The Inheritor of the Book: Chapter One

The Lujiazui Riverside

September 16, 2011

They say that Shanghai stinks with pollution. They are probably right. Definitely right. Surely, living in Shanghai saps years off the lives of mortal men; I am, however, non-plussed by the predictions of global cataclysm and mortal gloom and doom that have become in vogue in recent days. Why am I non-plussed, you may ask? That is because I am not a mortal man. The powers that be- whoever (or Whoever) they are- have deemed fit to consign me to Shanghai for one hundred and twenty-seven years. They are not going to let me off easy with an apocalypse.  

We flatter ourselves vaingloriously to think that we can destroy the earth. We cannot destroy the earth any more than we can destroy the sun or the moon or the stars. We are too conceited, my dear inheritor, too gloriously, gainlessly, aimlessly conceited. We forget that the world has ended before. It will end again. It will keep ending till... well.... it ends. I'm not a cynic. There are some things we can change. I've seen it happen, change wrought out like squeezing toothpaste through a sock. However, that process is obdurate and arduous, and I have stopped getting my hopes up. 

As I write this, boats meander quickly down the Huangpu (or is it still the Whangpoo?) river like businessmen late for a meeting. I am sitting at a coffee shop: one of those large chains with comfy chairs and faux art on the walls. From America, I think. You know the one I am talking about: the coffee shops that have a memory problem? A memory problem, you ask? Yes, a memory problem- they build the coffee shops so close together; someone must have forgotten where they put them. And that hasn't changed either. A hundred years ago, it was dirty cabarets and mile-long bars everywhere- now it's coffee shops and all-night clubs. It's people who, perhaps, have a memory problem- not coffee shops. 

'Perhaps' itself is a funny word, my inheritor. Blurring the lines of fact and fiction, making whatever we see 75%, 50%, 30% true, 'perhaps' changes the nature of reality. 'Perhaps' erases the contours of life with the vagaries and vestiges of damnable memory. Pardon the vulgarity, my inheritor, but nothing is damned if not memory. 

Perhaps I am Eliezer Sahibun Liu. Perhaps I live in a bookstore. Those are easy. Perhaps, I am a refugee and a prince. Those harder. Perhaps, I am one hundred and twenty-seven years old. While that weight may be too heavy to balance on the scales of truth, that is not the most difficult 'perhaps' of all. The most difficult 'perhaps' is for you to admit that someone as loathsome as I (as loathsome as you!) exists. Perhaps I remember everything. That is the worst of all... Perhaps.

The size of a dollar Mex coin. Her bullet wound, slowly dribbling blood, a red river flowing forever. It would join the Huangpu river soon, the death-stinking red river and the fish-stinking green one. She had died. It was my fault. She had died. It was my fault. The mantra hurt, throbbing through my soul, a prayer to eternal agony. Absent death would not assauge this pain. It would hurt forever. 

Sorry, inheritor. Memory distracts and seduces me, and I digress. I was saying that the part of Shanghai most polluted is the part we inhabit. We have forgotten the rancid stink that clings to all we touch. The heavens- the unchanging, gray-blue sky- remains untouched; Yet, down here in our feeding, defecating and locomoting life on the surface, we have defiled this city beyond recognition... perhaps.  

Inheritor,


It is my regret to inform you that, if you are reading this, you are going to live forever.  You may wonder what disadvantage immortality could possibly have; I assure you, there are many. Among the disadvantages you are faced with- dear, poor inheritor- is this: boredom, pernicious boredom. Especially arduous is the dullness of man. People are vile (including me, including you), and their malevolence is tiresome..  Human evil is nothing new; it gets old fast..

Again, I'm not a cynic, am I? I'm just not easily surprised. There is good in the world. I've seen it. It must exist, mustn't it? Ruilin was good. The Rabbi was good. You- if you exist- are best of all (I hope you exist. Please exist- be!- I'm begging you).

If you are to be my saviour, I suppose introductions are in order. My name is Eliezer Sahibun Liu. I was born in the year 1884. At the time of this writing (2011), I was  one hundred and twenty-seven years old. My appearance stands fixed at age 26. If you are reading this, I am dead. However, a present summary of my life is of little relevance to you. Nobody will remember me (although I remember them). To you, what matters are the rules. They are below. 

Rule the first: you are not able to leave Shanghai. 

From what I have been able to discern, Shanghai is defined as the area where the Shanghainese dialect of Wu Chinese is predominately spoken. Attached is my map, as of 2010, outlining as best I can the boundaries. 

Rule the second: you can only die when your inheritor purchases this book. Money must change hands. Just like you bought the book from me, someone else must buy it from you. This is important because somehow they must consent to the magic of the thing. You can't force it on them, although under some circumstances, the next inheritor can be deceived. I am sorry if that is what I did to you. You will understand after a hundred years. 

Nobody else can read the book, except the person likewise tied to our fate. I would recommend not trying to bury or abandon the accursed thing. It won’t work. I tried once. Burning it only makes it angrier: it's rough, brown leather cover; it's long, yellowed wrinkling pages; the vain, obdurate prattling inside. The book is a cantankerous old man- the kind that sits at home, doesn't leave and tells you how to organize your socks. The book is grumpy. 

Once, I tried to burn it. It came back, dropping on me from the sky. Another time, I threw it in the Huangpu. That time, it hit me in the face. Where did it come from? I have no idea. The book is a stubborn child. If you ever want to leave this beautiful metropolis of death, you had best guard this book like you would a child: like a naughty, screaming brat who clings to your legs and throws tantrums in the market. Guard it with your worthless eternal life; as you will discover, even that life is more trouble than it’s worth.

Rule the third: if you attempt to leave, you will experience such exquisite pain that you will wish you could die. You will be unable to do so. 
-----------------------------------------------

What else could I tell you, inheritor? I could tell you that I was sorry, but that would ring so terribly hollow. I could say tell you to enjoy, to drink to the dregs the vitality of ten-thousand lives, but that would be insufferably boring. There is not hope, my inheritor. Even now, I write this because I do not believe you exist (Please exist! Would I know if you did? How would I tell?). Do I expect to deceive myself? Perhaps.

I am sitting at the memory-loss coffee shop, drinking flavored milk (or am I drinking tea? It all tastes the same to me; The textures and flavors blend together; immortality is a deep pit, filled with mud- on the worst days, tastes cannot penetrate by reason of the sheer dullness of this life). I am in Lujiazui, across the river from the Bund, the old foreign financial district whose skyline has become the symbol of the new China (It has been this symbol for one hundred and twenty-seven years). In the time elapsed between the writing of the last sentence and this, the dust-gray sky has aged to black. The Bund- a Gothic assortment of pillars and spires- is lit up as if on fire. It stretches so high into the sky that, were you to stand at the base of one of those palaces of commerce, you would nigh be able to reach the top with your eyes. 

The new buildings cannot hope to approach the classic elegance of the Bund. Behind me is the Oriental Pearl Tower: a space-age, obelisk-like rendition of the Eiffel Tower by a Japanese cartoon. Behind that is the World Financial Center: a giant bottle-opener in the heavens. In front, the Westin building: a pineapple blooming in a concrete dessert. I wonder if the new buildings weren't designed by random selection from the back of a party store, as if the architect designed buildings in the image of items chosen blindfolded from a bag. 

In one hundred and twenty-seven years, I have watched the skyline grow over the Bund, like giants peeking over your shoulder to see what hand of cards you were dealt. The skyscrapers sway, their grasp on the earth more tenuous than their architects would like to admit.  They are taller now, my inheritor, but the Bund remains. 

Inheritor, this city changes every second; however, some things remain fixed, like laws of nature and the passions of man. You are now like the Bund: an unchanging part of that landscape, but ever in flux.  As you read this, my last will and testament, you will realize what agony it is to be numbered among the few immutables in this “City Above the Sea.”


Chapter Two

Cornwall, England

July 16th, 1897

I came to China because I stole a book. 

What the weather in England lacked in creativity, it made up for in a certain force of will. The fog would climb all over me then, drenching me with the persistence of a naughty child torturing its mother to buy him a toy. The mother can hit the child or she can relent; what she can't do is leave the child at store. The weather in England was like that: “Please don't leave me,”  it said, “If you leave me, I'll die!” it wailed. I should have listened. 


I was a shepherd then, and illiterate. A funny thing, that, when I thought of the myriad books of Shanghai. Magic books and power didn’t matter then, and life was simpler. I spent blistering hot days and ice cold nights in the rolling-green Cornwall countryside, around a fire chewing meat off the bone. In between bites of lamb, my father taught me stories of princesses and judges and cousins and kings and queens. They were notables all in their glory and their grandeur: some in heaven with the Eternal, and some in mythic territories called London and China.

And he told me stories of the Torah. We were not religious, and there were no synagogues here except the assembled sheep, our priests, and the rolling green hills, our temple court.  In his way, my father was religious in the way the sheep would allow- he loved God. I started memorizing Torah from a brown, roughshod edition of the Scriptures as old as Elijah, and I had a prodigious memory. I still do. I remember the fire: it's warm, sweet dance as he read aloud the Book- our Book- and I repeated, line by line, precept upon precept. His hands started shaking then. I don't think he noticed, but I did. If he had lived later, perhaps he would have been diagnosed with a neurological disorder like Alzheimer's or Lou Gehrig's disease. In those days, nobody knew what that was: least of all, I. All I knew was that the man I knew as my rock had a foundation not of granite, but sand. I tried not to think about it. 

My father had no head for business. The rest of his family stood prominent in positions of commerce and trade. All of them made piles of money. For each sheep we had, our relatives in the cities had a house and a car. My father could not bring himself to join the mass of Jewry in the London swimming in money pools. Why?

It started when he was a small child of ten, perhaps eleven, summers. His father- one of the self-same merchants swimming in money-pools- had been crafting his destiny for the family fortune, the family business being international trade. His father had, even then, been grooming him for a life of privilege in the circles of high society, and on the day in question Father was coming home from an etiquette school.

On his way home, a boy- of the kind slightly older, meaner and more want to pick on inferiors- had approached him. My father, always one for civil discourse, greeted him as a fellow compatriot, perhaps a classmate. The boy punched him in the face. Of course, such an affront to honor and dignity was not to be countenanced. Father fought back- no doubt with aplomb- but being near our family estate, one of our servants came by to break the boys up.

The servant was concerned not as much for the harm to Father's moral development as for his physical safety (and by implication, the safety of the aforementioned servant's job). Still, the servant had enough presence of mind to demand an explanation. Apparently, the patriarch of my father's assailant had been fired in a hostile take-over, some how perpetrated by granddad's business ventures. As you can imagine, the young boy was rather bitter about the way things had turned out and felt retribution was the best course left open to him. While he didn't agree regarding the means the other boy used to acquit himself on his family's behalf (for example, beating up Father), My father did agree some systematic inequalities were in operation. He would have no part of any of them. As soon as he was old enough to marry my mother, he turned his back on the family fortune and left for the countryside to raise sheep. He vowed that no man would call him or his sons a 'stinking usurer' for as long as he lived.

My mother then, you ask? Have I told you yet that our stories were how we survived? Here in the cold, rolling hills and persistent fog, isn't that the way of things? Yet, with my mum, I fear that memory (thrice memory be damned!) had taken her away from me for good. I don't remember her face, inheritor- just her screams and the soft moan of the disease wasting her from the inside. I don't remember her face, only the Book- a Torah (or was it a Siddur?). I remember Father's shaking hands flipping the pages: a single finger and clenched fists, his hands crunched into balls as if curled by a palsy.

I would have liked to remember her face. Memory is cruel.
------
It was a Sunday when we went to market and I stole the book. Not The Book. A book We had stripped our meat and hung it, to be sold and battled over till it met both the buyer’s and seller’s demand for a fair price. After I hung the meat, my father charged me with the riveting task of waving a rag (my honourable rag, he called it, tongue-in-bearded-cheek) over the meat to ward off carrion-eaters and flies.

The book came in a black horse made of iron. The silver-lined vehicle was a vision of the horses of Egypt that so beguiled the men of Israel. The horse drove (flew?) past my stand and parked in front of a house nearby. A man got out, dressed in a death-dark, pinstriped suit that reeked of money and disdain. He looked unpleasantly surprised by the mere fact of the countryside's existence, as if he were told this place existed only in myth. Why did I steal the book, dear inheritor? The siren call of literature? The sultry cry of chicken scratch words on dead trees? The alchemical, witch's brew of home-spun, far-away story? Probably not. Most likely was the curiosity. A book was a dead thing, inert; how then could it captivate? Staring at a book for hours was like staring at a rock or wall. What was all the commotion about? 

The man in the pinstriped suit walked in the house, as the driver put his feet up on the dashboard and fell asleep. Then I saw it: the book luxuriating on the dashboard, inviting me to steal it. 

I left my rag hanging on the meat, the flies finding a ready meal in this week’s produce. The driver had opened the window of the black, iron horse and the book, which I would later learn was named “The Wealth of Nations”, sat on the dash, beckoning me, yearning for me to but take hold of its wealth. My right hand moved past the window, over the half pane of glass and toward my prize. My left hand gripped the black metal, unable to let go. It was like that time Father pulled an old tooth out. I had grasped Father's staff with feral intensity then, doing my best to play the man and not collapse into sobs. Just a minute, Father had said, and we would have it. Book larceny was not so different- just a minute, and I would have it.

The impact of the driver’s foot on my hand almost crippled me. If Edward Elias Sahibun hadn’t paid for the doctor later, I would have lost the use of all my digits save my thumb. The book itself would emerge less lucky, with an eyeball-sized crater in the center of the cover, right over the “of” in the “The Wealth of Nations.” Sahibun would later give me the book, and though I’ve read it a million times, and couldn’t bear reading it again, I still have the book, and I treasure it as a better memento than my broken hand.

Edward Elias Sahibun, I would later learn, was the much-loved, white sheep uncle of my mother’s family. In another life, my father would have grown up to be much like him: not the stony man he turned out to be, his hands shaking while he raised sheep. Edward Elias was my mother’s relation somehow; though it was unclear how many times removed he was. And if it weren’t for that tenuous family connection, he would have arrested me for theft, a crime for which one could go to prison until the supposed time which you paid off the debt of the thing stolen (Clearly you paid with the funds from all the gainful employment you were sure to find in prison, didn't you?).

In truth, the reason he was in the country was, indirectly, to find me; as such I had obliged him by saving him a trip to the English hills- a gesture for which he was eternally grateful. Edward Elias Sahibun’s father, Elias David, had left England for India to make his fortune. He dominated the Indian markets, growing large as many would after him, on the fat of international trade in cotton and opium, a drug in those days widely considered worse than heroin (at one point heroin was seen as a remedy for opium addiction). Such moral ambiguities in trading opium did not much bother the Sahibun’s and, after a brief spell in Hong Kong, they moved to Shanghai where Edward Elias, the man in the iron horse and pin-striped pants, sat on his duff and grew richer with the passing of each day. 

Elias David, in his business dealings with both foreigner and native (an overly broad term the British applied to anybody in the East not themselves), came to one inescapable conclusion- neither group was especially trustworthy, but the foreigner most of all. “We took their land,” Elias David would say, “flaunted their laws and flooded them with opium. We can’t trust the foreigners in Asia because they are butchers, but we can’t trust the natives because that is what they know us to be. Frankly, I wouldn’t trust us either.” Elias David would maintain that nobody was more conscious of oppression than the Jew; whether History will judge him to be the oppressed or an oppressor- that is between him and the Eternal.

It was the opinion of the esteemed Sahibun patriarch that if no qualified family could be found in Shanghai, Edward Elias would simply go to the English countryside and bring that family to him. And so, Edward Elias found himself in the hills of England, sniffing out those few Sahibun relatives that hadn’t yet made it to the East- the year was 1897 and I was thirteen.

My father told me in the hospital that I was being sent to China as a punishment for stealing Edward Elias’ book. He shouted and railed then, and I left England with the words “you are a failure” still ringing in my ears. He even revoked his name, insisting that I use my mother's name of Sahibun. (In 127 years, I have not been able to bring myself to utter my father's surname. I will not here). In his eyes, I knew the most grievous crime I had committed was not my theft, but my future. I would become a businessman, and his son's would profit from the exploitation of others.

Perhaps you think this excessive and overly dramatic. It is, no doubt, to modern ears. My father, however, was a simple man. While his vilification of commerce was no doubt unjustified, it wounded him gravely. Have you ever been abandoned, my inheritor? That pain will poke and scratch, tearing open a wound for which there is no salve by death. The last I had heard from him was a telegram from a relative saying he had passed on- to the Eternal.

Truly, my inheritor, memory is a curse. 

Chapter 3

Shanghai Docks

August 16, 1887

The river smelled of a black, fecal, slopping mud. Men screamed, and shouted, and slapped and sat and stank. A heavy fog creaped along the shore, and the locals materialized out of it like demons. Women spoke loudly, men more loudly still. In England, people were quieter and easier, like they were on their way to a Sunday afternoon to sip coffee at a cafe. Shanghai didn’t need coffee; it was all tea: tea that kept steeping and steeping, leaf after bitter leaf, till you could drink it no more, You couldn’t help drinking of the city because that was all there was. Still, this city will get louder, ruder, angrier. I could tell that, even then. That was the shock of it: the jaw-dropping awe of my first ten  minutes in Shanghai.

The smells of fermenting tofu- mixed with sweat and seasoned by ripening humidity- wouldn’t go away. There was no wind that day, though we were on the river, and it made Sahibun and I sweat through our English shirts. The people screamed phrases with perfectly innocuous meanings, such as “Hello!” and “Have a nice day!” as if they meant to say, “I want to kill you!” or “I want to eat your children.”  As I got off of the boat, I wondered how people could not like the hills of England and somehow find it fit to come here!

Edward Elias Sahibun and I descended from the boat, the chaos of the dock in the air. The boy he had brought to assist him with “his needs” (as he called brushing his teeth and dressing and bathing) hurried after us, carrying more bags than he had arms. I had never seen a Chinese person up close, and on the docks was the first time I had laid eyes on the boy during the whole of the trip. Sahibun’s servant had spent the whole voyage in the cabin, presumably under a severe bout of sea sickness. Though I doubted that, instead suspecting he was the nervous type.  After all, when I did glance at him, the boy wouldn’t look me in the eye. I had tried to shake his hand, and he ignored it like he didn’t dare. That day on the dock, I remember, he was especially cautious to hazard a glance at me.

Sahibun, however, continued his stroll off the boat, his large feet keeping rhythm with the loud clang of his feet, abusing the metal planks that spanned the space from the boat to the docks. In the hills, Sahibun’s gait would have been a cacophony. Here it was a mere chime. Perhaps that was why he trampled right onto the back of a man lying prone at the bottom of the plank.

The man, understandably, was a bit upset, though I had to question his motives for throwing himself in front of a moving thorough-fare. He screamed as Sahibun jumped on him, and pushed my patron backwards on the narrow dock, toppling the boy, the bags and I into the slimy sediment of the Huangpu. Even before the pollution of recent years, I can assure you that river has never been clean. 

He was dressed in brown, with long white hair and a thin, smoky beard that would vanish in a few years. Sahibun stood on the dock, having narrowly escaped immersion (we were not so lucky), screaming at the man in broken Mandarin. Edward Elias, though thin, was stronger than he looked (He said that ‘impressive strength’ helped him prepare for negotiations) and he had grabbed the man by the back of his neck and began screaming the same word repeatedly.

“Yamen! Yamen!”- the police. Two Chinese men in blue constable uniforms hurried to Sahibun and quickly began beating the beggar savagely with batons. He screamed “Bang Wo! Lao da!
” over and over, a sound I heard often go unanswered.

They sent the man on his way. One of the boatmen lowered a rope and we began the slow process of carrying the sopping wet bundles of clothing and silks to the shore. It took us three hours to wring out the silks Sahibun had brought as souvenirs for his family (now my family) as well as his tailor-made clothes and hand-stitched leather shoes. 

I looked up and saw the building that stood in our way: the Customs House. A gargantuan edifice of pillars and spike-topped metal fences, the Customs House was topped with a gothic bell-booming clock called “Big Ching” by your average Shanghailander. I guess it was a Briton who named it, out of a nostalgia for “Big Ben.” Sahibun had to bribe a custom's officer to come out and check our things on the dock, as they were dripping wet and unsuitable to be dragged abut the austere customs facilities. 

After the man (a foreigner) checked our passports, Sahibun paid some dock-workers to dry out our luggage with a small, over-saturated towel. He wouldn't let me help, “This is a job for servants to do, Eliezer.” The man clearly was having a tough go of it, but after a few hours, the sun did his job for him and our luggage was dry enough where we could leave.

After the luggage was ready, we had to negotiate with a pair of rickshaw drivers for another thirty minutes before he would give Sahibun what he considered a fair price. When we finally agreed on the price, the boy mounted one of the carts to take care of the luggage, while Sahibun and I mounted another. I finally had time to ask him what had happened. That first day, I was reticent then to speak in English when those around me hadn’t learned. I felt it was unfair to so discuss while others couldn’t hear. I would learn later that in Shanghai, if you walked on any given street and didn’t hear five languages, it was probably three in the morning.

When I finally asked, Sahibun smiled like this happened every day of the week, “He was a beggar. They are part of a syndicate, who make their living on asking for alms. They are crooks,” he pointed at me as though he were ready to call the yamen- on me if I dared disobey him- “Don’t give them a cent!”  

The way he said it told me the matter was closed for discussion, but I couldn’t sleep then, my first night in Shanghai. Perhaps the beggar had a family. Perhaps he had friends. Perhaps he was a good man. Perhaps he played off people’s pity. Perhaps he was a cheat. Perhaps he was a saint. Perhaps. Perhaps. Perhaps. In my one hundred and twenty-seven years. I would never find out whether his cries were genuine, however many times I saw him.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

Chapter 4

Astor House Hotel

December 16, 1887

In 1949, with Mao Zedong’s ‘New China’, Mandarin Chinese became the lingua franca throughout the country. Before that, each city had a slightly different dialect in which they ate, drank and made love in. Even today, the dialects persist, though now everyone speaks Mandarin with what they would claim is perfect fluency. As anybody who has spoken with a cab driver of the early 21st century can attest, not only do they not speak with perfect fluency, some cab drivers speak as though they do not have tongues. 

For the foreigners who arrived in the early 1900’s, it was difficult to understand how one set of ‘native squawk’ was different from another, but Mandarin and Shanghainese (the dialect of Shanghai and the Yangzi river delta) were as different as French and Spanish and both disciplines of study in their own right.   

This was a source of constant frustration for Edward Elias Sahibun. He spoke no Chinese of any sort, other than drink orders imperiously bellowed to his servants. He thought his lack of language skills was a business advantage; if he didn't understand the words, he could understand the body language. He wasn't nearly that perceptive, however. I can't tell you how many times the servants would smile, perform obeisance in English and follow that with a string of obscenities about Sahibun's parentage to the eighth generation.  

In truth, even if he spoke Mandarin with the eloquence of Confucius, it was wasted effort. In business, dialect stood closer to the heart of the Shanghainese; they fell back on the guttural dialect whenever they wanted to truly discuss a thing like the spending of great sums of money. If Edward Elias wanted to really fleece the Shanghainese, he needed a translator.

Sahibun, I later discovered, was one of the few foreigners to look for a Shaghainese translator in the first place. Most Europeans relied on Pidgin, a bastardized form of English with Chinese grammar that ended with –ee after every third word (“I want to speak with the lady” becomes “My wantchee parley missie” or some such nonsense). Edward Elias, wouldn't deign to speak to the servants in anything but the queen's English. I suspect pidgin violated his ever-so-delicate aesthetic sensibilities, “I didn’t become the richest man in East Asia to speak to the locals like a child!” He would often bellow. In truth, he wasn’t the richest man in East Asia, not by several thousand li
. History wouldn’t even consider him the richest foreigner in those boom times of the Opium and its economic intoxication; Malcolm, his nine-year old son, would seize that honor in a few decades. 

Edward Elias would always talk vertically, not horizontally, as a street corner prophet to the unwashed and unlistening masses. He talked like a man assured of his own exactitude: an evangelist for his own intellect. And, as we got off the docks of the Huangpu River and trampled the beggar, Sahibun began to lecture thusly in the style to him that was so familiar: an insecure pedagogue to a child. If he were to meet me today, after all my one hundred and twenty-seven years, he would still talk the same, punctuating his sentence, with “you must know”s and “quite certainly,” phrases I will do you the favor, my inheritor, of kindly omitting.

As we rode in the rickshaw from the Custom's House, he laid upon me the bombshell. “Eliezer! You are to first devote the sum total of your energies to the mastery of the noble tongue of Shanghainese,” he told me.

