funny?”

“I’m picturing the opposite. An army of lounging soldiers.”

I’d have snorted, but that’s my mother’s signature response, and I’m trying to avoid it. “The Li Min Jin was a mess when he got here. The Hong Kong leadership sent him because the New York leader was weak and the members were all double-crossing and backstabbing each other.”

“Literally?”

I shrugged. “It’s a tong. In Choi’s day he was a terror. He whipped the tong into shape and got to work. The Li Min Jin was smaller than some of the other tongs, but Choi was big on encroaching on other guys’ territories, which really isn’t done. There was always pushback, which meant violence. It’s kind of surprising no one bumped him off back then. They might’ve, except in the nineties he made some kind of alliance with one of the other small tongs, which also isn’t done. The Ma Tou—the Horsehead tong.”

“Why isn’t it done?”

“Because tongs are sworn brotherhoods. Like family. You may not be crazy about your family”—Bill isn’t, about his—“but you don’t have two at once.”

“Unless you get married. That’s the traditional way powerful families make alliances.”

“True. But the tongs generally don’t allow women soldiers, so there’s no one to marry.”

“Missing a good bet. If I had an army, I’d have you in it.”

“I’d have to see the perks before I enlisted.”

“They’re numerous and varied. So if it isn’t done, why did they do it?”

“Why Choi did it is obvious—it gave him power. Almost doubled his territory. Within a year or so the head of the Ma Tou—a guy named Long Lo—released his soldiers from their oaths and faded away. The soldiers who wanted to joined the Li Min Jin. The real question was always what was in it for Long Lo.”

“Maybe he just wanted to retire.”

“He was still relatively young. I guess he might’ve seen the writing on the wall. Over time the tongs have lost a lot of power, and the gangs they ran. Gang kids grow up. They go straight or to prison. Not that Chinatown doesn’t still have corruption, self-dealing, and general evil. But now it’s more like everywhere else.”

“Meaning?”

“Small-time crime’s still all over the place—illegal gambling, people getting mugged, merchants cheating customers—but the big-ticket stuff has gotten more… abstract. Cerebral. White collar. And more integrated with the rest of the city. Your corruption is now our corruption.”

“The melting pot, a beautiful thing.”

I sipped my tea. “Though to give him his due, speaking of integrated corruption, Big Brother Choi popped up on the right side of an issue a few months ago. You know the proposal for the corner of Bayard and Mott? Phoenix Towers? Twenty stories, mixed middle-income and luxury housing, which by the time it’s built I guarantee you will have morphed into all luxury? ‘Unanticipated construction costs, Mr. Mayor. We need this variance to make our investment back, and New York really better think about keeping us developers happy or we’ll take our construction jobs and by the way our campaign contributions elsewhere.’ With community facilities on the ground floor as the lipstick on the pig?”

Bill grinned. “I do declare, your speech has gotten more colorful since we went down south.”

“Oh, shut up,” I suggested, though I suspected he was right. “Anyway, the holdout property for Phoenix Towers is the Li Min Jin building. Second one in on Bayard, with the curved roof eaves? They actually imported the tiles for those from China, in the late 1800s. Phoenix Towers can’t proceed without that property. It’s smack in the middle of the parcel the developer’s trying to put together. He’s got commitments on the rest, but each one’s contingent on his getting all the others, or the deals are off. Tim says that’s fairly common in real estate.”

“You talked to Tim about this project?”

“He just made partner, so I called to congratulate him. While we were on the phone we talked about Big Brother Choi, like everyone else in Chinatown is doing. Tim’s treasurer of the Chinatown Heritage Society, so he’s been following the Phoenix Towers project pretty closely. I asked what he thought would happen with it now.”

“Holy cow, you asked Tim a question? You must have really wanted to know.”

“I had my mansplaining filters set to industrial strength. But yeah, I did want to know. He said it probably depends on who rises to the top of the tong. It was Big Brother Choi who was absolutely refusing to sell. Apparently, though, there’s another faction.”

“It was Choi’s decision to make? The tong’s building?”

“Probably not, in a legal sense, but no one went up against him.”

“And now they might.”

“If they do, they’d better do it soon. Tim’s very put out at the timing of Choi’s death.”

“So’s Choi, I bet. What’s Tim’s problem?”

“Where do you want me to start? But about this, he says there’s some kind of deadline on all the commitments at the end of this month. Owners can pull out, and a couple of them already said they would if the developer hasn’t put the parcel together, because they don’t want their real estate tied up forever in a pipe dream.”