“It sounds difficult, sir,” I remarked. For all I knew, Shanghainese could have been the language of Sheol, “Nothing like English at all.”

“Yes, my boy. It is difficult,” He laughed, “Difficult like a joke nobody will tell you the punch line to, and that everybody but you thinks is riotous.” He thought this was witty and chuckled softly to himself as he slowly began to nap, quite forgetting he was in the middle of a lecture. 

As we plodded along, quickly for the standards of foot-based travel that the hills of England had accustomed me to, we passed lower houses with bamboo fences whose edges were sharpened to keep people out. Later, these would give way to taller, more elegant housing that would yearly rise higher and higher to heaven. A line of men- criminals I supposed- were chained together with square wooden stocks around their necks. A pack of laborers were laying iron tram lines in the street, their emaciated rib- cages evident and protruding from bare chests. I wondered at all these people, fierce-looking, terrible-sounding and sad. Had they gotten the joke as well?

---

Edward Elias Sahibun died in 1925. He arrived to settle down in Shanghai the same year I did, 1897. That means that he was here for twenty-eight years and about six months (I counted). Dear Inheritor, the sad thing is that every single day of his pained, frustrated, Shanghailander existence was spent in the Astor House Hotel. He was a guest- a temporary resident- for most of his life.

He was an exception, certainly. Most foreigners tended to settle down, buy houses, and join country clubs. Not Sahibun. He wasn't Shanghainese. He wasn't going to act like it. He would make his money and the first chance he got, he would be out on the first boat.

He died here, dear inheritor, still living at the Astor House.

–

The Astor House Hotel, from the outside, looked like a rainy day decided to diversify it's assets and get into the hospitality industry. It still stands today on the corner of Chapoo Road and Whangpoo Road. The dirty, gray stone facades weep a bit- especially in the rain, and the Astor's tall tower on the corner of the street slopes down the river, fading into a vanishing point in the distance like it is trying to escape.

As you enter the hotel, a forest of pillars and arches greet you, playing ping-pong back and forth across the lobby. Four golden chandeliers hang in front of the check-in desk, hanging at attention to salute the next wealthy expat who steps below. The chandeliers had a precarious fragility to them, as if they were waiting for an earthquake to shake them off their hinges into splinters on the floor.

You have very few options for ingress as you walk into the hotel. The left and right hallways take you to guest rooms and a tailor shop whose services I have never bothered to patronize. I asked Edward Elias once if he would pay for me to get a suit made. He refused with a crack about how the books didn't need me to look nice for them. What he didn't seem to understand was the turn-of-the-century Shanghai, men wore suits in leisure like men would wear jeans one-hundred years later. A suit was rather the uniform among the Sahibun set, but Edward Elias would never buy one for me and I never was able to amass enough money to purchase those robes myself. As a result, I stalked the halls of the  Astor in t-shirts and slacks. Occasionally, I wore a sweater when I was cold, but it was too large, pumpkin orange, and gifted to me by my benefactor. You would have thought I was disfigured, such was the strangeness of my appearance among the glitterati of Shanghai in the Astor House Hotel.

Climb to the fifth floor (there were no elevators then, remember). Our apartments were located at the top of the hotel just under the turret that stood on the street corner. Edward Elias was able to secure a long-term contract to rent here because he knew the Ezras, another wealthy Jewish family that had made their mark more indelibly than he did with real-estate development and opium sales. Sahibun talked about them constantly with bellowed tones that would echo throughout our apartments. The Ezras bought this, the Ezras bulit that. I asked Edward Elias once why he talked about the Ezras so much: he promptly smacked me in the head for my mystified impertinence. 

Enter the apartments. A hall is there with more yawning, ping-pong arches. Just like the lobby downstairs, the pillars supporting these arches are enveloped in wood. The whole apartment (and the whole hotel) was themed in wood climbing two-thirds of the way up every the wall. Edward Elias would frequently talk about how the Ezras must have been much too cheap to cover the entire wall with wood. That and every other time Edward Elias complained about excess expenditure, I would look at my non-suit clad form and fight the temptation to hit him in the back of the head.

After the hall is the main sitting room, a round shaped room spanning the curve of the building. The room has a stupendously stocked bar (There was enough money for booze but not to buy me a suit), next to which a round-couch spanned the circumference of the room. Leading out of the round sitting room were two hallways, each of which sprouted a half-dozen rooms. The round sitting room also had a swirling staircase. If you followed it upstairs, you came across a floor exactly identical to the one on the bottom. There was even another bar, this one merely fantastically stocked (Edward Elias was trying to economize). The round room also served as a dining room in a pinch.  Edward Elias- because he wanted to be closer to the better bar, took over the bottom floor. Malcolm and I claimed the top floor as ours (at least until I moved to the bookstore) We didn't have a bar, but we had one thing better- the kitchen, a topic I will discuss in a moment. 

Edward Elias strode into the lobby. Before he could roar for assistance, an older Chinese man in a long blue robe met us and barked sharply at some boys to grab our luggage. Sahibun supervised the proceedings with his hands on his hips, strutting around the lobby with a pedagogical smile on his face. I expected him to give me a simple greeting of ‘welcome home’ or something inviting, but he did nothing of the sort. I followed dutifully behind my patron, and my teeth started to chatter. No matter how many fires one lit or layers one wore; it was clear I would freeze to death in that house. 

“LAO ZHANG!” The scream was unnecessary, as the old man was already at his side, attending to our luggage.

“Yes, honorable master,” he said in English. The old scholar closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he always did when Sahibun entered the room. I always assumed that the astronomical sum Sahibun paid Lao Zhang probably covered abuse and general opprobrium. You would be surprised how much you could live with.

Sahibun pointed at us, waving his finger in soapbox oration, “I would like them to learn Shanghainese!” I almost cried out at the sound of English, too surprised to ask who “them” was and too stupid to realize it was me.

It was my hope that this English-speaking, rod-thin man would perhaps give me a kinder reception than had Sahibun. 'Perhaps' continually disappoints- I was to have no such luck. Lao Zhang- the long-bearded old fossil who would serve as Edward Elias compradore
- was the most misanthropic person I ever had the misfortune of encountering. He was a a rare bird- a 'rice-bowl-convert,' Roman Catholic Shanghainese. Apparently, his interaction with missionaries in the soup-kitchen lines was how he learned English, and his language skills were one of the chief reasons Sahibun had not fired him already, in spite of the fact the man didn’t consume anything but baijiu
 liquor, and didn’t wear anything but that long blue robe that foreigners would be buying as souvenirs in 120 years. I am pretty sure he didn’t even wash the robe.

“Honorable Master, the elegant national speech at the court of Beijing is a far more pleasing tongue, for such a junzi as you. The base Shanghainese doesn’t even compare. I assure you, my lord,” Sahibun sprouted a wan smile at the term junzi. I would later learn it meant something like ‘Gentleman-scholar’, a title Sahibun never quite earned (though he tried). 

“I would bring you nothing but dishonor if I taught you our lowly, humble language of fools. I beg you; I would lose no end of face if I taught you and your honorable son the vile Shanghainese.” He bowed low to the ground, kowtowing, and holding Sahibun’s fancy leather shoes to his face. 

Sahibun looked at me and winked. “I put up with your stalling because I needed you to translate for me in dealing with the taotai, 
 you wily snake, but I am sick to death of you people talking behind my back. If you don’t teach them Shanghainese, then the loss of your job will be the least of your worries!” I didn't know what my patron meant with his vague menacings, but perhaps it was best if I didn't ask.

“Yes, honorable master. However, allow me to make a humble suggestion, we might both find agreeable. Perhaps, we could elect a different method of education for the children.” Children? Who else was here? He took Sahibun aside, the muggy heat worse inside the house in the humid Shanghai summer, leaving me in the lobby, wondering what Edward Elias Sahibun could possibly be getting me into.   

A terrible, terrible thing this was, my inheritor, terrible indeed. In my one hundred and twenty-seven years, I have learned many, many languages. After all, what did I have if not time? And the other languages were easy- German, French, Japanese, Yiddish, Russian- all intuitive, as if I had already known them in addition to my native English and I was merely remembering them. However, it was these Shanghainese lessons- and Lao Zhang- that would cost me my mortality.

Edward Elias Sahibun had a son- his name being Malcolm Sahibun- who was mortally terrified of rice. There was something about the tasteless but filling mass of grains that made Malcolm think rice, a staple of Chinese diet served with breakfast, lunch, and dinner, was going to eat him, instead of the other way around.  

He was a small child, his feet not touching the floor when he climbed on the massive chairs at the great dinner table at Sahibun House. But though young Malcolm was a grasshopper among giants, before the rice bowl that petrified him, he and his interminably bellowing father had waged many an epic conflict. Their shouts echoed for hours in the struggle to nourish Malcolm with the rice he would rather die than capitulate to consuming. As a nightly dinner theater, Malcolm would stick his hands in his ears as his father paced behind his chair screaming “Eat it or I’ll stick your face in it!” 

Because Sahibun, in spite of all his failings and quirks, was a good man, he never laid a hand on Malcolm, though his son's perpetual fear of, not just rice, but dogs and cats and trees and grass grated on him like an er-hu (a rather shrill Chinese violin). In addition to that, there was one fear Malcolm had that Edward Elias Sahibun could not countenance- his fear of Laowai- foreigners. 

As he came out of his mother’s womb, the first thing Malcolm saw was, not his father, but the Chinese ayi who brought him through the trauma of birth, and for the first 9 years of his life he would sooner not see anyone else. Edward Elias tried but once to take Malcolm on a walk near the racetrack, the one on Bubbling Well Rd. The little grasshopper saw a solitary Frenchman and started to scream, as though said Frenchman was about to torture him.

He lived in terror of anyone who wasn’t Chinese, including his esteemed parents. I heard that his mother left as soon as he was old enough to scream at her face. I could hardly blame Madam Sahibun for departing for better climes. The mixture of having such a temperamental child and having the oft-trying Edward Elias as a husband told her that her gifts were better suited as a socialite back home. On the first boat she could find, she returned to manage the family business from her (not our) Mother England.

Malcolm’s father, as you can imagine, my inheritor, was not pleased with Malcolm’s timorous nature, and he would frequently exhort him to courage with illustrations from the Torah, but all the appeals to Gideon and David’s Mighty Men were but vain prattling- Malcolm spent the first nine years of his life in near catatonia, unable to say a word in the presence of ‘Old Foreigner’.

Except when he spoke to me, that is. In truth, in those days 'Malcolm speaking' is probably too loose a description. He communicated with noises more than intelligible words. Perhaps he saw my where-would-I-get-food-and-where-would-I-sleep face and took pity. I am not sure, but until that day I was the only foreigner Malcolm ever talked to of his own volition- and his talk was completely incomprehensible.

I still remember his face as he peeked out from behind a pillar in the lobby, as though I were an animal and he was afraid I would attack.

“You wash what?” He asked.

“What? I don’t understand.”

“You WASH wh-wha-what?” The word ‘wash’ he screamed louder than he intended, using up what words he had, leaving him in a mass of stuttering verbiage.

(Malcolm’s abilities in conversation were limited to a select cache of cleaning and household-related Shanghainese phrases, taught to him by the ayis who cleaned Sahibun House. I realized later that the fact he thought I was household help meant that he trusted me more than most).

“I don’t wash anything. I live here now.”

“Live here, hm.” He pondered the words as if he was just learning what they meant, “Hungry va?” He said as he blinked furiously. In those days, Malcolm's fast blinks meant he liked you and slow blinks meant you were an enemy, his father or the ayi trying to get him to take a bath. It got even more sophistacated: if he blinked looking right, he was telling the truth; blinking looking left, he was lying.  

I shrugged,  “I am very hungry.” 

He grabbed my arm and dragged me away from the lobby down the left corridor, descending a flight of old, noisy stairs. We walked past an endless array of doors, turning left, right and left again in such a way where there was no possibility of me returning to our destination on my own power. We halted abruptly in front of a wooden pantry. He opened the door with a flourish and cried out, as I beheld with my eyes a larder that could have fed Egypt during Jacob’s times of famine.     

“You eat what?” He smiled, his eyes blinking like he had gotten something in them, asking me as best he could in his poor English. For everything else, he just pointed and grunted and cried, but I took that to mean we could be friends.

Chapter 5

The Astor House Hotel

December 17th, 1897

The next day, Lao Zhang ushered Malcolm and I into a dank, gray room in the apartments where a table had been set up. On the table, there stood four lines of eighteen small ivory tiles each. The tiles were stacked two high, forming a castle garrison that was empty in the middle, as if someone had built the walls and forgot the castle. In the room sat a sullen Chinese boy in a long coat and billowy trousers, as if he was the child of an emperor. At least, that's what you thought until you reached his face: dark, oblong bruises blossoming around his eyes. It was sad really. As he stared at those tile-castle walls he presumably built on the table, he had a gleam of pain behind his purple, swollen eyes. I'm good for nothing but building tile walls; I deserve this fate, the gleam said.

“Tongxuemen a!”
 began our teacher with a thunderous boom.

I looked confused, a fact which Lao Zhang jumped upon with glee, as he delivered a swift blow to my head. I screamed in protest, and Lao Zhang uttered the last words of a familiar tongue I would hear him speak for weeks.

“Today, we begin our Shanghainese and Mandarin lessons,” the older man began in English. Despite Edward Elias' protests that we stick to local dialect, we were learning Mandarin as well. Edward Elias never found out that Lao Zhang insisted on teaching us both languages on the grounds that if we just spoke the dialect, our speech would 'stink of farmers and coolies.' 

He continued, “The smartest people from the West are counted clever if they speak these languages poorly. My hopes are not high for you. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Malcolm and I intoned in unison.

 “You will listen and then you will respond. You will not ask questions, you will not be curious. You will repeat. Is that clear?” He produced a flask from his side and took a swig in a rhetorical flourish.

“Yes, teacher.”

“That’s ‘Shi, Laoshi.’” He cuffed me again, “Don’t forget it.”

“Shi, Laoshi.”

He walked over to the board and quickly scribbled four shapes I presumed were language. He pointed to each shape and said the name in a clear, consistent measured tone (which I know now to be Mandarin) and a half-angry, frenetic growling roar (Shanghainese). He kept repeating and we kept following. We repeated the words until our mouths were dry and sore.

The words Lao Zhang had just taught us were the numbers. I figured that out by his long gnarled hands he would hold up, counting as if he was leading a dance. 

Next, he wrote a more squiggles on the board, and said, “Ma Jiang!” He gestured at the tiles. We repeated again and again till we were near tears, with sore throats and tired eyes. He made us repeat yet again, although I was still unclear what ‘Ma Jiang’ meant- perhaps the Chinese word for ‘torture’?

He drew three lines on the boards, “San tiao!”

We repeated “San tiao!”

He took out a tile, seemingly at random, out of the arrangement on the table. Amazingly, he knew where all the tiles were. I had not the presence of mind to realize that this meant Lao Zhang had stacked the deck.     

Then, he drew one line, then two lines, then another three lines. With a cry of triumph he screamed, ‘Pong!’ and fished those tiles out of the pile to show us.

“Pong!”

And so my Ma Jiang career was born. As you may know, my inheritor, Ma Jiang is the Chinese version of poker. Money is wagered and its rules are rivaled in complexity only by alchemy, sorcery and the dark arts. I will not try to explain the rules here, nor the obvious question of why this was our Shanghainese lesson and not more classical modes of instruction. Both these mysteries, my inheritor, are indecipherable to my mind. I suspect what attracted Edward Elias to this mode of pedagogy was Malcolm's temerity. Perhaps he saw it as a chance to harden up his son, though such mysteries are only known to the late Edward Elias. 

What I do know is that my Shanghainese and my Mandarin grew in fluency exceedingly fast. We played every night for a year, each night a different tongue- Mandarin or Shanghainese. Xiao Zhang- the sullen, moody son of Lao Zhang would join us, completing the fourth needed for Ma Jiang. He was not happy about being obligated to attend to his father’s foreign clients. I saw very little of him and he wouldn’t interact unless necessary, calling out his tiles in a quiet, put-upon voice. In spite of Xiao Zhang’s moody silence and Malcolm’s shy quiet noises, I somehow spoke communicative Shanghainese and Mandarin by the end of a year- and was very lonely in the process. 

Chapter 6

Astor House

Christmas, 1897

I learned about Opium the same night Lao Zhang kidnapped me to play Ma Jiang.  It was Christmas. As I said, I wasn't well-versed in the Jewish holidays, but Christmas I knew well, though I had no idea about it's religious significance (nor did I care). Ironically, it was because I lived in England- not because I was Jewish- that Christmas stood purely as a holiday of presents and tinsel; I didn't not understand  why the holiday happened, and it was never explained to me. As I grew up in Shanghai and reached the 21st century, I was shocked how- even to the Chinese- the holiday became the rampant festival of commerce that it has been. I would rather it be canceled, truthfully. It annoys me with its vain prattling. Do we really need a holiday where we buy more things we don't need?

But, in those days, nobody recognized Christmas, least of all among the Jews. It was a day just like any other day.  As such, the three of us shuffled into the classroom per usual to find Lao Zhang already there with a flask in hand. He was staring absently at the table of Ma Jiang tiles, as if he had lost something precious to him in the way drinkers who lose their peace drink to forget that fact. We sat down and began. “Only show you tiles when you know you win!” (I will try to convey the fashion it reached my ears in those days. With my limited language skills, it sounded like the speech of children to me at first. That was not the case, Lao Zhang was in truth more eloquent, even drunk, than I give him credit for).

His son piped up, as you would expect, in enviably perfect Shanghainese, “Old Pappy, if we win, so what we get ne?”

“Son a…” He slurred the last word, still somehow drunk, sliding over to the door and locking it with a key.

“You win, you leave la.”

Xiao Zhang’s eyes got really big, “Food ne? I very hungry a!”

“Maybe you should start play na…”

-------------------------------

As I mentioned earlier, Inheritor, Shanghainese was easier than I thought. It had some of the same cadences as English, some of the same street-side symphony people shouted when they were possessed of some positive emotion. In truth, though, it was easier than I thought because Ma Jiang was much harder.  

I looked over at Malcolm, his face was a mask, but his eyes gave him away- they began to flutter like hummingbird wings. It was that same desperate tell that flared when he brought me to the pantry my first day. This game spoke to him.

Xiao Zhang threw out three tiao
. I needed four tiao, three bing and the tile of the East to win, so I let his play pass me by. Malcolm drew a tile. Hesitantly, he put it into his row, took it out again, and put it back again. Lao Zhang swiftly hit him in that spot that had become nice and tender throughout our Shanghainese career. “Don't hesitate!” Malcolm, ever obedient to his master, threw the tile.

Four bing. Useless.

I drew one tiao, but that helped me not at all. I threw it out.

A chance Malcolm was far too excited to take. “Pong !”

For Lao Zhang, far too excited. “You quickly win, THEN only show tiles!” He put his hand down and revealed his hu- his winning hand- in 4 rounds. A personal record for Lao Zhang, making this his 40th win of the night.

He probably wasn't that good in real life when he played with “old hands” who knew the game. In fact, I'm certain he cheated. That said, he played better drunk than we hoped to play sober (Perhaps we should have been drinking. I know I could have used a stiff, tall biting beverage). Regardless, we played for eight straight hours, and he won every time.

At 2:00 AM, I could barely see the tiles and started to receive more deft blows from the ever-faster and ever-more inebriated Lao Zhang. I looked over at Malcolm, his eyes twittering with victory. My task was then clear- I had to distract him and Malcolm dealt the death blow. 

Malcolm. Three bing.

“Lao Zhang a.”

“Yes a.”

“I have question a.” Strangely, his lesson was starting to work. I spoke better Shanghainese than when I started. “Why you no want teach us Shanghainese? When Sahibun talk with you.”

He took a swig of baijiu. “Gongyi.”

“Gongyi?” I would later learn this meant 'justice'.

I threw four bing. Malcolm stole it from me.

“Foreigners come Middle Kingdom. They sell us opium. They ignore law! Sahibun hate China, he China boss- no gongyi.”

He threw out one bing. Malcolm stole.

Xiao Zhang looked at his father with big fearful eyes that had just had their livelihood stolen. After Baba went on his anti-foreigner diatribes to his bosses' wards, perhaps that lack of livilihood would soon be the case.

Malcolm threw the tile of the North. I stole to keep up appearances, though I didn't need it, and mouthed to Xiao Zhang a silent “No worry.”

“Laoshi, please more-more say a.”

He erupted with laughter and Lao Zhang threw three tiao. If I am not mistaken, he got that at the beginning of the hand. Alcohol didn't ruin his game, but politics did.

“They angry about markets and shops more-more pay, but they ignore law la!” He stopped to write the word 'ignore' on the board, which he had done an hour ago. “They want pay Chinese price- hushuo ya!”

I threw two tiao. Malcolm jumped on the tile like a tiger and screamed “Hu!” Malcolm. We were free. He- with great satisfaction and elaboration- went through each of his pairs and fours of a kind. 

A look of surprise crossed our teachers face, a look which soon gave way to outrage when he realized we had deceived him with political diatribe to gain release. However, the rules were the rules. Lao Zhang was simply mei banfa- without recourse.  He had no choice but to let us off to the blissful liberation of sleep. It was two in the morning.

He took a swig from his baijiu wine and stormed out, with a mumbled “We start again tomorrow at 8” on his lips. We were finally free.

Xiao Zhang immediately looked at me with a furrowed brow, as if he was embarrassed. “Please no tell Sahibun Mister Baba's useless talk. He very need this job la...”

“Of course no la. He very drunk” I used the English word for 'drunk' here, but he got the idea.

“He zui la.”  Malcolm corrected, and I smiled. He was a pretty good co-conspirator- the sneaky, silent type.

There was a brief silence for a while then, and we all felt like it was not yet permitted to get up- like Lao Zhang would come and cuff us as soon as we dared.

“Xiao Zhang a,” I asked.

“E-li-ze-la,” he responded, dragging my name, taking every syllable and extending it, making my name sound (to me more Chinese than I had ever heard it. 

“China people think foreigner like that way?”

“What way a?”

“You Baba way. No gongyi.”

He thought for a while and said, “Zuijin, yuelaiyue xiao le.”

I was to learn later that meant, “These days, less and less.” 

Chapter 7

Opium Den, Foochow Road

Dec 26, 1897

As I mentioned, dear reader, that day Lao Zhang locked us in the room, the day we  literally beat him at his own game, I also learned about opium. When I say I learned about Opium, what I mean to say is: “I smoked a ton of it and almost died.” Given I would be immortalled a mere decade later, I reiterate how unlucky I was that I did not in fact pass on from this world.

Firstly, though, I should mention a few things about Xiao Zhang as we stood there, watching his father storm out of the room in a drunken huff. His eye started to quiver, making his perpetual black eye tremble like the bruise was about to swell to bursting. He wasn't at the verge of tears; that would have been too unmanly and 'without-face' for him to consider. I would realize later that he probably was contemplating tears- his father almost got him kicked out on the street- but he couldn't bring himself to show weakness in front of the foreigners. 

He eventually decided on laughter. It was a weak, feeble laugh at first; the more one contemplated it, though, the funnier it got and he started to laugh deeply and in truth. Xiao Zhang nearly fell on the ground, his eyes wet with deep, belly-shaking chuckling. Malcolm and I joined him, a nervous, sympathetic, tremulous chuckle that rose in pitch and intensity till it reached a crescendo of humor-induced, tear-filled laugh comas. We laughed so hard we felt nauseous; we lost track of time; dear inheritor, we laughed so hard, we almost died.

We finally awoke from our humor-induced stupor, staring at each other blankly, quietly. What else could we have said? We were free.

“Big brother Eliezer. Big Brother Malcolm. You have helped my family in a great way.”

“No need to say thank you,” I began, “It wasn't your fault. You baba was...”

He cut me off, “I must say thank you.” He said it, as if he was a judge and this was a sentence, like he was a robber ordering a victim to empty their purses into his sack. He was not to be gainsayed.

Malcolm shook his head, too afraid to say anything, scared (as I was) by the steely glint that was growing strong in Xiao Zhang's face. “Come with me. I will treat you to yapian.” I didn't know what the word meant. The characters had the same pronunciation as 'duck-pieces', as in 'shredded duck'. That sounded like it tasted nice. Were we going out to eat?

The possibility of food excited me a great deal, actually. Malcolm- having gotten in good with the cleaning ayis with his highly professional, ten-year-old Shanghainese- was often privy to some ancient Chinese snacks the old ayi''s would say was good for this or that heath or human anatomy. He would often let me in on the secret, absconding with some culinary treasure for us to enjoy in parts unknown of the Astor House.