“Are we thinking then that Choi may have been helped along that lonesome road?”

“I’m sure a lot of people are, but Mary says no. On the contrary, the pathologist at the autopsy apparently wondered how anyone with arteries like that lived as long as he did. So the developer may get a chance to buy the building after all. Which Tim is taking very personally.”

“Poor Tim. But listen, I have to ask. Keeping that development from happening is the good guy side? Isn’t the developer Chinese American?”

I lowered my tea. “This is you playing devil’s advocate, right? That’s obnoxious, you know. Of course it’s the good guy side. Jackson Ting may have Chinese parents, but when did that ever stop anyone from being a greedy SOB? He climbed up on his charm and other people’s money from his dad’s half-dozen middle-class apartment buildings in Queens to much bigger projects in Manhattan. Now he’s out to prove he can play with the big kids. If he has to trash Chinatown to prove it, well, you can’t stop progress.”

“That’s what’ll happen if Phoenix Towers gets built?”

“Come on. Twenty stories on the narrowest streets in New York? That whole gentrification thing? Hipsters and new Google hires moving in? Pardon my language, but, white people?” I resettled in my chair and glared at him. “Every time you do that, you raise my blood pressure.”

“The realities of sociology and politics in Chinatown are not as clear to outsiders as to you. I rely upon you for guidance.”

I sighed. “Sometimes you’re such an ass.”

“No argument. So, assuming everything you just said is correct—which obviously there’s no question it is, since it’s you—what was a Chinatown OG doing on the good guy side?”

I glared a little more, then relaxed. “No one’s sure, actually. The cynics think he was just holding out for a better offer from Ting, squeezing him as the deadline got near. I don’t think that’s it, though. I think Choi was a crook, but he was Chinatown’s crook. And a part of Chinatown was his. He saw Phoenix Towers as a threat to his domain, and he wasn’t going to let it happen.”

“And that’s why his death is a big deal?”

“Part of why.”

“What’s the other part?”

I was about to explain about the protection rackets, the gambling dens, all the old-time criminal small businesses Big Brother Choi and the Li Min Jin had been running that might seem attractive now for a little strong-arm takeover action, plus, of course, the succession fight in the tong itself. But as I opened my mouth, my phone rang. I checked the screen. “I think we might be going to find out,” I said. “It’s Grandfather Gao.”
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The next morning promptly at eight Bill and I presented ourselves at Grandfather Gao’s door.

“I’m sorry to bring you out so early.” Grandfather Gao, who wasn’t really my grandfather, admitted us to his herb shop, which to me was much more than an herb shop.

My father died when I was thirteen. I took it hard, boiling with rage I didn’t know what to do with. My mother started sending me to the old herbalist to pick up this or that, many more remedies and tonics than we’d ever needed before. Although my fury at the world made me resent being my mother’s errand girl, going to the herb shop was an errand I never minded. Before Grandfather Gao started to grind the required herbs with his mortar and pestle, he’d put the kettle on. Once he’d made the medicinal mixture and folded it in white paper tied with red string, we’d sit in the dim, incense-sweet shop and drink tea together as though I, the angry fatherless thirteen-year-old baby of my family, were an honored customer. He’d ask about school; he’d ask about my brothers; he’d ask what I thought of this or that. He himself often spoke in nature metaphors I didn’t understand, but I knew he was wise, and he was interested in what I had to say, and that was enough.

Grandfather Gao had also been then, and was still, a senior advisor to the San Ge Xiongdi—the Three Brothers—tong.

“It’s not that early, Grandfather,” I said. For me that was true. Bill had grumbled all through his coffee, something about civilized hours. I’d ignored him.

“I’m so happy to see you, Chin Ling Wan-Ju,” said Grandfather Gao. “Also you, Mr. Smith.”

“Always an honor, Mr. Gao.”

Grandfather Gao, who had seemed old to me when I was thirteen, was ancient now, but still unstooped and agile. He locked the door behind us—the shop opened at ten, the reason he’d asked us to come early—and led us past the counters with their jars and bowls, the cabinets behind them stacked high with drawers full of flowers and leaves and stems. The aromas of the wares blended with the sweet smoke of the incense on the shelf in front of the figure of Guan Yu, guardian of commerce. In the sitting area, the teapot was already in the center of the low lion-footed table. A woman sat in one of the elaborately carved rosewood chairs.

“Please,” said Grandfather Gao. “Honor me by joining us.” He spoke in English, I assumed for Bill’s benefit. “Chin Ling Wan-Ju, Mr. Bill Smith, allow me to present Wu Mao-Li.”

The woman gave a smile and a brief nod of the head. She looked a little older than I, maybe mid-thirties. Even though she was sitting, I could tell she was tall. She had high cheekbones and an elegant oval face. Her glossy black hair was styled in a trendy but short low-maintenance cut. She wore brown slacks, a pale brown sweater, flat ankle boots, and a confident air. Around her neck a jade circle, a bi, hung from a gold chain. I wear one myself, though mine’s smaller. So do all my brothers. It’s a common baby gift among Chinese people. Jade’s said to offer protection. My father started saving up for mine when they realized my mother was pregnant. It took him until my second birthday, so the family story goes, to pay it off.

Grandfather Gao, with a smile, offered me a pillow to put behind me on the rosewood chair, as he had when I was young and the chair much too big for me. I accepted it; the chair was still big. He poured tea.

“I trust your family is well?” Grandfather Gao said to me. He knew better than to ask after Bill’s family.

“Yes, thank you, Grandfather. Everyone’s fine.” I sipped my tea; a scented green, very subtle. “Tien-Hua has just been made a partner in his firm.”

“I’m happy to hear that. Please send him my congratulations.”

“I will. Your children and grandchildren are also well?”

“Yes, they are. Thank you for asking.”

I asked specifically about Grandfather Gao’s youngest grandson, who’d been a classmate of mine at PS 124. Grandfather Gao asked about my nieces and nephews. Once everyone had been reported on, the requirements of courtesy were fulfilled, and we could move on to why we were here.

“I’m sure you’ve heard about the passing of Choi Meng,” Grandfather Gao began. “Meng” is Chinese for “elder brother,” but it occurred to me it might also have been Big Brother Choi’s actual name.

“Yes, we have.”

“He was the uncle of Wu Mao-Li.” Grandfather Gao nodded to the woman sitting beside him.

“Please,” she said to me and Bill, “call me Mel.” Her voice was smooth, authoritative, and perfectly pitched for the space, neither too loud nor too soft. The voice you’d use chairing a board meeting or running a seminar. “Though I can see you’re surprised at my name,” she said to me with an amused smile.

My cheeks grew warm. “In that pronunciation—”

“It’s a masculine name, yes. Uncle Meng was my mother’s older brother, so she invited him to choose the names of her children. He picked boy’s names so when jealous spirits heard our parents talk about us they’d go looking for sons to steal and ignore daughters. Also, in the human realm, he wanted the same thing—for people not to dismiss us before they met us because we were women. My English name is Melanie, but I’ve always been called Mel. My younger sister is Natalie. Nat.”

“You’re saying Big Brother Choi was a feminist? I didn’t know that,” I said.

“In a lot of areas he held traditional views, but in others, he could be fairly progressive.”

“You knew your uncle well?”

“My mother brought us here often when we were children. Nat and I loved coming to Chinatown. But we were raised in Scarsdale. My Chinese is pretty rudimentary.” She glanced at Grandfather Gao. He nodded again, apparently a signal for her to continue. “Uncle Meng introduced me to Mr. Gao back then. I understood they were rivals, but Uncle Meng said if I ever needed anything and he wasn’t around, I should come here. To Mr. Gao.”

“Choi Meng,” said Grandfather Gao, “in many of his dealings, was not the most honorable of men.” He looked steadily at Mel Wu as he said that, and she returned his look. “But,” he continued, “he loved his family sincerely. If he thought I could be of help to his sister’s daughter, it is my honor to try.”

“I guess us being here means you think we can help, too,” I said. “What kind of help do you need, Mel? And call me Lydia.”

“Uncle Meng has left the Bayard Street building to me.”
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I looked at the three other people sitting around the low table in the shadows of Grandfather Gao’s herb shop: Bill, Grandfather Gao himself, and a woman who had just inherited a hornet’s nest. “Wait,” I said. “The Li Min Jin building? Big Brother Choi actually owned it?”

“He leased it to the Li Min Jin for a dollar a year,” Mel Wu said. “It’s all legal, the paperwork’s correct.” She smiled. “The Li Min Jin is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit.”

“A nonprofit? Seriously?”

“They sponsor martial arts clubs, bands, sports teams, school trips. Plantings in the park. A widows and orphans fund.”

Uh-huh. And they make widows and orphans. Either growing up in Scarsdale makes you so naïve that Mel Wu really didn’t know what the Li Min Jin was, or she wasn’t fazed by the whole tong thing. I was putting my money on the second.