In truth, dear inheritor, often the snacks tasted wretched, but every so often, the ayis would offer us the really good stuff from their lunches. 'Eight Treasures Rice', bursting with sweet, sugar-encrusted fruits in a hunk of sticky rice. “Small-Cage Dumplings”, sumptuous pork dumplings, you would bite the top off and slurp all the soup from in such a way that would get you sternly chastised in mannered England. Or, my favorite, steamed buns, filled with red-bean paste, dipped in imported condensed milk. I learned much later, when I had left the Sahibun house, that the ayis were making the food for us, the 'little masters'. They didn't dare to eat so rich on their own dime, their own fare being a simple diet of rice and fried vegetables, maybe with a scrap or two of meat. No, they made the food for us, not only to placate us and keep their jobs, but also, perhaps, to show us the glory of China through our stomachs. For us, as for most of the world, our stomachs were the final arbiter of experience, ruling solidly in the ayis favor.

I digress. I believed we were going to eat, to get 'duck pieces': some new dish I hadn't tried yet? We followed Xiao Zhang from outside the school, and he led us to the river. From there, we navigated a puzzling grid of miniscule alleys and slithering avenues until we reached collection of tin-shanties behind a small, cramped, western-style apartment. I estimated that Xiao Zhang had taken us about three to four blocks north of the Culture Street area, it was close enough to the Bund where I could find my way home, but far enough to question about whether or not the place was indeed Shanghai.

The shanties were boxy, tin cans, transplanted from the servant's quarters of some great house. They were surrounded by a bower of green flora, leaking out of the plants on someone's window sill. I remember thinking that shantytown was out of sight of the street, should any civilized member of society come to call. Was that safe? A handful of laborers were in front of the shanties, playing the ubiquitous card game without any rules (You know the one, right, dear inheritor? The one where men standing in a circle, slam down cards, apparently trying to get the right mystical alignment of pairs and three's of a kind. I am rather confident this game does not have rules).

Xiao Zhang nodded to the men and whispered, “Do you have any Yapian?”

The old men at the head of the card game nodded. When I remember that day, I always marveled how open it all was. It was as if he really was buying us shredded duck to eat. The old men got up from his card game, and we followed him into the shanty. There were pillows on the ground, the kind my Father would put on the ground of our tent when we celebrated what Passover we could among the sheep.   Father would always call it 'half-Passover', our feeble attempts at religiousity once a year. My reminiscences gave the pillowed room an eerie, suspenseful feel, as if someone would pop out, quite unexpected and ask us, “Why is tonight not like any other night?”

Xiao Zhang handed the Old Man From The Card Circle a few pieces of silver and motioned for us to sit down. The Old Man smiled and handed Xiao Zhang a long, narrow pipe with a small bowl attached to the end. He chuckled at Malcolm and I- still wordlessly- and shuffled out, clearly pleased with our presence there.

This chuckling did not put Malcolm and I at ease; though we reclined on the pillows, we both- perhaps subconsciously- rested on the balls of our feet, ready to jump up at a moments notice. We watched Xiao Zhang light a small fire in a pit at our feet. He used foreign matches, stolen from the kitchen. (I wonder if Edward Elias had any idea? I'm sure he didn't).

Gingerly, Xiao Zhang held the bowl over the fire, almost cradling it as if it were a small child. A low, bubbling whine started to emanate from inside the bowl. Smoke started to lazily poor out of the narrow, tapered end of the pipe. Xiao Zhang handed it to me.

“Breathe it, E-lie-a-za. Yapian.”

Malcolm reached out his hand and said to me, in English, “Eliezer, huai...” Huai- bad. I also felt uneasy.

Xiao Zhang looked nervously at the smoke, “Hurry, the smoke is expensive. Breathe!”

I shrugged and looked at Malcolm. Xiao Zhang had spent money on this yapian, wanting to treat us. I didn't want to waste it,  “Why not?” I said, and took a giant puff.

My first thought was that it was relaxing; though the sticky-sweet odor that slowly danced down my throat and waltzed through my lungs was rather unpleasant and stale. I liked it, but I would reflect earlier that if I had inhaled the smoke anywhere else, I would have gagged with sacchirine death-taste. Malcolm slowly took a whiff as well, his eyebrows furrowing in worry for a few seconds, then stopping and relaxing as if his spirit had left his body.

That was the last thing I remembered before I started to dance. No, that's not true. It was the world that started to dance. I sat there still, still plastered to my pillow, helpless. 

The world stopped dancing and started twirling. Streaks of blue and white flew before my eyes, followed by cobblestone pavement. Blue and white, pavement. Blue and white, pavement. Clouds, sky, street. I was outside. I was twirling, no flipping, dizzily twirling through the air.

Crashing. Cymbals. The sound came from a space, hovering in front of my chest. I looked down. It was me. I was crashing the cymbals. Why was I crashing the cymbals? My neck. It chaffed. A leather collar tight around the next. I could barely breathe. Just enough air to jump and crash the cymbals. Careful, I thought, don't exert yourself. I could feel the scarce air in my lungs, making the small red jacket heave with oxygen deprivation. Stop! This was killing me!

I looked up. A hairy man in dirty brown robes held a rope. My rope. My leash. He was my master. I was his pet... monkey? No! I was a person. He was the monkey! He was the monkey! His tail swashed behind him and he smiled, laughing with a high, terrible clucking laugh like a crows cawing or the cackle of a child up to mischief. He smiled a wide smile, full of rearranged, yellow teeth.

And then he started to cry in desperate, bellowing sobs. Clearly disturbed. My cymbals again. Why did I keep crashing the cymbals?

“You!” My monkey master cried, “Not you!” 

I couldn't see who he was screaming at. I was too short; all I saw was shoes, nice leather shoes shrouded by white paints with thin blue trim, a navy uniform or a sailor's costume perhaps. There were broken manacles peeking out from around the man's ankles (I knew somehow it was a man), peeking out like a gopher from a hole. The manacles were broken as if seared by fire. The Sailor in Broken Chains bellowed a violent, angry victory yell, free him! He said, although I heard it in my head and not my ears. As he screamed, a thick dark shadow blocked out the sun.

I turned toward my monkey master (He was NOT my master!) and a giant rock, maybe a mountain, fell on the monkey. The voice of the Sailor in Broken Chains again. Take care, he said, that will not hold him for long.

Blackness.

I would never smoke Opium again.

“Boy!” A sharp smack in the face. Again. Again.

I opened my eyes slowly, as if the slower I arose, the more likely whatever was smacking me would lose interest. No such luck. Another smack.

“Boy!” A Russian accent. The smell of ginger, warm honey, and sharp lemon. A sharp command in Russian or some other language I didn't yet speak (I would learn it later). Air stopped its welcome descent into my lungs, and my mouth filled with a sweet-tangy tincture.

I jumped to my feet, hearing before seeing the big man in front of me. His name was Rabbi Moshe Tevynitsyn. I didn't know that at first though; I thought he was a Golem- a living statue made of clay- sent by the monkey in my dream to punish me. And my impression wasn't inaccurate- the man was of great stature and old looking even then, though he was closer to his thirties when I met him. His beard was of greater stature and I think that was what scared me most: a giant with grotesque squirrel attacking his face.

He spouted another stream of Russian. By the way he shook his head back and forth, screaming the words, and smacked me yet again, I thought for sure it was the blackest profanity. The Rabbi's foul mouth somehow made me trust him more.

“Boy! By Aaron's beard! What is wrong?” (Do Rabbis still really say 'by Aaron's beard', dear inheritor?  It seems a caricature, I know, but every Rabbi I have ever met- admittedly, I meet very few in Shanghai- has a great fondness for the expression).

I stopped and looked around. I was in a cramped dwelling. A small bed- just big enough for two- sat in the corner. A stove stood next to that. A ketubah- the traditional Jewish wedding contract- hung from the wall. 

I cast a wary glance at the Rabbi and his wife, a white-haired, fossilizing Russian crone- Madame Katerina, sitting in the corner farthest possible from me. She didn't speak, and I wasn't sure if that was because she didn't speak English or because fear of my rantings froze the words in her throat.

A cornered animal glance, again at the couple, “Where am I?”

“At my house. In Hongkou.” He stuck out his hand and gave me hand and I gave him mine. 

“What a second. Hongkou? I live in the Astor House. We must be...”

“At least a mile or two from your house. Near the synagogue.”

“You are Jewish?”

He nodded, “Ashkenazi. I'm a Rabbi.”

“So am I! How strange?”

He nodded again, an exactly copy of the nod before. He had no idea how else to respond, “Stranger still was how you ended up screaming at my door.”  

“What? What do you mean?”

“I was hopeful you yourself could tell me. You did after all bang on my door- raising a bow- at two in the morning.” The Rabbi had trouble with idioms. At this point, I believe by 'raising a bow', he meant 'raising a row.' Frankly, dear inheritor, I don't blame him. English idioms are hard.

I looked at him with a weak smile, “I don't suppose I was raising a... bow... about monkeys, was I?”

He nodded a bit, and whispered to his wife something in Russian. She threw me a puzzled look and walked out the door. 

“Where is she going at this time of night?” I ventured

“Downstairs. To pray.”

“What does she need to pray for at two in the morning?” I already knew the answer. She was going to pray for me.

“Were you taking drugs?” The big man leaned forward in his chair, pulling it closer to me, his shadow in the weak candlelight making the room almost pitch-black if not for the candle's feeble flicker.

It didn't occur to me to lie. Not only did I not have the guile, I was scared. How did I make it across town with no memory, no money, screaming at the Rabbi's door?

“Yes, Rabbi. I did. Though I wasn't sure... until it was too late.”

He stared at me for a long time. His gaze dug so deep into the bottom of my soul, it  churned my stomach like a cement mixer. 

“And- my new friend, Eliezer- how is it that you did not know?” More silence.

“I'm sorry, Rabbi.” 

“I didn't ask for an apology. I asked for an explanation.”

I scrunched my eyebrows together at this, “I don't understand, Rabbi.”

“Simple,” he said, “You are allowed to make all the mistakes you want, Eliezer Sahibun, provided you find out why, and you don't make the same mistakes twice.” 

He stood up and fashioned some blankets into a small mattress on the floor. He threw a pillow down. “Tonight you sleep here. I will take you home in the morning.”

The next day, we got up early. Madame Katarina had returned and lay passed out in the small bed next to the Rabbi. Wordlessly that morning, the Rabbi slipped into a rickshaw with me, mouthing the address to the driver: my address at the Astor House. As it turned out, we weren't that far from the Astor House, his house being a bit further north in the Hongkou area than I had been before.

We spent the rest of the ride home in silence. I don't remember the drive, only my fear of abject abuse I was sure to incur. I remember only the soft, sad song the driver intoned, as the wheels bumped and popped over the patchwork stone streets. As if transported by a magic spell whispered by the driver, my next memory is of Edward Elias opening the door: not a servant, not a houseboy, but Sahibun himself. As he looked into the eyes of my patron, the Rabbi ventured forth into the first of many brave acts I would lay to his credit: he told Edward Elias Sahibun what to do.

The Rabbi stepped in front of Edward Elias and led him (in his own house!) into one of the rooms adjoining to the main hall. 

The silence was maddening. To oblige me, they started to scream (in truth, Edward Elias started to scream, I had the Rabbi's even-keeled voice echo thorough the house with more rationality than had prowled our halls of late. Both men were speaking in turns too loudly and too softly for my hearing. 

They finally came out and Edward Elias was smiling as widely as the Rabbi. “Eliezer and Malcolm will be educated by me. I will teach them the European languages, Torah, and boxing. They start today. Please get Malcolm and we will begin.”

I never told the Rabbi about my greatest concern- how I made it across town to his house with no memory. The Rabbi never asked, again to his credit. All Malcolm remembers- being also quite stoned at the time- was the sight of me running away from the grounds, screaming.  I told neither them about the drugged, fever dream with the Monkey and the Sailor in Broken Chains. In retrospect, they both probably would have believed me. Rabbi Tevynitsyn and Malcolm were, if not overly trusting, at least possessed of a hearty faith in the impossible.

That faith in the impossible included a hearty faith in me, but would you blame me for taking pains to not strain the their credulity? I needed friends. I needed allies. I needed people who didn't think I was a drug addict. Would you blame me for not pushing it?

Chapter 8

Bookstore

1900/1910.

My experience in Shanghai was not oppressed. When I was sealed in an underground (literally) library for 20 years during the Cultural Revolution, one of Xiao Zhang's relatives smuggled me a book about the Civil Rights movement in the United States and the oppression of black people for the arbitrary crime of intolerable genetics. This was not my experience, and from narrating Lao Zhang's diatribe I fear you may get that idea- nothing could be further from the truth. There was a healthy tolerance for the foreigner in Shanghai then. under which there bubbled a hostility in the political arena completely justified, and on the personal level, completely ignored. Though Chinese did charge more in markets and on rickshaws, the great majority of Shanghainese easily separated the 'unequal treaties' from the average foreigner on the street. The problem was not the great majority of Shanghainese, but the foreigners.

I suspect it had a lot to do with the bald, naked shock of living abroad. What would you have done, dearest inheritor? You bravely climb aboard a rickety deathtrap steamship, attempting an arduous month-long sojourn. You arrive and the people do not speak your language, as all civilized people should. They do not eat your food, as would be only right. They shout. They spit. They fight. And then, to add insult to agonizing injury, they overcharge you. What would you think, my inheritor?

Such a selective view of culture shock was, of course, unfounded in fair treatment of the locals. Among foreigners, I always heard the stories of the dishonest, the unfair and the uncouth Chinese. The loyal, the kind and the pleasant Chinese (among whom I made my life here) were conspicuously absent. The foreigners who so negatively opined about the locals formed their own sort of ghetto, far from anybody who would shake their prejudices.

As you perhaps can imagine, with a scope of one hundred and twenty-seven years, there are some things I must inevitably leave out. The next thirteen years, I fear, fall squarely into that unimaginative and uninteresting category of miscellanea I must omit, so that I can get to 'the good stuff' as the Americans would say.

That is not to say these years were not essential to my life here, they were indeed. Chief among the reasons being that I learned German, French, Yiddish, Russian under the Rabbi's able tutelage. I continued my study of Shanghainese and Mandarin with Lao Zhang. The missionaries had come many years ago and they had translated their Torah into the tongues of the nations (superflously adding the New Testament, of course), and at my most lonely, I sat for hours carving the Book into my heart. 

It sounds prodigious that a teenager could bring himself to a working knowledge of so many tongues, but I had nothing but time to study. After a while, I barely saw Edward Elias and Malcolm had left the country. The latter was fast at work in some new scheme for making large sums of money rather quickly. I think only after he brought me to Shanghai did he realize that I had nothing to do, save watch over the Sahibun bookstore on Foochow RD.  

Malcolm, after a few years of our Shanghainese lessons with Lao Zhang, had just moved to London to gain a proper education according to his father. He would be back fifteen years later, having lost the use of his arm (a story I will relate to you below).  That day, the day Malcolm left for England is worth my narrating for you, dear inheritor, because it was the last day I saw him as he was- not as he became. You need to know that he was a good man, despite his role in the deaths of Xiao Zhang and Ruilin, the woman I loved.

---  

At that time, Foochow Road was an ocean of culture amidst a sea of sex. What do I mean by that, you may ask? I will tell you.

In the past 127 years, I have read a great deal about this city. You may wonder, dear inheritor, what mere mortals could have to teach us about this city that we don't already know. The answer to that is everything. As Confucius said, If three people are walking on a road, one of them is bound to teach me something.” So I read, and I had nothing but time to do so.

Now, as I read about Shanghai, I was struck with one overarching theme: sex. Copious quantities of the stuff, as if it drips out of every pore and oozes down every alley. And, to a large part, this picture is true. Foochow road- where much of my story takes place- was surrounded by brothels and singsong houses.
 This stereotype of the “City above the Sea” is- to a large part- true. Sex is and has been everywhere for the last 127 years.

Yes, this picture is true, but not complete. There are other stories in this city besides that of a a prostitute who rises from humble beginnings to find a foreign boyfriend. Yet, if you were to read the spate of novels written about Shanghai in the past 100 years, you would find this to be the only story told. My story is true, dear inheritor; I assure you I will be more creative than that.

For the past hundred years, Foochow Road has been home to the city's bookstores, art stores and paper supply shops. This area is called 'Culture Street' by some and it is bounded by Hankow Road in the north, Canton Road in the south, Fokien Road in the west, and Honan Road in the east. The wary consumer of literature who takes a step amiss out of these boundaries will be accosted by ten-thousand dirty old men who will ask you if you want 'lady' or (in the 21st century) 'massaji'. This has been the way of things for the past 127 years.

As you walk up Foochow road then, you will see thin, white London elms stretch their gnarled skeletal fingers to the sky. These trees are curious because the never seem to bloom with any degree of appreciable vegetation: neither verdant in the spring nor aflame with the fall; they have existed in a perpetual state of winter since as long as I can remember. They end about a block before you reach the former site of the bookstore, previously located on the corner of Foochow road between Shantung Road and Honan Road.

The buildings on Foochow Road are the only other queer feature of the Culture Street. In the beginning of the 20th century, Culture Street was composed of shops on the street level and residences on the second, third and fourth floors. It was mostly a stationary community, with people living and working in the Culture Street area. What that means is that most of my Chinese neighbors never left, though I suspect they wanted to. Many of these residences were torn down in the later 20th century to make way for increased development (Whatever that means?), but you can still see a hint of this restlessness in the architecture. Those buildings that still remain curve at the corners that intersect Foochow Road. It always looked that the buildings themselves were trying to get out, to divert the people away from Foochow Road to free them.

As I said before, our bookstore- ceremoniously dubbed in a gold paint-inscribed signboard, 'E.E. Sahibun and Sons, Booksellers'- sat on Honan Road and Foochow road, near the eastern boundary of the Culture Street. And like our immobile neighbors, our shop was on the bottom and our residence was on the top, a gray brick balcony and red wooden Chinese railings crisscrossing above our heads. Behind the store was a cramped alley, zig-zagging behind us into more residences.  When I say the alley was cramped, I mean that it was cramped from the top as much as it was cramped from the sides. You see, the poles and racks that the ayis used to hang up clothes hung much lower than anywhere else in the city. On windy days, I would frequently be treated a shower of women's underwear raining down on my head. As the women were 60 or greater, I assure you, dear inheritor, nothing improper took place. They weren't even embarrassed, preferring their brassieres to fall on my head than the the pile of garbage lying in the north corner of the alley.

In truth, I wonder if the bookstore sole purpose was just to be my residence. It was a rather convenient place to put me, and I never quite understood why Sahibun, an opium trader, got into buying and selling literature. He didn't read himself, and a book would have burned through his skin like holy water would have burned Dracula. I suspect he bought the store for the same thing he brought me over- the same impulse towards frenetic activity that possessed the Shanghailanders. “Do! Do! Do!” pulsed through the city like a drum beat or a pounding heart.

When I started to work at the bookstore, Malcolm was supposed to help me while I got things organized. He did help, but he adamantly insisted to not stay there, preferring the sumptuousness of the Astor House. I didn't mind, as it gave me the chance to make the bookstore my refuge from Edward Elias' bombast. As he got older, Malcolm became more willing to put up with his father, going to races and one of the many sporting clubs peopled by the Shanghailander's elite. Malcolm was always looking for something from his father: something he never found, even after his father's death. I don't know what it was, dear inheritor, but I can only guess his longing was the common target of all boys from their fathers: manhood, affirmation, how to drink or woo women. Malcolm was disappointed by his father's poor lessons in the art of masculinity.

As you enter the store, a glass door causes a creaking rusted bell to make a noise that would have passed for a chime three-hundred years ago. As you enter the store, an army of bookshelves- standing in a military array- block your passage like the emperor's guard. The shelves are an army standing six wide and umpteen high, each shelf bursting with books, as if the books had babies and multiplied like rabbits. If you jostled a shelf too carelessly, you were sure to be beaned in the head with a particularly heavy tome.

Around the sides of the store were more shelves, equally replete with old tomes, equally menacing and guard-like. If you chanced to make it through this literary armed guard, you were greeted with the cash register smiling happily from it's safe perch on a stale, white counter top. Behind the counter top were the steps to the attic, where I kept a cot nestled in among the boxes of books we didn't have room for in the shelves below (Why we needed more books, I will never understand). The cots purpose was two-fold. Firstly, it's lumpy texture and deviously placed springs ensured I wouldn't get too much sleep. Secondly, when I stood on the cot, I had just the boost I needed to climb out the window and onto the fire escape that led to the roof, not- paradoxically- leading to the street below. I was glad the fire escape was there- the roof was a quiet place to read- though I was curious how being on the roof in a fire would keep you out of harm, especially considering my station upon a pile of burning paper.

The day Malcolm announced his return to England was an overcast one- naturally overcast. In fact, though it would be 100 years before pollution would blacken the sky in full force the sky on that day bled with finger-thin rivlets of cloud that presaged destruction in a few decades. It was 1900, a cold winter as I recall. I was lucky to work in the store; the mountains of books kept the heat in the store in a way stone and badly-constructed walls couldn't. Malcolm had come to huddle in the bookstore and study for the Rabbi's classes, staving off the bitter, wet cold. I didn't blame him; the cold grabbed each and every one of the little hairs on your arm and pulled so hard you felt you would bleed from your goosebumps.

We had closed (or perhaps we just weren't busy, I don't remember exactly which). Malcolm was planted behind the cash register reviewing a German lesson the Rabbi had given him. It had gotten late, and the sun was just about to weaken and fall below the horizon, taking the light from the room.

I stood on the ladder, the kind that rolled back and forth on tracks attached to the celling. The ladder we played on as kids- wheeling around and screaming like banshees- we worked on as adults thought it was three (or was it four?) short years later, shelving books. 

Shelving books. Yes, at that time, I think I was shelving books, or perhaps taking inventory. I remember a lot about that day though: humming to myself, the smell of wet must and molding paper, Malcolm tapping his pencil on the desk with a fevered distraction. He had grown much in the last few years, both in his English study and social skills. He was thirteen, and just beginning to shoot up like a weed in the manner common to adolescent boys. I wasn't bald then, but I had just started to become a teenage skelaton, all bones and height. Malcolm was fuller than me, broader than I, and he always put on weight more easily. My gaunt frame was later aggravated by the increased metabolism of immortality. This curse makes you eat like a pack of hungry teenage boys, dear inheritor. It's a shame you can barely taste the food after a few decades. 

I remember thinking that it was a perfect day despite the terrible weather. That was probably because it was quiet. I had been three years in Shanghai and I had finally found a spot of quiet amid the screaming and the clanging and the banging on every street corner. It was here, amidst the books and Malcolm... my brother.

My feelings of serenity lasted about 10 minutes. 

Malcolm looked up from his book, having been on the same page for hours, “Eliezer, I'm leaving.”

I didn't hear at first. I thought he said something like 'I want to get something to eat' or 'the weather's rubbish', to which I would absently reply with a stock phrase like 'that's nice' or 'I know'. To think, dear inheritor, my answer to his revelation could have been that's nice!

He repeated the offending phrase again, “Did you hear me? I'm leaving, Eliezer.”

The phrase sunk in and I almost fell of the ladder. I steadied myself, but didn't come down, unsure if to come down would somehow bring his inevitable departure sooner.

“Why? You love it here!”

“I do, but Father says I need to go back to England for secondary school and university. 'A Sahibun heir needs a proper education',” This last sentence he said in a squashed, gravelly fake accent that he would always use when mocking his father. I would usually fall on the floor in pieces, laughing about his impressions. I would normally do that, but today wasn't a normal day.

“Don't go,” I said simply, as if that was enough to resolve the matter and we could go back to our reading.

“I have to, Eliezer.”

“Shanghai has schools. Go to those.”

“They... aren't as good.”

“What's that supposed to mean? Shanghai's good enough for you,” I added in Shanghainese, “What kind of person do you think you are?”

“Eliezer, don't raise a row about this. Please!”

I backed down the ladder, crossed over to the cash register, and began brandishing my finger in anger, thrusting it in his face. “Why shouldn't I raise a row? Nobody else is raising a row. Leaving is a terrible idea! It will make you just like him.” Him, of course, meant Edward Elias.

He shot me another pained look, as if I had asked for his heart or his lungs and his eyes, “I'm sorry, Eliezer. It has to be like this,” more silence, “You know you're not stuck here either. You could come too, if you wanted.”

That was a thought. I could have. I was free to do whatever I wanted. The curse was ten years away. If I would have said yes to Malcolm, none of this torture would have happened. Ruilin would have still been alive. I would have been dead by now. I would have been free.