“I called Uncle Meng’s lawyer yesterday,” she said, “to tell him Uncle Meng was gone. He called me back an hour later, once he’d found and reread the will. The estate”—she gave a small smile—“the part in legit bank accounts and so on, anyway, goes to Nat and me evenly, outside of small trusts for her kids. But the surprise is the building. It turns out yes, he did own it. The lawyer told me that when Uncle Meng came here from Hong Kong in the eighties and took over the Li Min Jin, they were renting that building, as they always had. The landlord was a minor tong member who’d inherited it from his tong member father, et cetera. But the tong had never bothered to buy it. After the merger with the other tong, Uncle Meng did. He said he wanted his family to always have a home. Then about five years ago, it seems, he filed a new deed making both of us, himself and me, what’s called joint tenants with right of survivorship. He never told me, but there’s no reason he would have had to. Aside from avoiding my jaw dropping when I found out.”

My jaw was mentally dropping, too. “What about the Li Min Jin? Do they know the building isn’t coming to them?”

“They know he owned it, obviously. Whether they know he left it to me and not them, I don’t know.”

“But you know what kind of position you’re in now?”

“If you mean, am I aware of how badly half the Li Min Jin wants to keep the building and the other half wants to sell it for the fortune they think they’d make, yes. Though since it’s mine, if I do sell it, there’d be nothing in it for them. Legally.”

“Legally,” Bill said, speaking for the first time, as Grandfather Gao leaned forward to refill my cup. “But they might come around for a piece of the action anyway.”

“I’m sure they would.” Nope, not fazed. “But as it happens, I’m inclined not to sell. It’s obvious Uncle Meng wanted the Phoenix Towers project stopped. That’s fine with me.”

“You’re against the project?” Bill asked.

“From what I’ve seen the community doesn’t want it. The Chinatown Heritage Society doesn’t want it. Uncle Meng didn’t want it. That might be enough for me, but also, taking the larger urban-planning view, it might be a mistake on the part of the city to sacrifice the character of Chinatown and the tourist dollars it attracts for the transient value of two years’ worth of construction jobs. Not to mention the value in human terms of residents not being gentrified out of their homes.”

Oh my God, Mel Wu talked like Tim. She must have caught the look on my face because she smiled. “I’m a real estate attorney. Tenants’ rights, housing justice, environmental justice, that sort of thing.” Her smile wasn’t actually confrontational, though I did get the feeling that words like “bleeding heart” would be better left unsaid. “I’m not anti-development across the board. Sometimes it’s a necessary evil, and other times it can be an actual good. Between us, I think Jackson Ting’s a jerk, but that wouldn’t stop me from supporting a project of his I believed in. Not this one, though. I think Phoenix Towers is a mistake.”

“You think he’s a jerk—you mean you know him? I guess that makes sense, both of you being real estate people.”

“That’s true, and our paths do sometimes cross professionally, but I’ve known Jackson since middle school.”

“But you’re from Scarsdale, isn’t that what you said? I thought he was from some fancy part of Queens.”

“Forest Hills. But he went to Winter Prep, in Valhalla, with me and my sister. He was in my class.”

“Long commute.”

“It’s a boarding school,” Bill said, with a tiny smile. Wise guy. He really does know the strangest things.

I asked Mel Wu, “Does Ting know you’re against his project?”

“We haven’t had any reason to discuss it, though he knows what I do for a living, so he might have guessed. So far I’ve just been watching as an outsider. Now I have a chance to step in. Nat, her kids, and I are Uncle Meng’s only living relatives, and I’d like to do as he wanted. Though that creates its own problems.”

“Like what?”

“I’m an attorney, an officer of the court. I can’t be landlady to a tong, nonprofit or not.” That nailed shut the naïveté question. “If I keep the building, I’ll have to evict the Li Min Jin. Evictions in New York are difficult by design. The building is what New York City law classifies as a clubhouse, meaning essentially short-term stays, though Uncle Meng did live there. In theory, it would be an easier eviction than other residential types, but it would still carry a whole host of difficulties.”

Difficulties. I thought about what might happen if Mel Wu from Scarsdale tried to evict the Li Min Jin.

“I suppose,” she said, “I could serve them papers and then call the sheriff when they don’t leave, but it’s not much of a stretch from there to imagine an armed standoff on Bayard Street. I don’t want to be responsible for that.”

“But what will you do?”

“I don’t know yet. I could try to buy them out, though what Uncle Meng left me doesn’t come close to what Jackson’s offering for the building.”

“But his money wouldn’t come to them if you took the offer, anyway.”

“As your partner pointed out”—Mel Wu nodded at Bill—“legally, it wouldn’t, but they’d want a share. A deal-sweetener, to facilitate their peacefully vacating as the law requires.” She grinned wryly. “Or I could hand the whole building over to the Chinatown Heritage Society and make it their problem.”

That made me grin, too. “My brother’s society treasurer. The one I just told Grandfather Gao made partner at his law firm. I’d kind of love to see him in that position.”

“What firm?”

“Harriman McGill.”

“That’s impressive. Is he in the real estate department?”

“No, M and A.”

“Well, you might get the chance. I’ll have to decide soon.”

The room fell silent. “Mel,” I said, “it seems like you have all this thought out and you know what you’re doing. I mean, I’m happy to meet you, but why are we here?”

Grandfather Gao refilled the teacups again. Mel said, “As I said, Uncle Meng lived in the building. The whole top floor was his apartment. He was classified as the super.”

“Well, in a way I guess he was.”

“In a way. I need to go up there. In addition to inheriting the building, I’m also the executor of the estate. I need to know what else is in the apartment, other papers, valuables. I’d also like to generally check out the building. And I’ve gotten a call from Mr. Chang. Chang Yao-Zu. He’s Uncle Meng’s chief lieutenant.”

“So he’s currently the tong leader?”

“Yes, I suppose so, but that’s not why he called. He says there are things Uncle Meng wanted me to know. Things Uncle Meng didn’t want to write down but that may bear on my handling of the building’s future. So I called Mr. Gao to ask whether he thought it would be all right if I went to the building alone. I’m used to inspecting property, but this seemed an exceptional situation.”

“Very prudent,” Grandfather Gao said. “My answer was, it would be improper.” By which he might have also meant dangerous, but he didn’t say that. “Clearly I can’t accompany Mao-Li myself. I suggested perhaps you would be willing to go. As you speak Chinese.” He smiled at Bill. “You also, Mr. Smith.”

“As I am so large,” Bill said.

“Precisely.”

“We’d be glad to,” I said to Mel Wu. I glanced at Bill, who nodded. If truth be told I was dying to have a look inside the Li Min Jin building, and at Big Brother Choi’s apartment. “When were you thinking of going?”

“Mr. Chang asked if we could delay our meeting until after the funeral. I think what he was really saying, in case I needed a hint, was that it would be in aggressively bad taste for me to go to the building before then. He suggested Wednesday morning.”

“You’re not worried something might… disappear from the apartment in that time?”

“Why, just because everyone in the building is a bunch of gangsters?”

“That’s kind of what I meant, yes.”

“Mr. Chang was intensely loyal to Uncle Meng. He’ll have people protecting Uncle Meng’s door until it’s clear who has the right to enter. He’d also protect me if I needed it, but I don’t want to put him in that position.”

“Very thoughtful.”

“I have no reason to make his life harder. I think he might have trouble holding the tong together as it is. He’s a rather cold, formal man, but I’ve known him all my life. He used to slip us candies when we went to visit Uncle Meng. I’m happy to respect his wishes. Can you meet me at the building Wednesday?”

“Absolutely,” I said.

Grandfather Gao spoke. “When you go, please do not go armed. The Li Min Jin might consider that a deliberate provocation.”

“Of course,” I said, looking at Bill to make sure he agreed.

“And will you come to the funeral, too?” Mel Wu said. “And to the cemetery afterward, if you have the time? I’d like to establish your presence.”

“Yes, of course, if you like.” Translation: Try to keep me away.

Mel Wu looked at Grandfather Gao, who nodded. “Wah Wing Sang,” Mel said. “Tuesday, ten o’clock.”
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Bill and I walked past the line of shiny black cars draped with white and yellow flowers, the hearse at the front holding a large black-framed photo of Big Brother Choi on its roof, and entered Wah Wing Sang Funeral Home at 9:45 Tuesday morning.

The establishment was using its largest room for the Choi funeral, and even so the place was so crowded with mourners, so thick with incense smoke, and so choked with bouquets and wreaths you could hardly move. Striking in a severely simple black suit, Mel Wu stood near the coffin on its flower-draped altar. Beside her was a young woman also in a black suit, but one with more cutting-edge flair. She looked so much like Mel she could only be her younger sister, Natalie. Next to Natalie a bear-sized white man held the hand of a small boy and carried a baby in his arms.