He wasn't serious though. We both knew a different set of opportunities were open to him as 'the heir'- a different destiny from that of a lowly cousin from the country. He knew that and I told him so.

“Father said you could come Eliezer. I asked.”

“He wasn't telling the truth!” I shouted, louder than I intended, “None of you are telling the truth! This is a prison!” I stormed up the stairs, and threw myself down on the cot, leaking tears, quite without knowing why.

He was an idealist then, Malcolm. He had no idea that ours were different worlds, different histories. It wasn't class, not nearly a simple story of his being the rich cousin and I the poor one. That had something to do with it, but that wasn't it. You have to understand, dear reader, I wasn't scared to go back. I wasn't. I was... unsure. I was needed at the bookstore. I was receiving an education from the Rabbi. I would go back to the sheep for that? No chance. I heard a man once say that everybody who comes to Shanghai was running from something. Maybe I was running from my father, from the sheep. Here though, I was still running. I was running from the noise and Shanghainese and how Chinese people stared at you when you bought fruit and walked down the street. Why didn't I take Malcolm up on his offer? 

I wasn't scared of leaving. I was tired.   

I should have left when I had the chance.

Ten years later, I was rendered immortal by the the dark magic of the Monkey King. 

I have read much in my one-hundred and twenty-seven years, dear inheritor. I have had nothing but time, correct? When you read as much as I have, you start to see patterns that mirror life, so much so that you wonder with the philosopher how art can so slavishly follow life (or vice versa). There is one such device that I find especially telling in my story: the sentient universe theory. If a writer wants to show the inevitability of destiny or vagaries of inescapable fate, he will write his story so that the whole universe conspires to heap woe on the protagonist's head. The protagonist goes to work, maybe to make an important business deal. He gets a flat tire. He gets stuck in a blizzard. He gets mugged by a host of thugs. The universe refuses to oblige him: it doesn't think he deserves it.

Which means- if the sentient universe theory is true, literarily, in my story- the real culprit in my story is not the Monkey King, but Shanghai. The day before I was immortaled, I was beseiged with the stomach malady so common to the Shanghailander- a violent sickness expelling my vital humors in vomit and excrement with such ferocity I though my end was near. Minutes before I had to go to work on the fateful day, My digestive track felt fine, as new as the day I was born. The day before, it was raining a gross, stinking, torrential rain. The next day, the weather was as sunny as the day Noah stepped out of the ark. I could go on, but I will spare you, dear inheritor. The blame for my condition- our condition- is Shanghai's, square and simple. The city is alive, and it is evil. I will accept no other explanation.

--------

That day, Xiao Zhang, came as usual to the bookstore to deliver the orders. He had told me that he too was almost stopped by the yamen that day, perhaps to be shaken down by a bribe. The officials missed him by the space of about five minutes (he saw him knocking at his door from the road). If they had caught him, they would have held him up, making Xiao Zhang miss meeting with me (I was about to close the store and take my lunch as he arrived). He almost missed me, dear inheritor. Again, Shanghai is alive.

The small man had dreams of inheriting his father's position as compradore, the local Chinese partner of a foreign business venture. Such an esteemed personage was in charge of finding foreign markets for laowai
 businessmen. In my estimation, Sahibun barely knew the young man's name (then again, Sahibun was so busy with his profit he barely knew my name). His father, Lao Zhang, had recently obtained that illustrious position (thus ending our Shanghainese lessons)- and Xiao Zhang hoped against hope he was as sly as his esteemed alcoholic parent.   

And because of that day at the Ma Jiang table, where I promised to hide his father guilt, Xiao Zhang was loyal to me if nothing else. I didn’t require him to be, and he certainly wasn’t my servant, but you will learn, my inheritor, that the Chinese are chiefly loyal. If it is because of guilt, or duty, or ancient tradition, I do not know, but relationships are iron-clad in the Middle Kingdom. They don’t leave their friends here- not ever. 

That day, Xiao Zhang came to the bookstore office to inquire about work. I hadn't seen him in a few weeks, as he was busy carrying his father's books and dried goods all across creation. The family had just bought a new rickshaw, and the younger Zhang was helping them get their money's worth. Since our Shanghainese lessons, he had become a man- an even, honest twenty-six; though if one were to consider he had taken us to an opium den, one could say he had never been a child. I could tell when he held his hat in his hand that he was terrified. As I stood behind the counter, I read on his face a fervent desire that he (and I) be whisked away anywhere else. It was an almost comical look of shock- as if he thought foreigners only came in forty year old, suit-wearing versions, as if white people shouldn't have youth. My presence- I would learn later- almost scared him off.

“My wantchee… pidgin.” The man edged into Sahibun’s shop as if something would bite him, speaking a badly butchered pidgin-English. The word 'pidgin' means 'business'; consider pidgin-English the precursor to business English, an artless massacre of a dialect used to facilitate communication like a fingernail on a chalkboard is used to facilitate silence. 

“If you have business, you can speak plainly. You needn't resort to English,” I answered in passable Shanghainese.  

He mulled this over a bit, as if he was considering whether to agree with my offer, “You do speak Shanghainese quite well.”

“I don't know what you are talking about? Surely not.” It was the custom of this time to deflect or disagree with praise, whenever it was offered. If a man offered a compliment on the beauty of his wife, he would depreciate the praise, saying she was ugly and 'hard to look at' (Some very traditional people, even today, consider this the height of good manners.

 He fingered his hat and looked down at the floor, using his feet to meticulously clean the floorboards. Throughout the interview, he never once looked me in the eye. When we discussed it since, Xiao Zhang swore this was not the case, but he was wrong. I remember the fear; I have replayed it every day for the past 127 years. 

Denying the quality of my Shanghainese put him at ease a bit though, as he understood I knew not just Chinese, but China. “I have books for you to buy- lots of   books.” In truth, I was doubtful he had them, but the overhead for books was so expensive in those days, that I would get a dressing down from Sahibun if I didn’t go. “How could I say no?” I said to myself in English.

“Lead on.” I said, as I flipped the sign on the door to ‘closed’, ran out the door and climbed onto Xiao Zhang’s rickshaw. My inheritor, as you are astute and wise, you can probably gather I would regret this decision for the next one hundred and twenty-seven years.

Chapter 9

Xu Jia Hui Cathedral

July 4, 1910

As I had mentioned, our store was located in Foochow Road in those days, a few blocks away from the Bund. Ah, the Bund: the snake asleep on the Huangpu river, thinking it was large enough to devour the city whole. What the snake was really eating was itself. Such reptilian fascinations were the minority view, however, and to most people, the Bund was a collection of European-style banks and trading firms along the banks of the Whangpoo River. The buildings were out of place in China, dear inheritor- as were we.

Xiao Zhang's rickshaw popped and cracked over the paving stones until we passed the borders of the American and British International Settlement into Frenchtown, crossing the Avenue Edward going south. Anybody who has ever traveled this fair city would remark how much the traffic resembles the flowing of blood. Nobody ever stops, my inheritor, they are just diverted. If a goat is standing in the road, the path of least resistance would be over a curb and on the sidewalk- not moving the goat. As you can imagine, it was difficult to find safe places to walk.

We drove past a woman screaming at her kids to behave, a man cutting the head off a chicken and a shopkeeper nearly cutting the head off the man (they were bargaining while the chicken chopper worked). As I write this, my inheritor, in all my years, this scene has never changed- modernized, maybe- but never changed. Instead of decapitating chickens, it's selling street-side DVD's: the difference is semantic really. The streets have always been and always will be the city’s blood, her veins, and if they ceased to pulse with color and screaming and dirt, Shanghai would have a coronary.

We continued into the manicured lawns and brick-laid villas of Frenchtown and I sighed through the empty streets. The French, like the English, never left their houses unless they had to, and with such an anemic understanding of the streets, they were bored only because they chose to be so.

Before I had thought to orient myself upon leaving Frenchtown, we had arrived at our destination: Zi-Ka-Wei Library. The library was a stone cube. The top arched up a bit in a slant, so that the rain would fall off in a storm. A flat roof would make no sense in a library this large. The elements would apply too much pressure on the books, making them fall victim to falling roof when they were already threatened by the insidious humidity that pervaded this city. No, the roof must be slanted to protect the books. Zi-Ka-Wei Library was a fortress and there was treasure on the shelves.

Six adobe-stucco pillars stood guard over a Western-style garden. I forgot the exact configuration of long, round hedges and squat, spherical shrubs, but it is the kind of garden foreigners have lounged in since the 1800's; the kind of garden Chinese march past imagining how nice it must be to have that much free time.

That's unfair of me, dear inheritor. Their scholarly traditions is more developed than ours. It is also more pragmatic. A writer once said that the Chinese care more about a man's actions than his philosophies. Chinese scholars would have sat in the garden at the Zi-ka-wei Library reading a treatise by Confucius about the principles of good government. Foreigners would have read Aristotle's thoughts on the music of the spheres. Both of them should have been reading each other. Much of the trouble I have seen would have been handily averted.

There were three balconies in front of Zi-Ka-Wei Library, not counting the ground floor. Vines used to climb over the edge of these balconies, but by the 21st century, they had been trimmed to make the balconies look neater and more sterile. On the northern wall of the library, the subterreanean floor had windows that peek out from underground. They are covered with black metal grates that likewise flourish with loops and swirls on the fences that enclose the balcony and the garden. A palace of books this, but it is a palace light: its protection is more cosmetic than protective. A barbarian horde would find easy purchase to this book sanctuary, but they wouldn't touch anything for fear of ruining the gate-covered garden beauty of the place.

A small statuette of a man in prayer- presumably a priest- looked from the northern corner of the garden at the priest's quarters at the southern edge of the compound. The priest's quarters are low and long- barracks for those foot soldiers in the army of the Society of Jesus. Truthfully though, I am being unfair to the Jesuits as well; they were a kind army if they deserved the name. If not kind, at least they were respectful. They were one of the first sides to read the other's books, and they deserved credit for that.    

We entered the library premises through the front gate, past the garden. Xiao Zhang pushed open a giant door and led me inside. We traipsed up a wooden staircase, up two flights of stairs, until finally we reached the main book depository on the second floor.

But Xiao Zhang didn't go in. He went down the long hall to the left of the entrance until he came to two doors. One of which was a men's restroom. The other was a green, stone door. He swung the latter door open, and revealed a yawning maw of a staircase, smelling of mold and rotting trees. He stopped then and briskly gestured for me to go first down below. I looked at Xiao Zhang, then at the foreboding compost-stenching stairs, then at Xiao Zhang again. 

“Foreign language books?”

“Correct, foreign language books.”

I was incredulous. A dark, passageway? Down a secret passage? When nobody knows I am here? It sounded like a bad novel written by that Poe maniac. I would rather have been scolded by Sahibun than stabbed and left for dead.

“No, thank you. Vuyoh.” 'I don't want any.' Thanking my usually poor luck that I really had only brought a few dollars Mex, 
I thought I could safely excuse myself from any sort of business transaction.

My luck continued in its usually poor state. He grabbed my shoulder violently, as if he intended to rip it off. The smaller man pressed a quick, small knife threateningly to my side, generated as if from the ether.

“Baba says you must come down. The boy in the dream must come down.” Later, I would discuss this day with Xiao Zhang and so confirm what I already knew from the look on his face. Xiao Zhang was not the kind of person who regularly held people at knife point, any more than I was the kind of person who would walk down  shuddery staircases. He was under just as much duress as I was. But as I was also not the kind of person who fought people with knives, he definitely had the advantage in this transaction. What choice did I have? I descended the staircase.

The stairs were singularly unspectacular, smelling of old paper and Shanghai damp.  The way was lit with weak torches, and I could see fine, but Xiao Zhang almost seemed to find his way feeling. He didn’t need to see as he had trusted the staircase many times. 

We eventually came to a door, carved in stone. He moved it without effort and screamed something in a shouting, gutter dialect I didn't understand. As the door swung open, I beheld the most beautiful library I had ever seen. The shelves, replete with books, seemed to climb beyond the dark ceiling of the vault. In the middle of the room, at a desk, there sat Lao Zhang. Xiao Zhang said something again to him in the dialect I couldn't understand, but felt strangely familiar. I would learn later that it was ancient literary Chinese: a close cousin of the Wu dialect spoken in Shanghai. The knowledge of this ancient tongue had been passed down through Xiao Zhang's family for centuries.

The older man didn't respond, but just nodded, his joints creaking with the sound of sand aging rocks. He seemed to almost fossilize before you, having aged centuries in the years since I had seen him last.

As I listened, I was figuring the part where I was stabbed and robbed was coming soon. The old man pointed to a book on his desk. Xiao Zhang said, “Baba wants to know if you can see this book.”

I am not sure what scared me more, the question or the fact that the old man wouldn't deign to speak to me directly, nor would he look me in the eyes, though his gaze became kind and sad (Xiao Zhang did confirm that his propensity to not hold my gaze is a family trait). Lao Zhang not speaking? Lao Zhang showing compassion? Something must have been seriously wrong. I replied, addressing Xiao Zhang, “Of course I can, can’t you?”

“No!” the young man shouted at me. He turned to the old man and began to fire off a stream of ancient Chinese. For one so dry and desiccated, you wouldn’t think he had water left for tears. Nevertheless, the old man started to cry. 

“Father asks you to buy the book.”

“Buy the book?”

“Buy the book.” I was going to get stabbed for sure.

“How much?”

“However much you like.”

I had one dollar Mex., and I set it on the table. The old man didn’t touch it, but said something else to Xiao Zhang that sounded like ‘I love you’, though it was in that dialect and sounded like it was spoken through sand and dust. Although I often asked, Xiao Zhang would never tell me what the old man said on his last day.

The man touched the bill, and he began to crumple up into paper and float away, the chaff of the earth being dispersed like a mountain of dust. You have seen- no doubt in my own demise- how when immortals die, they seem to experience all their years at once. The universe remembers your years and you simply are not. I tell you, it is relatively common to see somebody die, but to see somebody cease to exist is much rarer and infinitely sadder- like the destruction of a rare book.

Curiously, I felt of sorrow nothing from watching him disappear into ashes. I hadn't time, dear inheritor, because a small, cold dagger stopped my beating heart. It hurt with a deep, throbbing pain to get stabbed in the heart as if you had listened to the music of your heart your whole life and felt curiously interrupted when it stopped. My ears nearly rang from the silence. As I blacked out, Xiao Zhang said, “Baba said you needed proof! I needed proof!” I hit the ground and fell face first on the cold stone floor, rolling around in Baba’s ashes. Before I blacked out, the last thought in my head was that getting scolded by Edward Elias was much worse than this. Death, my inheritor, is merely a nuisance and nothing more.

Chapter 10

Bookstore

July 4, 1910

My inheritor, what did you do after you died the first time? Did you doubt the death had happened? Did you think your demise was a dream? I didn't. Death, though a nuisance, is unmistakable. The sound your heart makes stopping is a resting note in the music you heard all your life. I didn't doubt I had died. I couldn't doubt it.

I read.

There are so many other important things I could have done. I could have gotten drunk or robbed a bank, I could have ended the lives of princes and taipans
, I could have done whatever I wanted. Not a soul living could have held me accountable. I did none of those things. I read.

Xiao Zhang rushed over to me as I regained my senses. He put his hand on the place above my heart where the knife had done its work.

“He told me to... He said I needed to... show you!”

“Get away!” I looked at him like a rabid animal and backed away slowly, as if the other man would pounce under a sudden movement. In truth, I was more likely to pounce on him. 

I threw open the heavy door and stumbled up the damp, dark stairs, running from the cathedral in terror. I had died, and it felt exhilarating.

My inheritor, in the City Above the Sea there is nothing like the quiet of death. Normal mortals walk down Bubbling Well Road
 and lose their hearing. The French Concession at 2:00 AM, though the trees dampen out the sound, locals still hear the screams of trolley horns ringing in their ears. New arrivals cry because the street are louder than the screaming of their own dreams. Death, on the other hand, is ever more unrivaled in its peace.

There is a surge of adrenaline when one comes back you had forgotten to switch off the fight-or-flight response that went into action when your life was threatened. The energy electrifies you such that stillness would make you implode with the power. Then, there is the thirst. Dry, dust clings to your tongue and climbs down your throat. You taste iron on your tongue: it is blood, dripping cracked and dry from your dessicated throat. If you don't get water soon, you will die again. 

Yes, you would die again when your resurrect, but you don't think to do any thing so sensible as grab a drink. The energy is too voracious, to hungry. It must be used. And so, that day, as I backed away from Xiao Zhang, I did the only thing I could think to do. I ran, from Zi-Ka-Wei library to Foochow Road- a sprint of several miles. Running that would have ended the life of a mortal. You will find, my inheritor, that this power eventually goes away the longer you live as an immortal. You are not superhuman; in fact, you are anything but. Our life is one all too cognizant of the limits of human experience.

But the first time, how I ran! I made it to the bookstore in the same hour it had taken me by rickshaw. I have never ran that far since, and when I finally arrived, I never ascertained if I collapsed from exhaustion or literally died. It mattered little, but I woke up on the floor of the bookstore, wheezing again. Like clockwork, I sprang to life, predictably, indomitably fast. I grabbed the first book I saw and ran to the roof.

Quiet.

It was finally quiet. 

The book I had elected for my reverie was a concise history of Austria, a terribly dull work of literature. I began to read about the sewer systems of Vienna and the sanitation of the German empire during the Bubonic plague, but it was quiet. I read because it was the only quiet I could find, but it still wasn't as quiet as death.

Below, the noise of the City Above the Sea droned on incessantly. The rickshaw drivers still bellowed their fares. The laborers still struck their hammers on tram-lines, screaming curse words at their partner who was doing it wrong. A peddler of chicken feet still cried the low price of his wares, and the factory and the spinning loom next to the bookstore hummed with the furor of angry bees. A boat intoned a deep, throaty call as it floated down the Bund, the roof of the bookstore dropped steeply into the alley filled with trash. The history of Austria dropped from my hand like a corpse. I slowly approached the edge and hung my toes over, wiggling them and wondering what I was going to do. I jumped, my neck snapping on impact. I was awake about five minutes later.

Quiet, my inheritor, Quiet. You understand now, don't you?

And so I ask again, my inheritor, what did you do when you first found out?

The Eternal Himself is my witness that I did not rob the banks of the Bund. I did not disregard the limits of law and order and moral consequent. I was still a man, though I was no longer scared of death. The Eternal is my witness, my inheritor, I am still a man, though I am not now afraid.

Xiao Zhang found me there, awake in the trash and curled into a tight ball, my legs clung tight to my chest. Xiao Zhang would ask me later what it was that I was mumbling, and when I told him, he never quite understood. In the trash heap, I lay moaning the Kaddish
- my Kaddish- in hopes of the recovery of my soul.

Xiao Zhang, without any ceremony, explained the rules. I must sell the book. I was stuck here. His father, it seemed, had trained him well, and the boy stood with a straight-backed air, his hands taut behind his back, as if he was giving a recitation at school. He shot out his words with grammatical precision. I was doubtful he had memorized that much traditional Mandarin in all his life. Then I remembered the conversation in ancient Chinese he had had with his father. Perhaps there was more about Xiao Zhang than I had thought.

He finished his recitation. I sat quiet and detached as if I had heard bad news, but it was about somebody else.

“I can't leave?”
“I'm sorry,” he put his hand on my shoulder in a show of meaningless solidarity. 

“What happens?”

“Baba said, 'You will wish you could die, but you will be unable.'”

“Torture.”

He nodded, “Unspeakable pain, for as long as you stay beyond the city limits.”

“Why me?”

He said nothing; instead, he grabbed me still wound tightly in the fetal position and through me over his shoulder. My friend was stronger than he looked. He carried me upstairs to my room in the bookstore attic, balancing my prostrate, quivering form in his arms as he ascended the ladder that I thought for sure was going to kill me one day. He laid me in my bed and began to tell me his story. 

“My father is from Dongbeii
 but my mother was from Songjiang, from a village in Shanghai so far beyond the pale that they had never once seen a foreigner before. If you went to Songjiang, women would come up to you on the street and ask you what you did to get your skin so nice and white.

“Two hundred years ago, a giant hairy man had come to our village asking for lodging. Baba denied him because he had no room. The man called himself Sun Wukong, the Monkey King. His appearance was like that of a monkey, though he was just a man, albeit a man of unspeakable power. 

“He cursed my father with the self-same curse I have just recited to you. He then cursed the oldest male of each generation of our family on pain of death, to serve the book as long as the Inheritor stalks the City Above The Sea. One hundred and eighty years later, I was born.

“We had thought the curse confined to our family, but when my uncle had a dream that you were the next Inheritor, we knew then...”

“That he was an evil, twisted old man?”

He finished his sentence rapidly as if he was scared, “That something new was afoot.”

I had gone too far. This was Xiao Zhang's father. I shouldn't have offended him. However, if the prospect of eternity had really sunk in, I probably would have been even less flattering.  “I'm sorry, Xiao Zhang. He must have been very dear to you.”

“He was that,” more silence again, “But don't become him, Eliezer.”

And with that, he got up and with a trembling lip, descended the stairs. Miraculously, I feel asleep, drowning in a sleep much greater than death.    

Interlude, the first

A Game of Chess

Bookstore

1927

Dear Inheritor, you must know that the Monkey gave me a chance. Was he capricious? Yes. Silly? Absolutely. A sick, twisted marsupial of evil? Without a doubt. But he gave me a chance. I suspect it was for the sport of it. If I followed his rules to the letter, meticulously fulfilling every condition with expert facility, would he have released me as he promised? I think probably not. He would have added more trouble on my head: more conditions, more curses, more consternations and frustrations. That was my lot after all. I was to be fiddled with until I rotted in this bloody city. Then I would endure still longer. Then, longer still.

I was sitting in the bookstore when the first letter arrived. I remember it was a sunny day. April in fact. The weather wasn't nearly this good any other time of the year in Shanghai. It didn't usually have that sheen to it, that clear air, those bright clouds that marked that particular day in April. I think I was reading something or not selling books. I don't remember exactly. Though I do recall that at that time, it had been eons since I had sold any books.  

The letter poked a white, angular corner through the mail slot, like a chicken poking it's head out of the pot in which it is stewing. I knew it was from the Monkey King at once. I think it was the smell. Flatulence and flung feces. He was, after all, a monkey. This letter was written in German. I think the Monkey liked to show off how much he knew about people- including languages- as if his information were a set of action dolls and he had to collect the whole set. Truthfully, German wasn't the worst language he had chosen.  He would often write in the most arcane dialects imaginable, frequently addressing me in Yiddish or ancient Chinese.   

A red, wax seal closed the letter: the one hair springing out defiantly from its wax hold. I tore the seal open and there sat the first offer, written in short, distracted paragraphs. It is reproduced below:

Dear Inheritor,

I hope you are quite well. I know I am. Games always excite me. Games like the one we are playing now. Would you like to play another round?

The first few rounds were mine. I will admit that. I am quite good at the game. However, let nobody say I wasn't sportsman-like. Here is a chance for you to catch up. You're welcome.

The prize of this round is your freedom. I will make you mortal again. You will be able to leave Shanghai. I have your attention now, don't I?

The next inheritor is alive. He is in Shanghai now. He will be in Nanshi district on April 12th, 1927. He is Chinese. He will be wearing a yellow cross in a field of green. If you can get him to buy the book, you are welcome to use your remaining years in a manner as you see fit.

In the spirit of good sportsmanship,

Sun Wukong

Great King of all Monkeys.  

---

When I finished the letter, I began to scream. At first it was an almost quiet diaphramic yell, as if I was giving birth. Then, the yell rose appreciably in pitch, like a siren. Finally, the cry reached a crescendo topped off with a yeow, like that of a big cat being shot point blank by a hunter. The denouement of this yell, of course, had a sprinkling of profanities involved in a colorful assortment of languages. I had no idea I could be that creative. 

I would be free. That was April 8th.

---

It is a distinctly human capacity to fight a loosing battle knowing well one's pessimistic prospects. As men, we play chess with the heavens thinking we stand a chance. The heavens are smarter than we; they are faster than we; and they want to win so much more than we do. 

On April 9th, I woke up to the heavens wailing through a loud speaker, bellowing a pile of inscrutable Mandarin. There was always someone somewhere announcing something in Shanghai. There would be for ten-thousand years. Whatever ruling government that happened to sit their royal touchas upon the throne would have a pronouncement or a five-year plan or policy to harmonize something or other. I went back to sleep.

I eventually brought myself out of bed, dressed in a white shirt and brown trousers and stumbled downstairs to open the shop. I grogilly flipped the sign in the window from “Closed: come back next time!” to “Open: Welcome!” I unlocked the door, swung it wide open to get some fresh air, and handily walked into a mass of about fifty people: more than the bookstore had seen in any single month of its existence.  

An old Chinese man stood at the head of the pack. All the people were Chinese, in fact, and graying with age. A few of the older ayis stood by as well. Their backs stooped; their voices raised; their hands flew in each other's faces for emphasis. They were scared with a fear they had known before: the fear of history repeating itself. It was the Chinese who invented the curse, “May you live in interesting times.”

The gentleman at the front of the line tried to gesture, opening his hands back and forth like a book. He was too old to speak any pidgin English; however, his lack of English was not a problem in my opinion. I preferred to use Shanghainese with the older set. The dialect got better results. 

“Uncle, how can I help you?”

“You speak Chinese so well. Where are you from?” And so it went. I could predict the response as though it was written on my heart.

“England.” 'How come you speak Chinese so well?' was next

“How come you speak Chinese so well?” Yup. 

“I have lived here for a while.” I said. Next would be, 'What are you doing in Shanghai?' 

“What are you doing in Shanghai?” Yup.

“I am running this bookstore.” The next question would be, 'How much do you make?'

“Do you have any newspapers?” That was new. He wasn't supposed to deviate from the script. I stumbled for a second and forgot the word for 'newspaper'. I regained enough sense to let them while I puttered to the back door to retrieve the bookstore's supply of the Chinese periodical of the day. We only carried the English and Chinese news in the morning then. The other languages, if they arrived at all, would come at some time later in the day. You would wonder how they made any money publishing so irregularly like that, but the market did seem to always correct itself. If a French newspaper died, it would be replaced by another enterprising young clone in mere weeks

“Uncle, is there a problem?” I asked.

“Jiang Jieshi just declared jieyanling!” I throttled my memory to remember who 'Jiang Jieshi' was: Chiang Kai-shek, the leader of the Nationalist Government in Nanjing. (His name in the West is rather anglicized, and for clarity's sake, I will use the Western version from now on). Jieyanling was indecipherable rune-speak to me and I told the older gentleman so.

“Jieyanling is when the government takes control of the city. Nobody can leave their houses past a certain time, and people need to obey the police or they will be imprisoned right away.”

I knew what that meant: martial law.

“This can only mean one thing!” he shouted as the crowd started to agglomerate and listen to him speak, “One thing!”

“What's that, uncle?” I asked.

“The communists,” He pronounced the word in the same way one would breathe rumors of the bubonic plague: leaning towards me and whispering the words, the evil charm of a word whistling through his teeth. As he said the words, I could see more ayi's mulling about the room; having lost interest in what we were saying, they started to look about the room and hold books upside down, laughing about how strange the silly language was. 

“Do you think Chiang is going to do something?”

“I know he is. The communists scare him. Chiang Kai-shek is Old Money, young man. And, Old Money, since the beginning of time has been Scared Money. The communists know that.  While the Reds will probably do a third of what they promise, they promise a lot and the common people believe every word.”

I looked at the ground and shuffled my feet. A horrible thought occurred to me. He knew. The bloody monkey knew.

“Uncle, can I ask you a small favor?”

He squinted at me, “Yes?” He tone was dripping in doubt, and his raised eyebrow  belied a man who would hear you out but- by God- wouldn't give you one red cent.

“You are saying there will be trouble?”

“Great big trouble. Death, blood in the streets.”

“That sounds terrible. Where exactly? I need to know... so that I can stay away from it.” This was exactly a lie. I wanted to run to it. 

“Why, Zhabei...” Whew. “Pudong,” double whew, “Nanshi.”

Excrement. That excrement flinging primate....

“In fact, I have a grandson in the labor unions. He says there would be a demonstration on the 12th of April. Stay out of those areas then. You couldn't pay me enough money to be in those areas on the 12th. It will be a bloodbath. I'm sure of it.”

If you have been paying attention, dear inheritor, you will notice that the 12th of April is the same day the Monkey King said I would find my replacement in Nanshi. Apparently, I would have to fish him out of riot.

Excrement. Pure excrement.

----

April 12

Even today, everywhere you go in the Chinese areas of Shanghai, a web hangs above your head. This web is made up of nothing in particular. In some areas, the web is composed of the cables that guide the trolleys into that inevitable position of almost flattening you. Other places, it's a web of clotheslines spun intricately from house to house with Dad's shirt or Grandma's underwear flying in the breeze. Either way, you are never under open sky in the Chinese parts of Shanghai. In truth, dear inheritor, it wasn't just the Chinese who blotted out the heavens. They used clotheslines; we used skyscrapers. The effect was the same. Your average citizen of Shanghai has a life-numbing fear of standing under the Eternal's blue sky- my suspicion is that it is much too large.

It was a short walk from the bookstore on Fuzhou RD to the Old City of Nanshi: the Chinese area of Shanghai. I walked past the boundaries of the ancient city walls, long destroyed. I had never seen these walls. They were much too old, even older than I. Xiao Zhang had told me stories of their exploits: how they had protected Shanghai (a small fishing town then) from invaders and Japanese pirates; how one could walk five abreast and still not span the width of the great bulwark;  how the whole city was proud of the walls as a sign that “we too” were a city of cities- a polis in the ancient Chinese sense. As a city, WE had strength; WE had power. 

Today, those walls are no longer there.

I had asked the old man as much information as I could about the day but I couldn't help him becoming more reticent. It became clear to the gentleman that I was seeking information not to avoid the ruckus, but to participate. It was best not to stir up trouble, he said. Didn't the world already have enough trouble of its own?

Still, he let the word “unions” slip. According to his relatives, the troubles would start with the unions. I had a rather sketchy plan where to go from there, although, I assure you, dear inheritor, even I didn't have confidence in myself. 

First, I needed to find a yellow cross in a field of green. That was easy. The yellow cross in the field of green was the insignia of the Shanghai Municipal Council. A bastion of law and order in our fair city, the SMC usually had a cache of Chinese policemen employed to patrol the Nanshi area. Ipso facto, my target was a Chinese policeman in the Nanshi area on April 12.

I wandered with neither aim nor purpose. My stomach began to growl, but there wasn't a soul on the street. It was the easily the quietest street I had ever walked in the City Above the Sea. That should have made me suspicious.

Policeman. Standing there on the corner. He stood there straight-backed with a dour look that wouldn't even think of smiling. He held a baton in his right hand, scowling in a way that begged potential ruffians to try and shatter the harmony he- as a protector of law and order- so zealously guarded. 

I approached the man and began the speech I had rehearsed in the mirror ten million times.

“Hello officer,” I began in Shanghainese.

“Yes?” He answered in Mandarin, the language in which I responded. I would appear that he wasn't from around here or he would have answered in dialect, although he could have just been trying to put on airs. Most of the Chinese-in-government spoke Mandarin and it was the mark of a distinguished scholar if you could communicate in the language well.

“I was wondering if you could help me officer. I am a journalist. I am doing a story on... what's the word?” I slapped my palm at my forehead in mock consternation, “I know! I will write it!”

Behold, dear inheritor, my brilliant plan. Only the next inheritor could read what was in the Book. I would write something in the Book and show him. If he understood it, I would quickly beg him to buy the Book. I would be mortal by tiffin,
 congratulating myself on my intelligence over a glass of red-wine already earmarked for the occasion.

I whipped out the Book, scribbled the words “labor union office” in Chinese.

The man looked at the book. He looked at me. He looked at the book again. He understood it. He must have. Did he understand? Why didn't he say something?

“You want to go to the labor union office?”

He did understand! Praise the Eternal! I would be free. 

I started to cry and mumble. Cognitively, I knew I had to get out some sort of intelligible speech, elsewise my chance would pass me by. 

“You are a journalist?” He didn't even notice I was crying. Something was wrong. I should have noticed it then, but I was too emotional, dear inheritor, too tightly wound by hope.

I nodded. That was all the man needed. The policeman- the next inheritor and my salvation- promptly began to beat my head in with his billy club. I was unconscious in seconds.

---

The light sparkled in the room like diamonds. It was rather pretty, and as I watched the unknown glimmer, I thought how my luck was finally turning: I was in a palace of jewels. Maybe this was the afterlife. Maybe the policeman had stolen the book and threw me a couple of coins for my trouble. That would have done it. Maybe I was dead. Was this heaven?

Nope. The rude mildew-stench of dank walls and cold prison floors was proof enough this was anything but the gates of eternal bliss. The light was glimmering off of iron cell bars, dear inheritor: I was in prison.

Sharp rapping. A stick- whose inner workings I knew so intimately after being bludgoned, greeted me with a sharp rapping. Shouting. Wait, that was language. About the time my brain eventually whirled to life and started to process information, speech took shape amid the random sea of sounds.

“Communist!”

I lay there. There was no way he was talking to me.

“Communist!”

Strange. There was nobody else in my cell. Who was he talking to?

“COMMUNIST!”

Maybe he was talking to me. Incredibly peculiar. Unless... a grim look fell over his face and I realized the incredible faux-pas I had just committed.

“You think I am a communist?” I started to fire off a nervous laugh, “No, you see. I'm not. I was trying to...”

“Report on the seditious activities performed by a group of leftist rebels? Engender sympathy for the communist cause through manipulating the media? Stop me when I'm getting warm, please.” The cop- the next inheritor himself- smirked at me. As he said this, rain started to rumble in the background. Stray rain drops bounced off the narrow window and struck me in the back of the neck. The rains fell horizontally into my window- right at me. The Monkey was winning

“I'm a citizen of the Royal British Empire, sir. Under the Treaty of Nanjing, I am entitled to my extraterritorial rights. You have to remand me to the authority of the Crown.”

“Absolutely, but the paper work is really quite insufferable. It will take at least a few days to complete the transfer. By then, the disturbances will be over and you will be prevented from spreading your leftist swill about the city.”

“Fine, I don't care. Look, I lied to you. I'm not a journalist.”

“Lying to a police officer. That's even worse than being a communist.” He tapped the bars and smiled, tsk-tsking like a parent to a naughty child.

“Look. I don't care! This is an emergency. You read my notebook, right?”

“I did. Was it written in some kind of invisible ink? None of the other officers could read it. Only I could. Some rubbish about immortals and the Monkey King.” He pulled the book out of his breast pocked and thumbed through it. Another smirk. He knew everything. In a spirit of magnanimity to the policeman in question, I wouldn't even have believed myself with such a story. I had to try though. The Monkey hadn't won yet.

“Yeah, invisible ink. That's it. I'm... writing a novel.”

“A novel,” he arched an eyebrow, “Doesn't sound like an emergency to me.”

The fluency with which the lie issued from my tongue was astounding: I really should have been a novelist. I was beautifully creative. I was- dare I say it, dear inheritor- at the top of my imaginative game. “It is an emergency, I assure you. My... grandma is sick. She was- no-” I sniffled a mock tear at the past tense, “She is a great lover of literature. All she ever wanted me to do was to become a writer. I told her today I was going to sell my book. It was a lie, but a noble lie, I assure you, officer. If I don't sell my work, if I don't bring back some money for my creative labors, she will be crushed. You wouldn't want my grandma to be crushed, would you?”

“How is that an emergency and why would you need direction to the labor unions? The day after there was a riot?” He got me there. More lies.

“The labor unions were for research. My book is a critical novel about... the communists.  I had no idea they were going to riot. I swear. All I want is for somebody to buy my book. For my grandma... please.” I began to blubber, the mock tears coming so easily, my morality began to cry for help as it was strangled. Did I stop to think what I was tricking him into? Would I want to be tricked this way?

It didn't matter. I had no other choice. I swear, dear inheritor. It was the Monkey's fault. The cop can take it up with that bloody ape. Some people would kill to be immortal. Haven't people been looking for this for centuries? I was really doing him a favor.

Do not judge me, dear inheritor. After 127 years, you might feel the same way. The fear is stifling. The boundaries of the city closing in like a noose around your neck. I would have lied again if I was given the chance. Without thinking, I would have lied again. I need to get out, dear inheritor. You will understand (if you exist!). Please understand. I'm begging you. Please forgive me.

---

The cop fingered his chin for a while.

“I don't believe you.”

“I will take you to my grandma's house. I swear.” I could say anything. If I was mortal then, it wouldn't matter if I lied, “Just first buy the book!”

“I don't believe you.” He repeated again, “Not really. I might buy the book anyway. My daughter loves a good fairy tale, and for a red swine, you are a decent writer.”

“Thanks. I understand it's a little... far-fetched. As long as you buy the book, I don't care.”

He reached into his pants pocket and took out his wallet. He opened it and pulled out a bill. He stepped forward to hand it to me. I was winning! The Monkey didn't stand a chance!

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 

Shots echoed in the nearby distance. The cop thew his wallet in his pocket and ran out of the room, mumbling “Later, I'll buy it later,” as he ran out of the room. I knew he would be dead before that later ever came.

---

12 hours later

They called it the White Purge of Shanghai. Chiang Kai-Shek, in an effort to stave off the ever-increasing influence of the communists, made an alliance with Du Yuesheng, one of the most influential gangsters in Shanghai (His lieutenant Lei Ge will figure rather prominently in the later half of the story as a man I will brutally murder). The terms of the alliance were simple. Du had his gangsters attack the offices of the labor unions on the morning of the 12th. On the 13th, the labor unions protested this action. Because Chiang felt the unions were rife with communist elements (they probably were), this protest would be seen as a seditious act. Under martial law, it was the duty- no, the obligation- of the army to cut down these rebels where they stood. Thousands died, most of them going “missing”, never to be heard from again.

Including the cop. I never even found out his name.

Stupid monkey.

--

Interlude the second

The Japanese Invade, the First Time

1932

Dear Inheritor,

That last round goes to me as well. I like this game. Do you?

You get another chance. The next candidate for inheritor is Michael Jefferson, an American in Shanghai on business. He will be at the Cathay Hotel Bar on January 3, 1932 at 3:00 PM. He will be wearing a brown smoking jacket. His hair is a light shade of ginger. If you can convince him (honestly now- if you lie this time, it doesn't count), he will inherit the book and relieve you from your life of insufferable hardship.

By the way, Michael Jefferson is suicidal. At 7:30 PM on January 3, he plans to eat a bullet and end his own life of intolerable hardship.

Enjoy,

Your King, the Lord of Monkeys  

The sky began to fall at the beginning of the month. At first, big purple pieces of the sky streaked across the sky in flaming, yellow ribbons. Then the smaller pieces came: thin, flaming rivulets scraping the black night like nails on a chalkboard. When the sky began to fall, it became a city-wide pastime to sit on the roof and smell the smoke of the apocalypse rise from across the river, leveling us all and making us all spectators to the end of the world.

Foreigners in general had a specific interest in the falling skies; however, even more interesting to them was the cause: the Japanese invasion. That afternoon, as I walked the humid-cold Shanghai streets, the smoke in the air and the lights in the sky was a divine celestial temple with incense in the air and shattered stain glass in the sky. Nothing like a bombardment would feel, I thought, I should be scared, not reverent

The newspaper headlines had been sketchy of late. Few had the resources to publish consistently since the Japanese had begun their invasion. If they had, the headlines may have looked like this:

JAPANESE INVADE MANCHURIA

CHIANG KAI-SHEK VOWS TO SECURE FOREIGN AID

FOREIGN INTERESTS NERVOUS ABOUT PROPERTIES IN WAR-TORN SHANGHAI

NORTHERN SUBURB 'CHAPEI IN DANGER' CHINESE GENERALS DECLARE

The Japanese wouldn't finally conquer Shanghai until 1937. In 1932, however, they would get close enough to make the foreign community quail in their palatial estates. The high society of Shanghai had a bag packed, ready to leave at the first drop of a bomb. Many hid an emergency fund in their mattresses in case there was a run on the banks. These measures would be useless in a few years when war-time inflation made the cost of bread equal to the cost of a small multi-national army. I was apathetic, myself. You will find that the wonderings and vexations of mortals matter little, dear inheritor. Provided the Japanese didn't forcibly deport foreigners out of Shanghai, their bombs were the mere nip of the mosquito- annoying, but hardly worrysome.

If they did decide to deport me, I thought then, may the Eternal have mercy on my eternal soul.

As the Cathay Hotel loomed before me, I shoved the thought from my mind. I had to get to work.

I stepped in side. Mr. Jefferson was waiting.

---

Victor Sassoon, another Jewish real estate mogul, built the Cathay Hotel in whose bar I sat waiting for Michael Jefferson to arrive. Now, I hope, dear inheritor, that my account is devoid of any and all understatement. That said, I hope you don't think it a gross exaggeration to declare the house that Sassoon built had one elemental thing that the Astor lacked: class. Where the Astor was wood, the Cathay hotel was marble. Where the Astor had small leather chairs, the Cathay had giant, red-leather, pillow-clad thrones. It is true that the Astor House was the first building in Shanghai to get electric lights, but the Cathay Hotel was the first to acquire that electric atmosphere, that missing elixir vitae that would romanticize Shanghai's past.

A jazz band played in the background.  I ordered a glass of red wine. Smiling, long-legged waitresses floated about the room, wreathed in cheong-sam dresses and long hair. Railings swooped and swirled and criss-crossed around the balcony that housed the bar. The carpet was one you want to take your shoes off and relax on, especially on a rainy day. Red, fake, plastic crystal curtains framed the windows. There was wine on the walls, hanging from rich, red mahogany-wood wine racks. There was brandy in wooden boxes on an ornate, wooden carved end table next to the wine rack. Candles on each table flickered like roses in the clear moonlight, peeking in from outside. Romantic. No wonder Mr. Jefferson was despairing of life. He was stood up by a girl.

Brown smoking jacket. Hair light shade of ginger. The Monkey made it easy for me this time, so he could make it much, much harder. Michael Jefferson sat in the overpriced chair, sipping his overpriced brandy, boring holes in the overpriced table in his overpriced hotel. I would be depressed too if I was paying that much for everything. The Cathay Hotel was not cheap.

If his eyes weren't open, I would have thought he was asleep. I cautiously stuck my hand out in greeting to the man, ready to withdraw it if it turned out he was a  cornered animal ready to strike.

“May I join you sir?”

No answer. I asked the question louder, “May I join you sir?”

No answer again. Perhaps he didn't hear? I asked again, still louder.

“MAY I JOIN YOU SIR?” I asked, trying from my immortal diaphram to project a voice both steamboat stewardess sweet and air-raid siren loud. 

He let loose a startlingly creative river of oaths, “You don't have to yell, idiot. I'm not one of the idiot locals.” Dear inheritor, he did not use the word idiot in this last sentence. I fear if you are to read what he really said (and especially if you are of Chinese decent), you might be terribly offended. Perhaps I am overly sensitive, but I really must admit how I was politically correct before it became a concept. I am by no means free-thinking, just possessed of experience. If you talk to a group of people for long enough, you start to realize that you do not have the last word on whether their culture stands or falls.  Michael Jefferson, however, was not possessed of the aforementioned experience; he heartily believed the Middle Kingdom fell rather than stood. 

“I apologize sir for the disturbance. I was wondering if I could take a few minutes of your time.”

“I have all the time in the world. That's part of the problem. What do you want to sell me?

I thought the direct approach would be best (that's not actually true. I really thought the dishonesty approach was the very best, but the Monkey prohibited me from lying), “I know you are planning on killing yourself.”

He kept staring at his glass, and said quietly, as if to his glass, “And what business is that of yours?”

“It is very much my business. Consider me an angel.”

Another oath. He got up to leave. I grabbed his hand, yanking him hard back down to his seat, “Wait. I can prove it.” No lying now, “I'm not an angel, but I do have a special ability. I would like to share it with you.”

“I don't want it,” he tried to shake my hand off, his hands trembling hard from the booze or his own precarious psychological state. I guess it would have to come to the only inevitable conclusion. I pushed a small, steel revolver into his kneecap.

“I'm going to have to insist you take a look, or I'll blow your legs off.”

He shrugged, “I'm suicidal remember. Please kill me.”

“I didn't say I would kill you, I said I would blow your legs off. There is a difference. You would be surprised what you can live through, Mr. Jefferson. And isn't that why you are interested in ending yourself anyway? Because you don't like pain all that much?”

He narrowed his eyes and whispered venomously, his voice rasping through his teeth like a snake, “You don't have any idea what pain is.”

“I have a better idea than you think. Move.”

He moved.

–

He entered the room first. The Cathay had just installed the latest in electric lighting technology in their rooms, so I didn't need to worry about Jefferson trying to overpower me as he feigned turning on the gas lights. Not like he could have. The man has quite a pile of girth hovering around his midsection.

I closed the door behind slowly, so that nobody would suspect a murder was about to take place. With any luck, it would be my murder and not Michael Jefferson's. After all, I was doing him a favor. I deserved to die. I needed to die. He was just a whinny idiot who hadn't enough courage to face his life.

If I believed in the principles of physiognomy, I would say Michael Jefferson looked indisputably like an idiot. His vapid, inebriated eyes peered bloodshot from behind large, gold-rimmed glasses. His pale, red hair curled around his ears, having vacated the large throbbing, hairless protrusion that began in his forehead and extended to the middle of his head. His paunch stretched from behind his shirt, as if his weight was looking to run away from his stomach and shuffle off it's own mortal coil. He pulled his shirt down over his girth, losing the battle to appear unruffled and composed. I'm fully cognizant that I am unbalanced, dear inheritor, so I hardly blame him for his feelings of ill repose.

“Show me, so I can get this over with,” 'This', of course, meant his life. It wasn't a bad meeting at work or a terrible bit of traffic he had to climb through. It was his life.

“Grab a pillow,” I said, my gun still held fast on his knee cap. I estimate that the chances of my shooting the man to wound and not to kill are about as likely as the Rabbi eating a pork sandwich, but I was hardly willing to volunteer that information. Even less likely was my hitting him at all. Shooting a man was a lot harder than it looked in the movies. 

“I will give you the gun. I want you to shoot me through the pillow.” He would have to kill me and it would have to be quiet. How else would he believe me?

“No,” He sat down on the chair with a huff, the rolls of his fat quivering with the impact of the chair on his toucas.
 

“No? You don't have a choice.”

“I'm not going to kill a man without a reason.”

I abased myself with laughter at this point, dear inheritor. I am ashamed to say that I mocked a dying man.

“What's so funny?” He asked.

“You won't kill me without a reason, but you are going to kill yourself? That's not exactly logical.”

“I have a reason,” he said venom dripping from his mouth.

“I don't care what her name is or what she did to you,” clearly this was about a girl, “It can't be as good as my reason.”

“You don't know me. It's not about a girl, for your information. And while I'm at it, what, pray tell, is your reason for wanting to die?” he asked.

“My reason? My reason is complicated.” I uttered with the finality of the hangman, “Listen up. I am not here for your health. I really don't care if you life or die. I need you to do something for me.”

“You threatened me with a gun. I'm not inclined to do you any favors.”

“Wait till you hear my favor. I'm cursed. Stuck in Shanghai for all eternity. I can only leave if I can find the person who is supposed to take my place.”

“You are mad or inebriated or both. What soul would that be, so blessed as they were with immortal life?”

“You.” He began to chortle. So hard, in fact, I thought he would choke. The man was not thin, and I feared for his future if he incurred another belly laugh with like cardiac consequences, “I don't think you have the right guy,” he laughed, “Bout to shoot myself, remember?”

“I know. That's why he picked you.”

“Who?”

“The Mo... never mind. The point is, he knew all about your bullet souffle. He is playing you like an er-hu, man. He doesn't think you have enough strength, enough force of will, to stay alive. Are you going to let him talk rubbish about you like that? What kind of man are you?” Appealing to the pride would work, wouldn't it?

“Appealing to my pride isn't going to help me believe a fairy tale.”

“Well, how about this? Whatever problem could make you want to kill yourself, you could fix by living forever.”

His eyes narrowed and his cheeks shook with indignation, “How? That makes absolutely no sense.”

“Trouble with your job? You don't need to eat or sleep. You can work harder while others are attending to their mortal needs. You have trouble with a girl? You could make unlimited money and have any girl you wanted. You could start a harem! What else do you want?”

He jumped up and wagged his thick, cigar fingers at my face, disturbing the mountain of girth resting above his belt, “You don't have any idea, do you? I have all of those things- wealth, women, and whatever other decadences I could imagine. Have you forgotten we are in the city commonly referred to as the 'Whore of Asia'? It doesn't mean anything! And even if it does, that's not the important question.”

“What's that?” I said, the gun starting to tremble in my hand. 