At the altar’s head hovered a thin-haired, long-faced older man. At its foot three more people stood. The one closest to the coffin, surprisingly, was a woman. Her hair was cut short, and she had tattoos on the backs of her hands. Like the men in the room, she wore a black suit and tie. Straight-backed and sharp-faced, her age around fifty, she was younger than the guy at the altar’s head but no more friendly-looking. To her left, a tall young man with an athlete’s bearing had a don’t-mess-with-me squint in his eyes, although who’d mess with anyone at a funeral I wasn’t sure. I had a feeling I knew him, but his name didn’t pop up. Beside him scowled a bony stoop-shouldered man around the same age as the guy at the head. If these were the top soldiers of the Li Min Jin, as the honor guard locations implied, the office Christmas party must be a blast.

A steady stream of people were stepping up to the Wu sisters to offer condolences. Bill and I joined the line.

“Ah. Lydia, Bill, thank you for coming,” said Mel when we reached her. “This is Natalie Wu Harris, my sister, and her husband, Paul.” Natalie shared Mel’s high cheekbones and glossy black hair, though Natalie’s was long and pinned into a classy chignon. The calm poise, though, was missing, replaced by a coiled impatience. I got the sense that standing around greeting people at a gangster’s funeral was not her idea of a good time, although I thought it was less the gangster’s funeral and more the standing around that seemed to be the problem. I got another sense, too: that each Wu sister was used to getting her way, though likely by different means.

Natalie and I shook hands. “Good to meet you. Mel’s told me about you,” she said. Laying a hand on the shoulder of the boy beside her, she said, “This is Matthew. Matty, say hello to Lydia and Bill.”

The boy, somewhere around four and wearing a navy-blue suit, craned his neck to look up at me, stuck out an obedient hand, and said, “Hello.”

“Hello, Matthew,” I said, as did Bill when his turn came.

Mel said, “Matty, tell Lydia and Bill who that is.” She pointed to the wide-eyed toddler in Paul Harris’s huge arms.

“My sister, Emily,” the boy said promptly. He reached a hand up and held the baby’s foot in a proprietary move.

“She’s lucky to have you,” I said. Matthew gave a solemn nod.

Mel stepped back to include the older man and spoke again. “Lydia Chin, Bill Smith, this is Chang Yao-Zu. He was a close friend of Uncle Meng’s.” The man at his post at the head of the casket gave us a nod. We offered our pleased-to-meet-yous, expressed condolences, and moved across the room out of the way.

“So that’s Chang, now the boss man,” Bill said.

“And who is that woman at the other end of the coffin?”

“The exception that proves the rule? You said the tongs generally don’t have women soldiers, but you didn’t say never.”

“She’s got to be. And those are the honor guard spots, at the head and foot. She must not only be a soldier, she must have rank. How about that? I guess Big Brother Choi really was a feminist.”

“And the young guy next to her?”

“I think I know him but I can’t—oh, wait! Ironman! Ironman Ma. He was in Ted’s class at school. He was a weightlifter, always working out, that’s why they called him that. I didn’t know he’d joined the tong. He must be somebody, too, to be standing at the coffin.”

“Maybe besides being a feminist, Big Brother Choi was a sports fan,” Bill said. “What about the other one? The one who looks like Scrooge?”

“I have no idea who that is. A fun-looking bunch, huh?”

“A scream. So what happens now?”

“Just do what I do.” I walked to the coffin and bowed in respect. Bill did the same.

Big Brother Choi, in suit and tie, was laid out in a casket lined in white satin. The embalmer had no doubt done the best job he could—this was Big Brother Choi, after all—but as usual at an open-casket funeral, I was creeped out by the makeup, the careful positioning of the hands, the attempt to make this empty shell seem to still contain life.

As we moved back from the coffin, a somber-faced gent from the funeral home offered me three sticks of incense. After a tiny pause he offered three to Bill, too. We lit them off the flames in an urn and, again bowing, stuck them in the sand in another, larger urn, where many sticks of incense lit by earlier arrivals already smoldered. I’d brought a stack of hell money. I gave half to Bill, and we returned to the first, fiery urn and threw the bills into the flames. They curled, blackened, and spiraled into the air as smoke, so Big Brother Choi wouldn’t go needy into the next world.