“If you are immortal- and I'm not saying you are- why don't you take over the world just like you told me? Why don't you amass unlimited riches and become a gangster? If you are immortal, you are the strongest person in Shanghai, aren't you? Why aren't you are in charge? This story isn't true; it's just a mask for you to hide behind. You are an even bigger coward than me.”

I looked at him for a long time. I still had the gun trained on the man, but I wouldn't have shot him and he knew it. He got up, and stuck his finger roundly in my face, “God, I must really sound exactly like you. You know what? You did a good deed today buddy. I'm not going to kill myself, but you need to get out, right now. I know now you are way too craven to shoot me.”

He was right. I wasn't going to harm him- not in the slightest. But he didn't understand. He couldn't! He didn't know what it was like to endure this... curse! Maybe I had just lost my chance, but I had to know for sure.

I threw the weapon down and grabbed the Book from my breast pocket. I flipped it open and flung it in his face. “Please, I'm begging you. Tell me what is written there. I have to know if you can see it. Then I'll leave. I promise.”

He snatched the book from my hand, and pulled a set of reading glasses from his pocket. He looked for what seemed like an age of the earth, then threw the book back at me. “What kind of joke is this? There is nothing there.”

He couldn't read the Book. Michael Jefferson wasn't the next inheritor. The Monkey lied. I was sport for a cosmic primate. 

I inched out of his room, replacing my gun in a holster brought along for that purpose. The last image I have of Michael Jefferson is him standing there, pointing sternly to the door, an austere look of disgust on his face. 

I cried for a long time that night. To this day, I do not know why the Monkey decided to trick me. I wouldn't receive another letter until years later, even then Michael Jefferson's name was never mentioned again. Maybe the Monkey thought Jefferson was too balanced to be the Inheritor when he refused to kill himself? Maybe the Monkey was playing a giant practical joke? I don't know. The only thing I know is that I cried rivers that night, dear inheritor. Whole torrents of tears flowed from my face. 

What could I have done, dear inheritor?

----

Chapter 11

Chenghuang Temple

November 10, 1940

In ancient China, every city had a temple to their respective city gods. In Shanghai, that was traditionally known as Chenghuang Temple. At the turn of the century, the Temple was dedicated to the Chief Imperial Examiner Qin Yubo and General Chen Huacheng of the First Opium War. In one hundred and twenty-seven years it would be dedicated to Dairy Queen, Starbucks and cheap rubbish for tourists. Every city still has a temple to its gods; citizens just change those gods every so often.

But that comes later. The precincts outside the temple were still a hub of activity for the Taoist faithful and anybody else wanting to make a quick buck in the public agora. The center of activity in the market was around the Nine-Turns Bridge, built over a man-made pond. Legend has it that the bridge was built with nine turns so that it would confuse demons. Apparently, spatially-challenged demons were not able to make left or right turns. I always imagined that this would make the lives of any celestial rickshaw drivers especially difficult.

The buildings around the bridge were not pagodas, although they were topped with the pointed, up-turned roofs that people in the west associate with Chinese architecture. A pagoda is thin and tall (and built for religious use); the market around Chenghuang Temple was short and wide and sprawling. In 1940's, the not-pagodas housed slightly more useful establishments than they would when KFC, Starbucks and the glorious tides of tourism conquered the area. Slightly more useful, dear inheritor, but not by much. The Chenghuang Temple Market pretty well corned Shanghai's useless crap market: curios, calligraphy and copied Chinese landscape paintings are some of the pillars of the economic life of Chenghuang Temple. Without it, Shanghai's tourism industry would crash into a frenzy.   

In spite of that commercial destruction, the food around Chenghuang Temple was much better in the 1940's than it would be in later years. Every kind of dumpling on the Eternal's good earth was sold here in copious supply: Pork dumplings stewed in soup, Dumplings deep fried in oil and a variety of your standard pot-stickers. The area was also rich in places to get clean, white sticky plates of rice topped with chicken, beef and any veggitables you could imagine (and some you couldn't). Many foreigners stuck their nose up at the place, some even not knowing how to use chopsticks. They had no idea what they were missing.  

It was there- in Chenghuang Temple, incidentally- that I had 'stinky tofu' for the first time. Stinky tofu is a dish much loved by Chinese people for centuries, made from fermented bean curd. As you can infer from the name, convincing novices to try the dish is rather difficult given its rather pungent odor. Apparently, it tastes better than it smells. 

My inheritor, you will notice, as you grow in years, how you start to remember little, minute details. The fetid scent of fermented bean curd was foremost in my mind that day as Xiao Zhang and I wandered among the death-defying byways of the market sellers. Butchers waved knives and smithies threw hammers in the air. A man from western China was pulling noodles, twisting them and spinning them in a constellation around his head. 

“First, we eat,” Xiao Zhang exclaimed as he led me through the market. You may wonder, my inheritor, why I did not have more negative feelings towards the man who had stabbed me. It helped our friendship that I wasn't actually dead and that his father had obligated him to drive the proving blow. Plus, I found it hard to not like the puppy-dog laborer. He was generally kind and considerate.  

That didn't change, despite the fact he grew into a fifty-year old man with wrinkles and prostate problems. He was a servant to the Book for so long that he didn't know any other way to behave, even when the spiderweb gray hair marching across his scalp would demand a pattern of life vastly different. This was his life. He never even married.

One cold, November day, business at the bookstore slowed to a trickle. I was rather bored, having just read The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes for the ten-thousandth time. I decided I needed to get some air, so I closed the shop for lunch and ran out of the store like a convict escaping a prison yard. I ran out of the shop, and smack  into Xiao Zhang, knocking us both on the pavement.

 When we finished apologizing, he asked, “Have you eaten yet?” 

In China, when you first meet someone you never ask them “How are you doing?” You always ask “What are you doing?” or “Have you eaten yet?” This comes from the ages where prosperity was measured by fatness and food was hard to come by. It sounds sometimes rather pushy to foreigners, but I rather like the system because one never has to answer accurately. I always thought it was more pragmatic than asking “How are you doing?” While in any language I speak, nobody really cares about the answer to the above questions, in China at least they make more of a show of it. 

This time he was really concerned about the status of my hunger, however and so we promptly made our way to Chenghuang Temple

We started to walk south, on Sichuan RD. Xiao Zhang talked quickly, keeping always a bit behind me (I assume that was chuantong- tradition. I tried to get him to change, but he would never seem to listen- something about 'giving me face').

“What will we eat?” I asked.

“Ugly Tofu!” At least, that's what I thought I heard.

I raised an eyebrow. “Ugly Tofu? That doesn't make any sense!”

“Not 'ugly tofu',” He laughed- “I meant 'Stinky tofu'! Stinky Tofu is good to eat!”

“I don't understand.”

“How can you possibly not understand that?”

“Why are we eating stinky, ugly tofu?”

Xiao Zhang ached an 'aiya' as if to bemoan what heaven who would give a fool such as I eternal life, “Come with me!”

In most Chinese languages, the word for 'stinky' and 'ugly' are pronounced almost the same. The difference between the two was almost semantic. It looked as bad as it smelled, crusty, gray blocks of stench on a stick. I am fairly certain, my inheritor, that whoever dared to try stinky tofu the first time did so on a bet. There is no other logic to why somebody would eat something that smelled that bad.  

We walked a bit more and suddenly stopped in front of a storefront carved out of a building. There were no doors to protect us from the humid burning cold, only a thick heavy curtain that did a terrible job. We stopped outside and that was when the wave of fermentation assaulted my nostrils. The restaurant smelled like a corpse (I would know) and my throat went dry with a gag reflex waiting to trip at the slightest provocation. This was the place.

Xiao Zhang pushed the curtain aside and walked in ahead of me. I stepped inside, only to find everybody staring at me. We took a seat on a spartan, too-small wooden stool, amidst a crescendo of whispers. That started and ended with the word laowai- foreigner.

My friend leaned across the table, one of many chances he took to complain about my celebrity status and said, “Shushu, your nose is too big.”
Foreigners drew stares and attention- it was a fact of life- and until the early 20th century, I couldn’t go anywhere in Shanghai without somebody noticing immediately. 

I smiled, as I would always respond many times after, “Yes, much too big.” 

The waitress came over, handed us two glasses of tea, and looked at Xiao Zhang, “What will you both eat?”

As he was instructed, Xiao Zhang said nothing and pointed a hand at me. I looked at the waitress and answered in my now-passable Shanghainese. “What is your stinky Tofu like? My friend says I should try-try, but the smell makes me throw up!”

“Aiya!” the waitress cried, “he speaks Chinese!”

“Yes, he does,” I smiled and stuck out my hand to shake hers, “His name is Eliezer.” You can guess, my inheritor, that we have reached the romance part of my story and that the waitress was pretty, though a little short. Her hair stretched down to her shoulders and her eyes had a spirit that laughed too loudly and played jokes when you weren't looking. However, it was a joke you really didn’t mind, because she thought it was funny, and that seemed like an important goal in itself.

She stretched out the syllables of my name, making every consonant end with a vowel like it was supposed to in proper Shanghainese, “E-li-a-za, good name!”

To my chagrin, She didn’t tell me her name. Instead, she ran and stuck her head in the door to the kitchen. “Come outside! Quickly!” 

I leaned over to Xiao Zhang and whispered, “I don’t think we are getting our stinky tofu.”

“Big nose,” He rolled his eyes.

An older lady and two younger boys wobbled out of the back kitchen. The younger, pretty waitress pointed at me and exclaimed, as if she had found money on the street, “He speaks Chinese!”

Aiya! You would have thought a riot would break out. 

Then, not just the waitress, but the whole restaurant, proceeded to come alive with questions, questions, questions. What country was I from? What was I doing in Shanghai? Did I like stinky tofu? (“He has never tried it.” Xiao Zhang hinted suggestively). What were men like in your country? What were women like in your country? Are you married? How old are you? It went on for hours and no question was too personal. 

At one point, the older woman- who I would later call Liu Bomu and being of healthy girth herself- asked me, “Are women fat in your country?”

“What do you mean 'fat'?” I asked.

“Fatter than me!” At that the whole restaurant burst out laughing.

Much to Xiao Zhang relief, they eventually brought us our stinky tofu.  The waitress bounced over and with both hands gingerly put the plate of bean curd in front of me (not Xiao Zhang).

“Smell good?” The waitress asked.

“It smells-so-good-I-will-die.” In Shanghainese, this is all one word. If something is    so-good-I-will-die, it means that thing is in truth quite good. The problem was that I really thought this would actually end my immortal life- no hyperbole was involved.

“Eat!” She put the chopsticks in my hand, trying to teach me how to hold them so I could start (I already knew).

“Only if...” I thought for a second, “I can ask ask you a question.”

“Of course you can a!”

Xiao Zhang hung his head in his hands; he was never going to eat, “Can I start eating?”

I didn't hear him- which he took for consent and attacked the tofu with the passion of a ravenous wolf.

“Leave me a little,” I said, not really meaning it.

I looked at the waitress, “What is your honorable surname?”

“Liu, my name is Ruilin. And you? What is your honorable surname E-li-a-za?”

“Liu Ruilin, I don't have a Chinese surname. My English surname is too hard to say.”

“I give you one,” She flipped her hair back, and thought for a minute, taking a seat next to us.

“Ok,” I asked, “What honorable surname will you give me?”

She furrowed her brow deep in thought, as though this was a matter due great cogitation, “Your surname will be... Liu!”

“Great!” The coquettish banter was starting to get to Xiao Zhang. He started to cough, hoping I would take some concern in his well-being and not ignore him. He was sadly disappointed, he could have been writhing on the floor screaming, I wouldn't have noticed for my deep fascination with those black-pearl eyes.

“Next question?” she asked.

“Where are you from?”

“China!” She laughed a cute, deep, honking goose laugh and her whole body shook when she did.

“China is a big place! Where in China?”

“Songjiang. It's quite close. Do you know it?” she asked.

“No, is it big?

She chuckled, “Uncommonly small.”

“Where are you from?”

“Yingguo,” England.

“Is it big?”

“Quite small.”

“How do you speak such good Shanghainese?” She asked.

“How do you speak such good Shanghainese?” I fired back.

“I am Shanghainese!”

“I thought you were from Songjiang!”

“Songjiang is Shanghai!” She playfully punched me in the shoulder.

“Aiya, Chinese people are SO complicated!” I threw my hands up in the air, “What's your answer?” I pressed. 

“What answer?” she asked.

“How come you speak such good Shanghainese?”

“I AM Shanghainese. I live in Shanghai. Why wouldn't I speak good Shanghainese?”

“What about foreigners?” Xiao Zhang slouched forward in his chair and sipped his glass of tea, less and less entertained now that he was well-fed. He would never admit it, but I suspect he was a little jealous.

“What do you mean 'what about foreigners?'”

“Foreigners live in Shanghai, and don't speak good Shanghainese. How dare they not speak good Shanghainese?”

“You are crazy! They don't need to learn Shanghainese.”

“Why not?” The reasoning may perhaps seem circular to you, dear inheritor, but as this line of questioning provided me the chance to talk with this enchanting creature, I frankly felt it was worth the effort.

“We will learn their language!” She hit the table to drive home her point.

“Which one?”

“What do you mean 'which one'?”

“I speak Yingwen,” English, “Other foreigners speak other languages. Which one will you learn?”

She rested her hand on her cheek, smiling as if she knew something that had previously eluded me, “All of them! I'll need to learn them all when I am a famous actress!”

“How will you do that?”

“Of course, you will help me Uncle!”

“Aiya! Your connections are so good, right?”

“Right!” She winked at me, as Liu Bomu screamed an order from the kitchen. She got up with a start, and patted me on the shoulder.

“You eat, laoban.” The word 'laoban' can mean boss, chief, or the guy who makes you work overtime, “My treat!”

Xiao Zhang and I wouldn't hear of that. We fought with her until she threatened to beat us up and stuff our money back in our pockets.

What amused me so about this episode was that she didn't really want anything else from me, other than my charming conversation in bad Shanghainese. She didn't really think I could get her a job as an actress, that was clear by her utter lack of feminine graces. She could never finish a conversation without her goose laugh at almost inopportune times interrupting, like when the other party mentioned something serious or grave. This probably meant she had failed in some great, cosmic school of Chinese women, lacking without question all of the etiquette women in China had been learning for 5000 years. But all of that was immaterial to me. In fact, I found her loud laugh and graceless jokes all frightfully sexy. She hadn't made the agreement every other Chinese girl had made- to while away one's life in voiceless obscurity. She was loud and that was beautifully novel to all who knew her.

I finally tried the tofu in the end, and it turned out to taste more edible than it smelled. Xiao Zhang- in the meantime- abased himself mocking me on the way home, as well as every time thereafter I suggested perhaps some stinky tofu might be a good choice of cuisine for a particular meal. I didn't realize why this was until later when Xiao Zhang explained to me that “to eat someone's tofu” was slang for “make a sexual pass at a member of the opposite sex.” In Xiao Zhang's brain, when I went to go see Liu Ruilin, I had a whole lot more than tofu on the brain. 

Chapter 12

Chenghuang Miao

Chinese New Year Eve 1940

My romance with Ruilin was hardly whirlwind: more like a light breeze. It was hardly the stuff of romantic legend. That's not to say I wasn't properly infatuated. I thought about her a lot. What she said. What she did. What she like to eat for dinner and how she tied her hair. She was the other, the exotic, the consummately different. I was in love with the idea of Ruilin, not Ruilin herself. You could accuse me of being a stereotype and you would be right, but I would be a stereotype of men in general, not western men who date Chinese girls. I thought only of myself, not her. I took no thought for what she wanted, for her dreams, for her aspirations. Your greatest regrets will be in matters of the heart, dear inheritor. I think it was Shakespeare who muttered that line about it being better to have loved and lost than never to who have loved at all. Shakespeare was an idiot.

In truth, I was always mystified that interracial relationships didn't happen more often. The thirties and forties were especially rigid; a Chinese actress was not allowed to kiss a western actor. I have Chinese friends who would keep secret their relationships with a westerner, for fear it would bring their family shame. I never understood this. Why run away from what was different? Why not embrace it? If you grow up seeing one color of people all your life- in the nursery, schoolhouse and the office- wouldn't you get bored? Wouldn't you want to paint the picture of your life in more vibrant tones?

But, as I said, ours was a light breeze, not a whirlwind romance. Nobody in those days 'dated' in the American sitcom way I saw on twenty-first century pirated DVD's. That was probably better. I spent time with her. I walked her home. I ate heaps of tofu. We just didn't come from cultures that encouraged copious quantities of romantic time together. I don't think that was overly virtuous on our part. It was the culture: a time when people still valued how things appeared and not just how things felt. Not bad or good. It just was.

There was one time though- Chinese New Year
 1940- when I ate at her home for Chinese New Year dinner. That was about as momentous and affectionate as our relationship got. I didn't know it at that time (she never told me), but when she invited me to her house for the New Year, the next logical step in her culture was marriage.

I would have liked to have known that.

-----

Shanghai in the 1940's snowed with extreme prejudice. In your generation, dear inheritor, the earth will have warmed so that your children- should you be so unfortunate to have them- will be living in a tropical climate. In the 40's, it would  snow and snow and snow, sadly the beauty of it is all lost to you now, dear inheritor. 

It was a melancholy art, my footprints in the snow, besmirching the fresh white canvas of powder. I was on foot then. The thick, clean white blanket shrouded the streets. It was the eve of the festival, and not a soul was on the street. I could prowl the desolate avenues in the center of the road if I wanted. Any other day of the year, such foolishness would get me killed by a stray rickshaw or one of the new trolley cars that hadn't yet mastered the art of breaking. Today, that was not the case. Today, the walk from the bookstore to Ruilin's apartment at Chenghuang Miao was all mine. Shanghai was all mine. 

So I thought.

I arrived about ten minutes early. When Ruilin had invited me to her house, she mentioned that I was supposed to bring some sort of fruit as a gift for her mother. That was a relief when she mentioned that- See, I thought, this inter-cultural relationship thing isn't that hard.

Then I tried to go buy fruit at the market near my house. You must understand, dear inheritor, that this was in the days before globalization, international shipping, and the widespread availability of fruits out of season. In the winter, there was a finite number of fruits in the city, and outside of that quantity, fruit buyers were out of luck. I went to eight or nine different fruit stalls and wet markets: all of them were blighted with a complete absence of fruit. After all, everybody else was buying fruit for their girlfriends' mothers.

I finally found some bananas: they were black near the bottom, with little wet maggots I had to cut out with a knife the fruit seller had loaned me. I had peeled the bananas, and cut them them up, putting them into a bowl the vendor had sold me for three times the price of the bananas (this bowl I had to rinse out with snow). I make no pretensions toward storybook romance, dear inheritor, but I tried.

I knocked on the door post of the tofu shop, smiling nervously, my half-dead bananas in hand.

Liu Bomu, Ruilin's mother, pushed open the door-curtain, like Moses heaving aside a half of the sea. The store wasn't open- no store was open- but you could still get into it without a lock. The city was bitter, sucked dry with crime. Weren't they worried about their possessions getting stolen? I asked Ruilin after the fact. We don't have anything to steal, and we don't have enough money for a lock.

Before Liu Bomu got a chance to lead me through the minefield of small, hard-to-see stools and tables, I thrust the banana salad in her face.

“Oh,” she said, “Bananas. Do they not have oranges in your country?”

“Oranges?” I asked, my blood temperature rising.

“Oranges. We usually give oranges during the New Year,” she proceeded to explain to me why, something about how the word for oranges sounds the same as the word for longevity or prosperity or whatnot. 

To me, the word for oranges sounded exactly like the words 'embarrassment' or 'mortification'. Red-hot, blood-boiling embarrassment. 

Liu Bomu pushed aside the curtain separating the restaurant from the kitchen/bedroom and there sat Ruilin, dressed in a red New Year's jacket, the kind you saved in your closet to wear all year, the kind with a fluffy white collar and dragons stenciled on the front.

She stood up, smiled and put her left hand on top of her first. The traditional greeting. She didn't tell me about the traditional greeting. Why didn't she tell me about the traditional greeting?

I did the same thing as she did and wished them both a happy New Year, still inwardly fuming. 

Liu Bomu sat down and we began to eat.

“Eat, eat!” She urged, shoveling food on my plate.

Silence. Ruilin, “So, do you celebrate Spring Festival in your country?”

“Well, no. Most people celebrate Christmas, but we don't.” Because of the missionaries, most Shanghainese were at least familiar that foreigners celebrated the birth of somebody important around the same time as Lunar New Year. Outside of that, the subtleties of the Christian doctrine of the incarnation escaped them.  

“Well, what do you celebrate?” Liu Bomu asked.

“Hanukah.” I used the word in English. “I'm sorry I don't know the word for it in Chinese.” If the subtleties of Christmas (Baby is born. The end) escaped them, how would I explain the Maccabean revolution and the miracle of the Second Temple? I didn't exactly know how to say 'anointing oil' in Chinese.

“Why don't you celebrate Christmas?” asked Liu Bomu, harshly, “I thought all foreigners celebrated Christmas.”

“My people don't celebrate it. We're Jewish.”

“What is this zhu-yi-xia?” This was the closest Liu Bomu could get to pronouncing Jewish. The way she said it, it could have been interpreted to mean: 'Beneath the pig,' as in 'Beneath the pig are the piglets.' The irony of that was not lost on me, dear inheritor.

“It is my minzu,”- my ethnic minority-“ You are Chinese, but there are many different groups in China, right? There is the Miao minority, the Manchurians, and so on. We have minzu too.

“So you aren't a foreigner then! What are you?” She said the word 'foreigner' like it wasn't a relative term, but a concrete one, as if a foreigner would be a foreigner even if they had never left their own country, as if a foreigner would be a foreigner wherever he went.

“I guess not.”

Silence. I could see Ruilin blanche at her mother's caustic remarks. “Eat, eat!” Her mom said, more like a demand than an offer. The older woman abruptly rose and began to finish making more food, leaving us to stare at the mother's ample backside bouncing up and down in waves as she flash-fried the next course.

When Ruilin wanted to get my attention, she would often poke my knuckles with her pointer finger and lay her hand on mine. That electric touch of hers would wake me up from a sound sleep. No pun intended, dear inheritor, but it would wake me up from the dead. Her touch was all that she needed to command the whole of my attention.

She leaned in again and whispered in my ear, her touch making every hair on the nape of my neck stand up and salute. It was nice, dear inheritor, almost nice enough to make up for what she was going to ask me to do next.

“When I kick your foot, I want you to pretend like you are really sick.”

“Sick?”

“Sick. Think la-duzi.” Diarrhea. Due to my weak English stomach, this is one of the first words I learned when I came to China.

Liu Bomu turned around; Ruilin's hand darted from mine like a mouse retreating from a predator. A sharp kick landed on my foot. She didn't have to kick me so hard.

I started to groan. Liu Bomu glared at me coldly, “What's wrong with you?”

I groaned again, pulling quite a convincing act if I may be so bold as to say so. “I don't know. I maybe am not used to Chinese food.”

“You barely ate anything!” 

That was true. “Well, we are very weak in England.”

“England?” she threw up her hands in confusion.

“England. My country.”

“I thought you were from zhu-yi-xia?” A look of genuine puzzlement passed over her face. 

Ruiln didn't wait to clarify. “Eliezer is clearly ill. I had better take him home. He could not make it back by himself.”

She squinted at her daughter, “Ok, but come straight home afterwards. I have so much food.”

“Yes, Mama.”

We ran out of there as if we were being chased. I seem to remember we didn't even put on our jackets, grabbing them in our hands as we rushed out the door.

I did leave the bananas though. Happy Chinese Year.

---

As we reached the street, I staggered around and feigned dry heaving a few more times until we were out of sight of the tofu shop. Then, we straightened ourselves up, bundled up in our jackets, and nearly fell in the snow with laughter.

“So, I suppose it would be naïve of me to think your mother likes me?”

“She likes the idea of you, she's just afraid.”

“Afraid of what?” I asked this but I already knew the answer. She's afraid I am going to take her daughter far away, to another country, and never return.

“It's not important. Let's walk for a bit,” she smiled a weak, compensating smile, and we walked for a minute, ambling among the empty, snow-swept streets.

“Won't your mother wonder where you are?”

“She will be ok. I'm a big girl,” she smiled again, chuckling her goose laugh a bit.

When I think back on the decision we made to prowl the empty streets, I regret it, especially in light of what would happen to Liu Bomu later. Time is short, even for you, dear inheritor, and everybody you meet is a mere vapor- fleeting like a wisp of smoke in a windstorm. 

However, dear inheritor, I made a decision then. As I watched Ruilin kick through piles of snow and ramble down vacant avenues, I knew that I would never really understand the rules in Shanghai. I would never master the hand gestures and the traditional gifts. I would never know what to say at Spring Festival. All of that information would be, very efficiently, meaningless to me. I would never really get it no matter how hard I tried. 

And yet... Ruilin. The petite girl dominated my field of vision. Even if the curse were lifted, the girl had to be a part of whatever future I had. She was the only future that mattered, right? I saw no way out. Shanghai's rules were impossible to learn, and no other game, anywhere else in the world, was worth playing without her factored in the equation. 

I would lift the curse and then I would leave. I would take her with me. Sorry, Liu Bomu, but you were right. We are both leaving, first chance we get. 

I took her hand in hand, my fingers interlocking with hers, our wrists almost fused together, “Is that ok? That I do this?”

She shrugged, smiling a wide mouth of crowded straight teeth, “Sure, I don't mind.”

We walked like that, hand in hand, for hours, sometimes saying nothing, sometimes chattering like children do when they'd had too much candy. I asked her about everything and nothing, about her favorite color (red) and the meaning of life (to love and be loved) and the rest of her family (her father passed away a few years ago). She asked me about my country (what they ate) and my family (what my father and mother were like) and what zhu-yi-xia food was like. Finally, as the moon stretched high into the sky, I took her home. We stood there staring at each other, a block away from the tofu shop, hiding a bit so that her mom wouldn't see us.

Unlike the American movies of the 21st century, we didn't kiss, dear inheritor, though I thought about it. I could think about nothing else.

No, we didn't kiss; instead, she ended the night with a simple question.

“You aren't going to leave, are you?”

I replied on instinct, the immediacy of love making me spill forth words without giving them proper consideration, “We are not going anywhere.” I left the emphasis on the 'we', spending time in pronouncing it like it was a nice, homey, place: a place where she was.

I have thought often of this truth: that life in Shanghai is a life without readily clear consequences. It is so easy to lie, to cheat, to defraud here in the 'City Above the Sea', so far away from everything you know.  And I would dare say I was barely conscious of the fact, that the part of me that liked Shanghai- however small- was just large enough to make my words to truth and not a lie. It was enough to justify my actions, to perpetuate a relationship I pursued solely because it made me feel good. In truth, I knew then what a lie this was. I would be out of this city the first chance I got. If she was with me, great. If she was not with me, nothing would change. I would still leave. In the meantime...  

“We are not going anywhere. I am not going anywhere.” I repeated to her with finality.

At least not yet.

Chapter 13

Chenghuang Miao

Winter 1940

People react to the destruction of their livelihood in a variety of different ways.

There's the pacifist who wordlessly sifts through the ashes to find grandma's amulet and grandpa's pewter cigar box. There is the sobber whom- years after the earth-shaking event- people ask if they want to go to dinner or take a walk, and the wounded soul explodes in tears as if the thing happened last night.

And then, you have the warrior. The warrior cares less about the thing lost and more about the scoundrel who had taken it. It is the rage of an endless circle of revenge. Proverbially, the warrior becomes the woman scorned whose fury is only rivaled by hell.

Liu Ruilin, when her mother's tofu shop in Chenghuang Miao was burned down by gangsters, in the tradition of Hua Mulan, the prophetess Deborah, and every Shanghainese woman I have ever met, became before my eyes the warrior.

Xiao Zhang and I arrived hungry that fateful day hungry. My friend was nearing the golden years, and so walking was much slower. He could barely move some days. I remember that the day in question was one of his worse days as regards locomotion: a half-hour walk took about an hour and a half.

When we arrived at the tofu shop, across from Nine-Turns Bridge, I thought we had gotten the place wrong, the Chenghuang Temple market being the labyrinth that it was.

We were not nearly so lucky as to have gotten merely lost. The place where the Liu tofu shop was now a hole scrubbed black with ash and fire. Had there been an accident? Had someone left a candle still-lit on a pile of misplaced papers? This hypothesis was shattered, however, when I saw Ruilin, pacing inside the small carved-out enclave, screaming obscenities too numerous and too vulgar for me to recount here.

I stopped her, grabbing her two shoulders to calm her down. She resisted, like a windup ballerina whose gears were broken, not moving and devoid of the ability to dance, her gears grinding on a preset, trembling path of rage.

“I will kill them!” She decomposed in my arms, a pile of tears and shivers and sobs. I thought it bittersweet, that I had hoped for such closeness with the girl, only to get it on the most tragic day of her life.

“Ruilin, what happened?” Xiao Zhang asked, rather abruptly. I felt perhaps he lacked a few social graces in such a crisis situation. Impertinence in the face of disaster is a uniquely Shanghainese trait; never in all my immortal days have I encountered a people with as great a propensity to gawk at others misfortune than they.

Besides, our questions were on the whole fruitless. We spent time trying to calm her down, hugging her, a gentle hand on her back, standing amidst the wreckage. Though I fancied the girl, did I know her well enough (did I love her well enough?) for me to stand as surety for her at this, the end of her world? However, when such a great unbecoming happens to a soul, it matters little who is there to help order the shards of chaos life has seen fit to become. It only matters that somebody be there.

She finally spoke after a time, “A man...”

“What kind of man?” Xiao Zhang said, without time to even breathe.

“Xiao Zhang, please,” I said. My look was all he needed to admonish him to silence.

“Foreigner. Huge. He wore a western suit. As soon as he entered the shop, other diners  left, on-horseback,” a curious Shanghainese expression meaning 'right away.' It is curious because of the scant number of horses one sees in Shanghai.

“Some... even...,” I hugged her closer, and she collapsed again into sobs.

“What, Ruilin? Other customers did what?”

“Other customers forgot to pay!” She started crying, as though this was the worst part. The lady did have her priorities, I suppose.

“He said... he said... he said....” she started panting, as if the tale were drowning her.

“It's ok, you don't have to tell us, not yet,” I dodged a plantitive look from Xiao Zhang that said, “Of course she has to tell us!” But, to his credit and continued survival, he kept his mouth shut.

“No, I must tell you this. To keep me sane. He said he liked my store, and it would really be a shame if there was an accident.” 

“Aiya, accident? That sounds like a threat.” Xiao Zhang said.

“I thought the same. The man said that maybe I'll need hong bao- lucky money.”

In Shanghai, I have seen such this scheme so often it borders on monotonous. Hong bao means 'red envelope'- traditionally Chinese put gifts of cash in such envelopes on special occasions like weddings, Chinese New Year and whenever one is required to pay off the mob.

Xiao Zhang clucked in disgust, “What did you say when he asked your for hong bao?”

“What do you think I said? I told him to 'adjust' his mother,” I do not need to tell you, my inheritor, that this word 'adjust' is not what Ruilin actually said. Instead, it is the literal translation of the word that she used- a phrase that hardly befits a lady, a phrase whose more idiomatic translation I will not deign to utter here. I hope you will pardon Ruilin as she was under extreme emotional duress throughout this episode of the story.

“Then what happened?” I asked.

“Mama always said I was too angry, too much like a boy, but now... now...”

She needed to say no more. Liu Bomu had 'passed from the world'- she was dead.

“Do you have a relative's house to sleep in?” She told me the address- somewhere in the Old City, nearby.

“Take this.” I took out the ten dollars Mex. and handed it to her. She looked at it with wide eyes- to the girl it was princely sum- and she had never seen such money in one place in all her life.

“Ruilin, you take this. Use it to buy food,” she hugged me in gratitude, words at once failing her.

“No matter, little sister, but I have one more question. What else do you know about this hundan?” Hundan is also a word not fit for the presence of one's grandma.

She nodded slowly and thought for a few seconds, realizing the implications of my question portended action and unwise decisions, “What are you planning?” She hit me in the shoulder, “Don't even think about it!”

“Don't worry,” I caught Xiao Zhang's more rationally worried look, “I have something rather unlucky for our friend the gangster.” 

I sounded so cool, so calm, so collected, my inheritor. It felt soothing to all involved that I had taken the lead on this operation (of sorts). As such, I thought it a small thing I had no plan, no idea where to find this gangster, and nothing but a vague, foreboding this would end very badly.

Chapter 14

Astor House Hotel

1925

My inheritor, the average layman, when asked by an impartial examiner whether they would like to be immortal, would consent to our condition, I'm sure. They would assume that being unable to die would be nothing but fun and excitement; you would make endless money, living for centuries with joy and frivolity, sparkling in the sun. I assure you, my inheritor, nothing could be further from the truth.

Imagine the very obvious issue of what you would tell people who knew you for longer than 10 years. What about people who knew you for 20 years? 30 years? What would you say when your hair doesn’t turn gray and no wrinkles come? What would you say when everyone else around you turns to dust and ashes, but you, my inheritor, are preserved in perfect youth? What would you say when everyone you know is eaten from the inside out with age? What would you say then, my inheritor? 

I was immortalled in 1910. Edward Elias died in 1925. That means the potentate of the Sahibun clan saw me for 15 years, not aging a day. The man was silly and paid little attention to the world around him, but he would have noticed that. In 1910, I was 26 years old. The next year, how then was I to look 27? What are the differences between a year? Two years? Three years? You don’t notice the years until they creep up on you and pounce, but one day, they add up and your loved ones wonder how it is you cheated death.

In 1916, I started dying my hair my gray.  It was a lot harder to do this in 1916 than you would perhaps assume, dear inheritor. I needed to go to the barber shop, make up a silly story about wanting to look older for a more 'mature' woman. I had to wrap my hair in wax paper and saturate it in malevolently-smelling chemicals.  I had to take great pains to start with a little bit at first, just enough to make Edward Elias remark in stern unyielding tones how I was going prematurely gray (at 32!) and that I needed to do something about it. Of course, I followed my patron’s instructions and my hair has been black ever since. Fortunately, it occurred to me that the story of premature grayness would have been hard to explain to anybody else. So I shaved off all of my hair. I have been bald as an egg since.

However, it was Malcolm I could never have fooled. In 1900, ten years before I was immortalled, Malcolm left Shanghai to complete his education in England. In Mother England, only the best tutors and brightest boarding schools would do for the heir of the great Sahibun riches. It was there he learned proper English and French, though I was to learn later that he learned a lot more than languages in his English education and subsequent tour of duty in the British Police in India. When he left, I was 16 and he was 13.

I wouldn't see Malcolm again for about 25 years. When I finally did see him, his left arm was taken from him in an accident: an accident whose details were left obscured when first learned of the incident. He would tell me eventually what happened (I will narrate the tale below), though I heartily wish he had deigned to leave me in ignorance.

I remember the day he arrived with exacting clarity: the air at the docks was heavy with humidity and the scent of river mud; the angry shouts of the river men, porters and general ne'er-do-wells swindling you out of a tip; the echo of sad horns in the distance, bearing shocked Shanghailanders who had no idea the trap they had walked into. It was the first time back at the docks since I had arrived, twenty-five years since.

Malcolm stepped off the docks and I gasped; it wasn't just his arm that startled me. His face, his bearing, the movements of his eyes: all vertical, not horizontal. Just like his father's.

“Eliezer,” he extended his good hand and took mine. I pulled him to me and embraced him, but the hug he returned me fell stony, as if he forgot the art of the embrace and didn't want to relearn it.

“I'm so sorry, Malcolm. He died peacefully, brother, I assure you.”

“That's a surprise. That was the only thing peaceful he did.” The tone he used, dear inheritor, left an uncomfortable silence like the seconds after a man punching a beggar or kicking a puppy. What do you say to such palpable rancor?

He didn't give me a chance to respond. He barked at a porter looking for work (and a sizable tip from the foreigners). Malcolm grabbed him with his good arm by the front of his robes. 

“You are going to carry my luggage and find us a rickshaw. You are not going to ask for a tip. You are not going to mishandle my bags. If my bags are slightly bruised, if even a shirt is overly wrinkled. I will kill you. Do you understand?” To drive the point home, he pulled open his jacket and revealed a revolver protruding from a shoulder holster.

The porter nodded vigorously and enthusiastically. Sufficiently scared, the porter handled our bags without incident. We climbed into the rickshaw he had found for us (at significantly lower price than I had ever taken it). After another unwieldy, just-kicked-a-puppy silence, I dared to ask.

“Malcolm, would you really have hurt that porter?”

“The locals need reminders, Eliezer. They need to remember who is in charge.”

We rode the rest of the way to the Astor House in total silence.

--

By the time Malcolm recovered from the loss of his arm and got on a boat to Shanghai, Edward Elias had long since died. It had been at least a month since his death, and there were many customs left unobserved.

I suppose some explanation is in order, dear inheritor. Jews typically have seven days of ritual mourning where they cannot take a shower, wear jewelry or look at mirrors. This is to show proper respect to the dead. A Jew will sit confined to his house, only leaving in the most dire circumstances while friends, relatives and sundry mourners come to comfort them in their grief. The mourners are not even allowed to make food during this time. They are completely dependent on the community for sustenance while they say goodbye to their departed loved ones.

Nobody ever told me why, but Edward Elias- for all the depths of his religious faith-  specified in his will that nobody was to ritually mourn him for that seven day period. His relatives weren't even allowed to say the Kaddish
 for him when he died. According to Jewish ceremonial law, They were supposed to for at least a month after his death, and again at the year anniversary of his passing. My theory is that it always irked my benefactor to consider his relations as dependent on others beneficence. He was the great Edward Elias Sahibun. No relative of his was going to get charity from others.

Given our relationship, I couldn't even mourn him if I wanted to. I was a nephew of Edward Elias by blood.  Ritual mourning is only reserved for immediate family: parents, children, siblings or a spouse. Only Malcolm was perform the ritual obligations for Edward Elias' passing. Still, the idea of spite for the man who had given me nothing but trouble was a rather pleasant thought, and I said Kaddish for him against his will for at least a month after his demise.   

Although the funeral neglected Jewish ceremonial law, the laws of Shanghailander high society were even more binding. According to the Uncle Nick (a rather unsavory fellow- you will meet him below), Malcolm's station in society demanded  that he at least put out some food and give mourners a chance to feign compassion. And, it was a nice ceremony: not faithful to the spirit of Edward Elias Sahibun at all: the Rabbi's kind words despite their differences; the weeping of the bereaved who knew not the deceased; and food, copious quantities of food. One had a reputation to maintain. 

I do remember one thing about the ceremony, though. It was the time Malcolm and I became enemies. Given our brotherhood forged in childhood, it seems strange to me that we would sever ties with so much bleeding soul and blood- like I am a bad storyteller trying to drop a twist on the reader- but it happened this way just the same. Occasionally, real life mirrors the faux-drama of the worst novels, and life mirrors art so well it stains credulity. Throughout the relation of this tale, it is always up to whether you will believe the whole of it. You may not believe me. I don't care- Stranger things will probably happen to you.

--

Why do all the worst fights happen at the most ample tables? The row in question's severity was in direct proportion to the quantity of the foods provided. For the passing of the heir of the Sahibun fortune, no expense was spared. It was an English feast in the highest, truest colonial sense. There was the usual host of English foods: blood pudding and pigeon and pot roast. Some Chinese style roast duck and soup dumplings adorned the table as well, though I was the only person who dared try them. Especially the dumplings were quite delicious, although bloody hard to eat with a knife and fork. 

In retrospect, the food was more abundant than delicious. I would be deceiving you, dear inheritor, if I attested to both quantity and the quality of English food in general. It has been said that the spice trade began because English food was so terrible, colonialism happened as a matter of national prerogative. We couldn't eat our food otherwise. I could believe that; I would rather take over the known world than eat our 'home-cooking' any day of the week.

Malcolm and I were sitting next to each other, talking about something unimportant I have now forgotten: something like the price of restaurant food in Shanghai or the American jazz musicians whose recordings had made it to Shanghai a few years earlier. That's when Uncle Nick asked Malcolm if he was going to take over the family business: opium. 

“I haven't thought much about it,” he said, moving his eyes back forth in such a way where you could tell he had thought a great deal about it.

“Why not? You would be a perfect choice.”

“Because Malcolm has a soul,” I glared at Malcolm as if to demand his support.

I should note, dear inheritor, Uncle Nick didn't exactly like me. I believe he thought I was here to steal Malcolm's inheritance or some such nonsense (Edward Elias didn't leave me anything but the bookstore. The house, lands and businesses were all left to Malcolm). When Edward Elias changed his will after I had arrived, this raised Uncle Nick's cackles to catastrophic levels. He tried to get me deported on a customs technicality, something about planting cricket droppings in my luggage and calling customs. His choice of contraband to frame me with was especially curious, but Uncle Nick wasn't as intelligent in his malfeasance. Regardless, customs didn't care- especially when Edward Elias greased their palms- and Uncle Nick and I lost no love at family reunions. 

“I wasn't talking to you, Eliezer,” he snapped, “Malcolm, what do you say?”

Malcolm ignored our fat, balding uncle, and looked at me with such gravitas the room stopped their discussion and focused on us, “So you think my father didn't have a soul, Eliezer?”

“No, that's not what I said.”

“But you implied it.”

“You are twisting my words, Malcolm.”

“Untwist them then. What's the problem with opium? If we don't sell it, somebody else will. Then where will Britain be? Pennilessly enjoying our moral superiority?”

“But the people- it destroys families! An opium addict's family dies out after three generations!”  That night in Xiao Zhang's opium den, it almost destroyed us, I wanted to scream. Uncle Nick would have looked less than favorably on that though. Apparently, it was alright to sell the stuff but using it was rather frowned upon.

“The locals just need moderation. If they don't have the moral fibre to control themselves, that's not our problem but theirs!

“Malcolm,” I whispered under my breath, “It drives people mad!” 

“Some people, Eliezer, Some people.” As I remember this night, I recall thinking how obviously this was a slur. He knew about that night. How I found myself across town. I hadn't told him about the dream with the Sailor and the Monkey, but he knew something grievous had happened. He saw the terror dancing in my eyes when I talked about that night, how his eyes cringed and darted left- the direction of falsehood- when he told me he understood and that I wasn't insane.

But maybe he didn't realize how personally I took this. Maybe he didn't understand how it was a negation of our friendship- our brotherhood- to call me mad after a night that had petrified me so. Perhaps he was oblivious.

I didn't care. I got up to leave, a wounded look on my face. He grabbed my arm and gently pulled me down into my seat, “Relax, I haven't made up my mind.”  I still wonder why I didn't leave. Why didn't I throw the wine in his face and storm out in a huff? He was still my brother; at least, he still was then.    

Though it was I who would be older than he (far older!), he tousled my hair like that of a little boy with a mixed melancholy look. He didn't know he had crossed the line; how could he have? But, he had an idea. We said no more until later that night when he pulled me aside, to his room with the French windows and the Fleur-de-lis at the top of the Astor House.

He pushed me down on his canopied bed, “What trickery is this? What happened to you?”

“What happened to me? What happened to you? You want to sell poison now? You threaten people?” I started to sweat profusely.

“That's none of your business what I do with my father's inheritance! The one who owes me an explanation is you!”

“I owe you an explanation? What could possibly convince you to think that? 

He stared at me with a glimmer in his eyes, the rancor almost draining from his face, “You haven't aged a day, Eliezer. Your face, your eyes, everything about you- you don’t look a day older.”

“You are crazy!”

“Admittedly, the service has addled my brains some, but not that nearly. You should be pushing 40, dear brother, not 26. I want to know why.”

“Malcolm, you don't know what you are talking about.” A true statement, but incomplete.

“I know more than you think, Eliezer. You want to know how I lost my arm?” I nodded slowly. In truth, dear reader, I didn't want to know; I somehow knew the truth would be more shaking and trembling, more yelling and more blame. I knew this would scar over our friendship- our brotherhood- forever. “There was an insurrection in the fort at which I was stationed. Locals. They resented the British Raj and they wanted us to go home. We should have gone home. I should have gone home.”

“They came over the walls like an ocean of locusts. Swords. Knives. Pitchforks. Rocks. Farm equipment. Anything they could get their hands on, they fashioned into a weapon. They butchered women and children, brother.”

“Malcolm, I'm sorry...” If tears had not begun to well up in my eyes, I would have lacked an immortal soul.

He continued as though he hadn't heard my inadequate condolences, “I was stationed at the walls of the fort. It was night, and I was the only soldier on the watch. I fought well, Eliezer- better than I had ever dreamed I could fight- but it wasn't enough. There were too many of them. They held me down. One of them spoke English. He said I was the 'arm of the British empire'. He said they should make an example of me.

“Malcolm...” I should have offered my condolences, or cried with him, or begged him to stop his tale. All I did was weakly utter his name.

“I dreamt, Eliezer. After I passed out from the lack of blood. A monkey. A monkey in a room full of smoke. He told me you were immortal. He told me your blood could make me live forever. I woke up in a hospital room, my arm left behind somewhere on the fort wall.”

A Monkey. The Monkey. I should have put it together. Did I think it was a coincidence that my brother was tormented by a primate in his death dream? I should have been alarmed then, but I didn't realize this was the creature responsible for my fate, such was I caught up in Malcolm's tale.

“Malcolm, you have been through a traumatic experience. You need to rest. You need to...” I stopped talking suddenly. Malcolm walked over to the bedside table, opened a drawer with a flower handle and pulled out a revolver, an elegant service piece that one might get as a memento of some distinguished valor in time of war. He raised it and leveled the weapon squarely at me with his good hand.

Yes, my inheritor, man is greedy for immortality and he shouldn’t be. Immortality is much less trouble than it’s worth. 

“You cannot die, dear brother, he told me I needed to test you. I didn't believe him, but now I think I do.” The service had driven him mad. It must have. How then was he able to stumble on the truth? 

“Malcolm, put the gun down, really. I’m normal, just like you. I’m really just…”

He shot me in the head. 

My inheritor, you may have noticed that when you die, you see nothing- no white light beckoning you onwards, no grandfatherly old deity willing to welcome you into his arms. Because of this, the scanty few immortals I have encountered are pessimistic about the existence of the afterlife. I disagree. It is my belief this yawning black does not meant there is nothing after death, only that we have not gotten close enough to see it. We have not died yet, my inheritor, why would we then go to the afterlife? 

However, my inheritor, occasionally we dream. But twice in my long years have I dreamt in my death sleep- the first time was here when Malcolm shot me, the second was when I was thrown into the ocean beyond the border. Death dreams are the worst, dear inheritor. They smell with the worst smells you can conceive of: the dark muck of the Huangpu river; the thick, yellow swill oil used to fry by the lower classes; the burning smoke of singed hair and feces. The worst smells you can imagine. The death dreams smell like that.

In my death sleep, my inheritor, I dreamed of a man unnaturally hairy- like a monkey- tall with the height of ten men. He was standing over me, waving a large stick tipped in gold. He was striking me with the stick and laughing, as if I was the butt of a joke he found hilarious. I saw those I loved- Malcolm, Edward Elias (I wondered that he counted as a loved one, this man), Ruilin (though I didn’t know it was her at the time), my father, and Xiao Zhang. One by one, the Monkey knocked them into a ravine with his golden staff, and where they fell, there grew a forest of great trees stretching into a canopy over the ravine. I somehow knew to run for the trees, and I swung from branch to branch on a vine, away from the primate.

The Monkey gave chase. We swung through the trees for a while until we stopped on a plateau of bound-together tree branches and began to fight. The Monkey was fast and deft with his stick, but I was faster and incensed with rage for his ill-treatment of my friends. I pulled a branch off of a neighboring tree (which I somehow knew to be the tree grown from Ruilin’s body) and the branch became a long sharp sword. With an alarming ferocity, I stabbed the Monkey in the chest. The mortal wound had no effect on the Monkey. He started to laugh even more hysterically than before. As I stood there, about to deliver the death blow and be rid of the Monkey’s torment, he cackled in a broken, accented English, “Who are you? Who are you really?” With that, he flung his hairy paw in my face and cried out, exploding in a flash of blinding light.

And that, my inheritor, is when I woke up in Malcolm’s room, in a pool of my own blood, thirsty and my hands trembling with molten energy. Malcolm’s eyes were wide, as if he had just seen a murder committed by someone other than himself. 

A knock at the door. One of the servants. “Master, are you ok? I heard a gun!”

“We're fine,” I screamed, “Just dropped a heavy book.”

Malcolm reached out a hand to help me up, and I brushed him off with an angry shove, “You shot me!”

“But you, you are…”

“Not dead? Yes, sadly. At this point, I wish I was dead, so people would stop trying to kill me!”

“But, how?” I told him the basic, abbreviated version, leaving out the part about my restrictions to Shanghai. Malcolm didn't need to know the one way to torture me for all eternity. 

“I… I… had no…”

“You had no idea! That’s right. You- in an unmitigated act of rage- shot me in the head.” I grabbed the gun and leveled it at his head, “Whether or not I come back from the dead is immaterial!”