Bill and I took seats on padded folding chairs. I saw Mary Kee and Chris Chiang, both in black trousers, polished black crepe-soled shoes, and leather jackets, standing against the rear wall with a Black man who was also dressed as they were. I had to smile at the sight of them. Undercover cops can disappear inside their disguises, but plainclothes cops can be spotted a mile away. The comings and goings at the funeral of a major gangster of any ethnic group are irresistible to the NYPD. I wondered who the Black man was.

The chairs were starting to fill when a stir in the crowd made me turn to the door. Grandfather Gao, erect and elegant in a beautifully tailored black suit and open overcoat, had just come in, accompanied by two other senior members of the Three Brothers tong. Some of the faces of the men in the crowd hardened; these must have been Li Min Jin members. But this was their leader’s funeral. They disliked the Three Brothers representatives out of loyalty and custom, but the insult if they hadn’t come would have been much worse.

I looked around to see if I could spot soldiers from the other tongs. A chubby older man with his hands folded over his belly looked familiar. So did a bald fellow whose sharp, darting glances were emphasized by his wire-rimmed glasses. A tall man, a little younger than those two, making him not yet sixty, was seated near the front. He didn’t look familiar, but the aura of barely concealed threat emanating from him was the same as theirs. One or two more also caught my eye. I wondered if I was being observant, or just paranoid.

Grandfather Gao and his companions greeted the Wu sisters, bowed to Big Brother Choi, lit and placed their incense, burned their hell notes, and sat.

The receiving line continued. I looked around again, this time to see who of the Chinatown who’s-who was here.

“Uh-oh,” Bill muttered to me. “The jig is up.”

I turned to see the Wu sisters’ hands being pressed by a dignified middle-aged woman in a dark business suit and a pillbox hat. Beside her was my brother Tim.

“How did you know?” I said. “That’s exactly how I always feel when I see him where I don’t expect him. Like he caught me up to something. Probably because he was always tattling on me when we were kids.”

“Probably because you were always up to something. So what’s he doing here?”

At that moment Tim, reaching for incense from the undertaker, caught my eye. I smiled. He frowned. What else was new? He and his companion walked to the urns.

“The woman he’s with,” I said to Bill. “Adele Fong. From an old Chinatown family. Executive director of the Chinatown Heritage Society. Tim’s the treasurer. I guess resisting development makes strange bedfellows.”

“Tim and Adele Fong?”

“Tim, Adele Fong, and Big Brother Choi.”

Luckily all the chairs near us were taken. Adele Fong and Tim found seats a few rows ahead and across the aisle. Tim gave me another frown, I gave him another smile, and he turned and faced forward.

While the Buddhist monks were beginning to line up around the coffin to start the ceremony, the door opened again. Jackson Ting slipped in and took a seat in the back.

Faces hardened at Ting’s entrance, too, more than just those of the Li Min Jin men. He and his Phoenix Towers project weren’t popular around here. Ting calmly crossed his legs, set his handsome face in an attitude of respectful reverence, and sat waiting for the ceremony to begin. He seemed completely relaxed; in fact he radiated the kind of unperturbed composure that read as confidence but not arrogance. It was a smart move, I thought, to show up here. Paying respects at the funeral of an elder, a powerful community leader, crook or not, adversary or not, showed an appreciation of protocol and correctness that might soften some hearts.

The next hour was filled with chanting and gongs, prayers and eulogies, bowing and incense. Finally everyone stood. The coffin was closed. Eight hard-faced men hefted it onto their shoulders, slow-walked it from the chapel, and slid it into the waiting hearse. As the funeral band tuned up, the mourners filed out to the sidewalk. Mary, Chris, and the Black cop slipped out first, to stand across the street by the park. Chris used a small camera to snap photos of the action, sometimes directed by the Black guy.

People once again lined up to press the hands of the Wu sisters and receive from one or the other of them a small red envelope containing coins. The generosity of a red-envelope gift from the family would cancel out any ill luck accruing to the mourners from proximity to the dead. Bill and I went up also, shook hands, murmured condolences, and accepted our red envelopes. We moved down the sidewalk and watched people pay their respects. Among them were my brother Tim and Adele Fong. Adele spoke to Nat while Tim took Mel’s hand in both of his and spoke earnestly, which was his only mode besides sarcastically.

“Check out your brother,” Bill said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was hitting on Mel Wu.”

“Say what?” I watched the two speak. “No, he’s probably just trying to figure out if the same law book wrote their dialogue.”

Tim finally dropped Mel’s hand, turned, and then, speaking of ill luck, came striding toward us, pocketing his red envelope. He closed in and demanded, “What are you doing here?” Without waiting for my answer, he rounded on Bill. “Are these gangsters clients of yours?”

“Big Brother Choi was an important member of the Chinatown community,” I said before the absurdity of that question got Bill into a whole “who me?” thing with Tim. “I’m running a community-based business. I thought it was only right to pay my respects.”

“ ‘Community-based business.’ You’re ambulance chasing, you mean. Really, Lyd, it’s not a good look for you to be trolling for clients among the bottom-feeders.”

I said, “Nice metaphor, bro. Also, you’re here. Is hanging with the bottom-feeders a good look for new partners at Harriman McGill?”

He huffed. He actually huffed. “I’m here representing the Chinatown Heritage Society. The partners at Harriman recognize and applaud my community involvement. They appreciate the value of maintaining historic communities and the architectural resources that sustain them.”

Not for the first time, I wondered how my practical mother and my easygoing father had produced this stiff.

“I’m here,” he said importantly, “because the Society, and in fact all of Chinatown, owe a debt to Choi Meng.”

I lifted one eyebrow. Bill thinks it’s funny when I do that. “Big Brother Choi was a CHS donor?”

“No. Not money. But whatever his reason, our goals aligned when he refused to sell the Li Min Jin building to Jackson Ting.”

Our goals aligned. Honestly. “He’s here, by the way.”

“Ting? He is?” Tim looked around, spotted Jackson Ting farther up the sidewalk talking to some businessmen, and might have muttered “ass-kisser,” or maybe my own thought just spoke itself. He faced me again, turning his back as though Ting would notice. Or care. “Adele wanted to attend to pay the Society’s respects and asked me to come with her. I was busy, but of course I agreed. I didn’t want her to have to come alone.”

“You’re a fine fellow, Tim Chin. Hello, Mrs. Fong. Good to see you.”

“Good morning, Lydia.” Adele Fong had finished her sidewalk conversation with the Wu sisters and located her funeral date. She smiled. “And you must be Mr. Smith, Lydia’s business partner. Tim’s told me about you.”

“Only the good things, I hope,” Bill replied, though he and I both knew the chances of that were small. “I’m pleased to meet you. I understand your Society does a lot of good work in the community.”

“Oh, it’s hardly my Society,” Adele Fong said graciously. “We’re fortunate to have a hard-working board”—she nodded at Tim—“and many enthusiastic volunteers. Excuse me, but Tim, I need to get back. If you’re planning to go along to the cemetery I can—”

“No, no, I have to get to the office. I’ll drop you on the way. Lydia, Bill.” Tim nodded and took Adele Fong’s elbow, and they turned and walked away.

I grinned as I watched them. “I think you get points for saying nice things to someone Tim obviously likes to impress.”

“Enough to move the needle on his opinion of me?” Bill asked.

“Don’t get greedy.”

“I suppose,” Bill said, “that this wouldn’t have been the appropriate time for Mel to drop the bombshell to Tim and Mrs. Fong that the Society might find itself owning the Li Min Jin building.”

“No, it wouldn’t have, and besides that, if she’d told him, you can be sure he’d have told me he had a big secret that he couldn’t tell me.”

Bill lit a cigarette. Some of the mourners began to enter the waiting cars. The rest remained on the sidewalk, talking and smoking. I saw Jackson Ting go up to Mel Wu, take her hand, offer his condolences. Crossing paths again. Natalie and her family, meanwhile, ignored Ting and climbed into the limo behind the hearse. Ting glanced at them, then walked away. Mel joined them in the car.

She’d arranged a Wah Wing Sang car for me and Bill. Behind the five funeral home cars, a line of private cars waited around the corner. Engines revved, the funeral band struck up, and the procession took off.

We wound slowly through the streets of Chinatown, the band walking ahead, its loud music scaring away any evil spirits that skulked at the border between the world of the living and the world of the dead. Though if some of the stories about Big Brother Choi’s younger days were true, there weren’t a lot of evil spirits that would have the nerve to threaten his ghost or his mourners. People on the sidewalks stopped and watched the procession inch past. Pedestrians jaywalking—a Chinatown sport—scurried out of the way.

Once Big Brother Choi had been reminded of what the neighborhood looked like, so that he’d be able to find it when he returned on those days of the year when the dead visit the living, the funeral procession headed over the Manhattan Bridge, but not before one final pass by the Li Min Jin building.

“Look,” said Bill as we turned onto Bayard. I followed his pointing finger.

Jackson Ting stood on the corner where Phoenix Towers would go, hands in pockets, watching the procession roll by.
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