“He told me…” Malcolm sat down on the bed, staring at a particular Fleur-de-lis on the wall as though he were having this conversation with the furnishings and not with me.“The hairy man in my dream told me this would happen. He looked me in the eye and he knew! He knew!”

Then I figured it out. The Monkey from the dream. The Monkey from Malcolm's dream. Sun Wukong. The sorcerer who cursed me. It was me: the Monkey was chasing me. I was foolish, dear inheritor, to not have put this together before.

I grabbed my brother by the face and brought his eyes to mine, trying to get him to focus on that all important piece of information- what did the Monkey want?

“What did he say exactly?” I started to raise my voice, quite unnecessarily I suppose, but I doubt Malcolm would have noticed any loss of decorum in such an outburst.

“I don’t remember! It was all so fuzzy…”

“Think!” I was still holding his face as he tried to look away, both of us scared of what magic that brought me back (and perhaps something far worse).

“The only thing I remember is that he said you were immortal and that I could kill you, but it would be alright.”

“Malcolm, what did he want?”

He mumbled something that sounded like the word 'immortal'.

“Malcolm, focus. What did he want from me?”

“It  was… silly. It didn't make sense...”

“What?!”

“He wanted to play.” 

He didn't need to tell me that. I already knew the twisted demigod Sun Wukong was intensely interested in my life, with no other goal than his sadistic amusement. Why (and how) he could turn my brother against me was impossible for me to fathom, but that, not this twisted curse, not this infernal city, was the final blow. I left Malcolm there and didn't look back.

I would get my revenge on the Monkey King. Somehow.

Chapter 15

Cathay House

Chinese New Year 1940

I heard a story once about a painter, around the period of the Enlightenment. During the time, it was considered canonical to paint grass the color brown. Grace  was dry, dusty and cracking in art and it wasn't proper to consider it as anything but. One day, the painter in a fit of rage grabbed a violin, stormed out side and laid the instrument on a verdant green field. The point of this story was that our perceptions influence reality. Our belief system influences our perception.

That's a load of rubbish. Somethings just are, no matter how many times or under what circumstances you see they them. The Cathay House was like that. My life was even worse than the last time I was here with Michael Jefferson. The Cathay was still there: immortal as I was. Marble. Giant leather thrones decked in pillows. Wine on the walls and women in cheong-sam. Loungers in smoking jackets purchased for the express purpose of lounging. The incident with Jefferson happened about eight years earlier. The Cathay would last, dear inheritor, my perceptions had nothing to do with that.

Lei Ge, the gangster's who burned down Ruilin's shop, was actually  a small cog in a very large machine of corruption, violence and death. His curriculum vitae for a man most would consider 'small time'; with associates like 'Big-Eared' Du and 'Pock-marked' Huang
, who wouldn't listen when you demanded service in a hotel like the Cathay?

We found all this information out by having a friendly neighborhood chat with one of Lei's enforcers. While he was relieving himself, we strapped him to a chair and made him watch me come back from the dead. A few shots to the face (my face, sadly) and the man was quite cooperative.

“He is seated in the b.. bar, near the dance floor.” Big Ching, the clock above the Customs House, screamed in displeasure. The enforcer stuttered, soiling himself again. A man, when faced of things of another world, has a voluminous capacity for the rapid expulsion of waste. Sadly, an even more voluminous capacity for passing out from terror is also firmly in his possession.

The white moon looked into the alley again, joining Big Ching in another disapproving glare. A terrible plan started to come to mind, and the moon and the  clock would have even more reason to disapprove before the night was through.

“Xiao Wang, I will need a large coat, some wooden dowels and a large clock.”

“Huh? Why?”

 I didn't answer. He will figure it out eventually, as would Lei Ge. Tonight, we would be up to much mischief.

In the bar-cum-ballroom inside, dancing hostesses sat in cheap plastic chairs waiting for patrons, lined up against a marble wall, exploding with curtains of red and gold painted flowers. The women had an unimpressed but scared look about them; they wanted to remain unseen and aloof, but not too unseen and aloof. Some were even wearing cheong-sam that matched the carpet behind them, making them a fixture in the dance hall, like the door handles and the gold chandeliers. 

And, true to their function, as we passed by, the door-handle women came to life, wind-up dolls that had been let lose spinning into action.

“You wantchee good time?”

“Dance! Dance!”

“Real cheapu!”

It was difficult to take. At one point, I screamed at the women wuyoleh- I don't want anything- and growled at them for good measure. In my defense, it was a busy night and I was about to get killed, probably several times. I had a lot on my mind.

Xiao Zhang thought so too, “No need to be rude!”

I shrugged, “We are in a little bit in a hurry.”

“Still, a bit of etiquette, please.” I thought to myself- You try being easy money in this city. Etiquette is a luxury I can't afford.

We ducked into a pair of leather thrones, as far away from the dance floor as we could get. We narrowly missed a drunk couple who almost sat down on Xiao Zhang's lap. While the Cathay was unchangable, the ballroom left a little to be desired. The drunk couple redirected to a chair nearby and I leaned over to Xiao Zhang, “What did Ruilin say he looked like?”

“She said he was white.”

Such a descriptor was not as unhelpful as one would imagine, least of all in Shanghai.

Lei Ge sat on the balcony overlooking the dance floor, dressed in a bright white suit with natural luminescence. He was an albino with silver-white hair, freckles and Chinese eyes, and the seats he and his retinue occupied had a view of the dance floor, high and mighty over the rythmic chaos bellow, an altar to whatever the patrons of the Cathay were there to door.

If one were to try and attack him, he would have several white Russian guards the size of mountains with which to contend with. The mountain-made men had machine guns and a bored look on their faces. I had heard that such gangsters preferred Russian bodyguards, chiefly because the Russians were both fierce and completely ignorant of Chinese- impossible to kill and impossible to be bought.

However, this state of affairs seemed so untenable, as Shanghai without understanding anything would be a more wraith-like an existence than my own. You couldn't eat by yourself, buy food by yourself, and you were limited to all but the simplest tasks. No amount of money would be worth that if you didn't have someone like Lei Ge to take care of you.

If you got past the guards, you would have to deal with the women. Lei Ge was surrounded by a bevy of cheong-sam-clad beauties, feeding him fruit, and massaging his feet and neck. As we watched from the dance floor below, the Russians hauled in a small man whom Lei Ge began to address with an impressive shower of obscenities. The gangster finished screaming, smiled and sat back down on the couch, giving an imperceptible nod to the woman feeding him grapes. Without warning, her hair fell  to the ground and the small man lay there dead. She had taken the long think knife hiding in her hair and buried it in the small man's chest, the corpse tumbled down, onto the dance floor and was quickly cleaned up by the ballroom staff. The music didn't even stop.

“I think I will let you take care of this, Eliezer,” said Xiao Zhang with a look of terror in his eyes.

I rolled my eyes. “Coward.”

I walked up the long, dark stairs desperately trying to think up a better plan than the one presently revolving in my brain. I wasn't scared of death. The mere nuisance held less and less fascination for me the more I prowled the city in the ever-smaller box that was Shanghai. What I was concerned about was pain, frankly. Dying hurts. I wish all that happens was you saw a white light and were consumed with happiness and joy. I wish that's all that happens, but as I perhaps have mentioned before, we haven't died yet, so whatever afterlife there is does not touch us.

Instead, there is pain. White, stark, consuming pain. It's much worse, dear inheritor. Much worse.

I arrived at the door at the top of the long steps. Beads of sweat started to crawl down my forehead in rivulets, not just because I was wearing this heavy coat, not just because of the... package underneath.

“Dah,” Eloquent these Russian gentlemen. The fierce eyes of the bodyguard were all that greeted me from the peep

“I'm here to see Lei Ge.” 

“Not here.” He shut the door.

I knocked again. The peephole slid open again.

“Then is there another sickly, milk-white, insecure-in-his-masculinity child inside? I want to talk to him. Clearly Shanghai's underworld has a plethora. Yourself, for example.”

“Huh?” The eyes behind the peephole blinked for the space of a few beats, “Lei Ge not here.”

Clearly, the intellectual capacity of today's henchman is lacking of late. I knocked again.

“Dah!” He was, while not part of the intelligensia, clearly annoyed.

I opened my coat. Xiao Zhang would have made a great compradore, dear inheritor The things that man could find on short notice were astounding. About thirty wooden sticks were strapped to my waist. They were painted red in the middle, their ends left white like a blasting cap. The sticks were attached to a clock with a pencil-thin red wire.

It didn't look like dynamite at all if you examined it for any length of time, dear inheritor. That didn't matter, as I didn't give the personal security brain-trust the chance. I flapped my coat open and whispered, “Boom.”

“Boom?” The thugs eyes widened in shock.

“Dah,” I smiled.

He opened the door without any further philosophical pondering. Before my heart could beat again, I found a knife from one of Lei Ge's beauties buried in my chest.

Four minutes later, I stared into the face of one of the goons looking fingering one of my wooden dowels in astonishment. Energy, the driving agony of thirst, and the element of surprise were all on my side. The goon in question quickly surrendered his gun after receiving a bloody nose for his trouble.

I had their attention. I began screaming and waiving the gun at Lei Ge, “I would like to speak to Lei Ge!” 

The albino seated in the middle of the room smiled. He was the only one not stunned by my return from death's revolving door. No, dear inheritor, he wasn't amazed at all. Instead, he regarded me with the curiousity one would afford a mermaid or a centaur. Amazement, a curiousity sure, but certainly not fear.

“Do I have your attention? Tell them to put their guns down. Do you understand me?” I didn't realize until just then that I was screaming in English. Loudly. I hate people who shout and assume that will cross the language barrier. It's maddening really, but, well, in my defense, I was under a lot of stress.

“On the presumption that my life depends on it. How can I help you?” He asked, droll tones dripping from his English. He spoke decently, not like the pidgin of the serving class at all; his speech seemed to ooze plurals and verb tenses: grammatical features welcome anywhere else but from the lips of this monster. He smiled a toothy, game hunter smile and got up from his chair, then he nodded to his retinue and the weapons clattered to the floor. 

He sauntered in front of me and stared at me in the eyes, “What do you want?” He asked that, but he really didn't care. He knew I wouldn't shoot him. He knew I had somebody to go back to.

At least, he thought he knew that.

“I want recompense.”

“For what exactly? A man in my position does many terrible things to his enemies. It's hard to keep them all straight. What recompense would you be specifically referring to, good sir?”

“A family. Chenghuang Temple. Tofu shop. Ring any bells?”

“Now that you mention it, they do? I seem to recall they were behind on their... fire-insurance.”

I smacked him in the face, and his pale brown eyes flared with anger, “You are going to pay for that,” he began.

“No, you are the one who is going to pay. You owe the family a new tofu shop.”

“Or what? You are going to blow yourself up with wooden sticks? You are going to shoot me? I don't think you have the... what is the word... balls? And when you fail in killing me, I'm going to find the proprietors of your precious tofu shop and brutalize them in the worst possible way.”

“Didn't you just see what happened? I came back from the dead. Not a lot to worry about after that little trick.”

“Clearly, Mr. Magician, you did not think this out. You can come back from the dead after I cut you up into little pieces? Perhaps, but that's hardly comfortable.” Good point, I thought to myself. I wouldn't die, but given my luck, I would live my life among a bunch of semi-conscious pieces of myself. Imagine a jigsaw puzzle scattered to the four winds with nothing but a disparate soul to hold it all together. It would not be pleasant.

It was too late now, “I'm willing to take the risk. You have till the count of three before I shoot you, one!” He just stood there, his hands on his hips, his eyebrows ached and skeptical.

“Two!” I screamed again. He laughed softly, and raised his hand in mock surrender.

“Ok, Ok!” He chuckled. He took a hat off the table and passed it around to their guards, turning to his staff, seated behind, “Ladies and gentlemen, let's oblige our friend, the Magician. Please put all your valuables in the hat.” In seconds, a mound of jewels and cash started to poke out from the brown bowler. The gangster turned to face me again.

He handed me the hat, full of more money than I had ever seen in my life, “You won. Fair and square.”

Then, he pulled out a revolver and shot me in the stomach. I doubled over in pain, still clutching the hat.

He barked at his guards in Russian. “Find the girl from the Tofu shop. Kill her. Creatively. Oh, and shoot him. It won't help, but it will make me feel better.”

I ran, cutting left over the balcony, falling down over the ballroom floor. I felt the bullets bury themselves in my insides, take up residence, settle down and have children. Death is not permanent, dear inheritor, but it hurts.

Chapter 16

Cathay House/An unidentified warehouse

Chinese New Year 1940

Consciousness again, sadly. It was only a quick resurrection, a minute or two. Nobody even paid attention until I got up, which means I got to keep my  ill-gotten goods. Thundering footsteps chasing me like rhinos and the thirst and the resurrection fire were welcome aid in driving me to flee. The gold-trimmed steps and marble walls raced past as I ran down the steps. The walls of the Cathay herself chased me down the steps and out the door with Lei Ge’s brutes fast in pursuit. My feet carried me away faster than my body, and I fell face first, through the window of the Cathay’s elegant glass door, crashing in a bloody rain of glass. The thugs pulled at the door, their haste confusing their ability to pull when they should push. Finally, they threw open the door and charged at me. 

Knife. When did I bring a knife? I made a few half-hearted, inexpert passes at the men before my eyes alighted on a white woman who had come to relax at the bar. Foreigners- a more perfect distraction the Eternal had not devised. I brutally grabbed her arm with one hand and held the knife to her neck with the other. A bundle folded up under my arm. I thrust the bundle into her hands.

“Hold this,” her eyes went wide. Mine followed when I saw what it was. The hat of jewels. What good fortune I had that I had enough presence of mine to grab the gangster's booty. Now every gangster in the city will be out for my blood.

I would deal with that later. “Now, hold on boys, you wouldn’t want to hurt a paying customer, would you?”

They wouldn’t, as their looks of abject terror assured me, “Now this pretty lady and I are going to leave, quite untroubled by you gentlemen. Do I make myself clear?”

They nodded their assent, though I was still speaking English unwittingly. Lei Ge would probably already have their heads for my breaking the door and threatening a customer, but still they were more scared than I thought they would be. Given the thugs' meager respect for human life, I should have more critically evaluated the hostage in question.

I started to back away from the broken glass at the entrance, still gripping the lady’s arm as she whimpered. We slipped into the darkness at a brisk, chased pace until we were more than five or six healthy blocks down Nanking road from the Cathay. I walked faster as an immortal than I ran as a mortal, so much so that the lady cried out in a thick, meaty, Slavic English, “My feet will be falling off! Slow down!”

I ducked into a small alley, and let her sit down. I thought that was quite gentlemanly of me to give her a break. If the knife didn't stand as a significant barrier in our relationship, we might even be friends. 

“Are you going to kill me?”

“No! I…”

“What do you want?” In truth, my inheritor, I wanted people to stop asking me that very question, “I have money, lots of money,” she said. I glanced down at the gangster’s fortune I had just stolen, still in a sack in my hands. I had plenty of money. 

“Money is not a problem,” I picked out a jeweled necklace and gently put it in her palm, “Consider this as payment for your trouble. 

She eyed the jade necklace suspiciously, “You aren’t going to kill me and take it back, are you?”

“Nope, I just needed a distraction to scare off those young scholars hot on my tail.”

“I still don’t believe you.”

“Look, tell you what. If you promise to help me find some place safe to stay the night, I will hand you the knife right now- a show of good faith.”

“Deal,” she brushed her white-blond hair from in front of her eyes. She seemed to like her bangs in front of her face, as if she was hoping I wouldn’t see notice her tired, lined eyes. I handed her the knife, handle first, “Truce?”

“Truce.”

“Now can you help me find a place to stay?”

“Sure. Can you go check that street sign? Where are we?”

“Of course,” I slowly turned my back on her to gain my bearings. 

Perhaps in your perspicuity, my inheritor, you can predict what would follow. I was- hastily, messily, metaphorically and literally- stabbed in the back. I did kidnap her, after all. I suppose I would have done the same thing in her situation.

The floor was so cold it hurt. The odor of mortar and rough stone greeted me back to the land of the living. A woman- the blond woman- the one who nearly relieved me of my kidneys- was staring at me. Her eyebrows were furrowed in terror and she was huddled in a corner, as if she had seen a miracle or a work of dark magic.

“Calm down. I can explain….”

“You are dead! I have seen dead people! You stopped breathing!” She backed away and started to scream.”

“I’m leaving, ok? I just need my...” a draft registered in areas of my anatomy that ought not be exposed to the outside world, “...clothes.” I was completely naked. The stale wind in the store room gently registered that I didn’t have anything on. I swiftly protected my unmentionables with my hand, so as to preserve my lost modesty.

“Where are my clothes?”

She intoned a soft, ritual prayer and lifted a thin hand at the furnace in the room, “You thought you had killed me, so you got rid of the clothes? I feel as though that’s a bit counter-intuitive.”

She raised up the hat- formerly free of jewels, now empty- that I had gotten from Lei Ge. Jewels. She was the type who would rifle through a dead-man’s pocket and look for loose change. Classy, these Shanghailander high-society types are…

“Well, it seems as if we are even then, yes?”

She nodded.

“I don't suppose asking for the jewels back would do any good?”

She shook her head.

“Not even for a terrifying demon from beyond the grave?”

She shook her head again. She wasn't that scared of me.

“At least, would you happen to help me scare up some clothes?”

She nodded, rising slowly her eyes still trained on me as if I was rabid. She handed me a white t-shirt and a pair of loose-fitting black trousers. 

I kept the hat.

Chapter 17

Chenghuang Temple/Jewish Recreation Club

1940/1920

I ran with the latent energy in my body lighting my muscles on fire. I needed to get to Ruilin. It would be a small thing for Lei Ge to ask around Chenghuang Temple  where the relatives of the the tofu girl lived. She wasn't safe until I found her again, until I was there.

The air restrained me like a thick, damp glue, making it more impossible and more necessary to go on in the humidity. I passed by palatial villas, wreathed in trees and high walls. Each of the yards were as wide and perilous as moats and castles. In houses with people like the Sahibuns, Ruilin would find no help and no protection.

I tripped over my feet (again) and landed head first into the door of Ruilin’s relative's house, a few blocks away from the tofu shop.

Ruilin opened the door to find me on my knees, holding me head in pain. I was not the picture of a knight in shining armor.

“Are you alright?” She asked as she helped me to my feet.

“Yes, well, not as bad as you are going to be, unless we get moving. I angered some people a slight bit.”

“What happened?”

“First, is anybody home?”

“No, it's my aunt's place. She's out of town visiting relatives.”

“Brilliant. We have to go,” I quickly reviewed the night's events for her benefit.

“You robbed the man who burned my store down?” She threw her arms around me and gave me a blissful hug (Wasn’t that what I was doing this for anyway?), “My hero!”

“Thanks, but uh, there is one problem…”

“Yes?”

“I may have told him I was in your employ.”

“What? Why?”

“It slipped out. He’s probably going to come looking for you.”

She smacked me hard in my already bruised head, “Why would you do that?”

“Would you believe I had to improvise?”

“Improvise? I am going to kill you.”

“Unlikely, but we can worry about this later, after you get out of here.”

“At least you have the jewels you stole from Lei Ge. We can use the money to flee the city.”

“Actually, I was robbed,” I tipped Lei Ge's hat to her, “All I was able to keep was this hat.”

“You robbed the most powerful gangster in Shanghai, infuriating him. He is ready to kill us both in the most unimaginably cruel of ways and all you have to show for it is this hat.”

She started to cry. I hate it when people cry in front of me. I never know what to do, other than meekly whisper, “It's going to be OK,” and put a consoling hand on her shoulder.

“It's not going to be ok. Where are we going to hide?”

An idea. Given it was an idea come from my cerebrum, I probably should have been suspicious right away. Still, it might actually work. “We can go to the only safe place in town- the synagogue.”

Few constants existed for me in my childhood except boxing and the great rabbi. Yet, I had spit in his face to same my secret.-Until I had to hide Ruilin, I had not seen the Rabbi since about 1920. 

The day I had quit was sunny, shinning with a deep blue sky we so rarely saw in Shanghai. The weather was blue and loud and bright, I thought it a pale, unfunny irony that I was going to do something so terrible. It wasn’t terrible I tried to tell myself, but I didn’t believe my excuses and still don’t believe them now.

My inheritor, you must know, the Jewish Recreation Club was a study in contrasts. Beautiful French brick decorated the outside, with three white stone arches above the entrance that gave the multilevel edifice a stately, palatial aspect. Inside, a layer of dust so thick caked every inch of the place that you could sink in it if you were not careful. The club stood on Mulmein road, a few blocks south of Bubbling Well Road in the International Concession. It was quite a ride from the bookstore, even further from the Rabbi's house in the Hongkou near the synagogue, yet the Rabbi thought it worth it. He believed that to be a true boxer, one needed to practice in a ring. 'the smelting furnace of the arena' was what he called it. And though we sometimes practiced in a spare room of the Old Synagogue on Seward and Dixwell Road (this was before he moved to the Ohel Moshe synagogue on Ward Street, the one that features prominently in my story later),  when we could he took us out, to try us in that smelting furnace of the ring. 

The Rabbi’s lady wife, a towering Russian dame called Katerina Ivanova, would sit in a spartan, empty corner of the room, rocking on her ancient chair, the room’s only piece of furniture, beside the boxing rink itself and a set of creaking musty bleachers pulled out from time to time for a match. Madame Katerina, (we called her on her insistence), was unusually silent at our first meeting due to my scaring her to death by arriving at her house at two in the morning. She quickly shattered any illusions I would have that this silence was her true nature.

“You are late, again! Eliezer! You good-for-nothing child! Even my darling Olya could make you cry in the ring, you good for nothing weasel!” Both the Rabbi and his wife, every time we did something wrong, would eviscreate us with memories of the absent “my darling Olya” who could do better than whatever showing we could make. Their daughter was staying with a relative in Russia somewhere, braving the Slavic bitter cold. The couple was always talking in worried tones about how they wanted to bring their daughter, finally, to Shanghai. They had never been able to amass enough money though, and I wondered often how Olya felt about that. More curious still was how it felt to grow up as the minimum standard for all human performance, as her parents seemed to insist. I would have stayed in Russia too. 

Xiao Zhang (he had taken over from Malcolm when the latter had left for England) and I started to warm up, jumping back and forth “to get my feet light” as the Rabbi called it. That day, I had already told Xiao Zhang about my plan. He looked at me, questioning when I would do the dirty deed. I had already planned it for after the practice, postponing the inevitable until the last minute.

We ran around the ring a few laps, then the Rabbi threw gloves at us from across the ring. I didn’t catch them, and they hit Xiao Zhang in the face. He punched me in the arm, “Wake up!”

I mumbled a quick apology and we began ‘The Dance’. The Rabbi would only spar with us to show us how to cover our face or how to move our feet. Otherwise, it was just Xiao Zhang and I fighting, every time. That day was no different and we circled each other like the wolves- hunting, always hunting.

Xiao Zhang was a much better hunter than I. He learned quickly, once he heard my translation from the Rabbi, he mastered the punches and the footwork with ease. Plus, I was slow and unable to move my feet quickly enough or block readily enough. 

Xiao Zhang- though he was half my size- trounced me especially brutally that day. He boxed the best he had in his life, punching me everywhere at once before I had a chance to register that the blows had landed. Once I left the boxing lessons, it was implicit they would be over as well. Xiao Zhang, though he never told me so, was bitter about it and I felt it. I was sore after for a week. 

The Rabbi charged in front of us from beyond the ring, stopping the match, “Wake up! Eliezer! You are a flailing corpse out there!” He looked at me in the face (the Rabbi always insisted on looking you in the eye when he spoke to you), “What’s wrong?”

“Rabbi, I would like to quit boxing lessons.”

He nodded slowly, as if the words stuck bruised in his throat.

“It’s hard work, working for the bookstore and studying. I don’t think I have time.” That was a lie. I had plenty of time, and everybody present knew it. The real reason was fear. You see, it was ten years since I was immortal. I should have been thirty-six by then. Don't you think somebody would notice? The Rabbi knew me better than anybody. He was not simple, seeing him regularly like that was rolling a dice, waiting to be discovered. I had argued about this for months with Xiao Zhang. He thought I should have told him my secret. I needed somebody wiser than he to go to for counsel.

That wasn't an option. I wouldn't burden the Rabbi like that. This was a curse I wold not share if I didn't have to. Let the Eternal witness, dear inheritor, not telling him was a kindness, I swear it.

The Rabbi tried his hardest to offer a weak smile. “Have you thought about this? Are you sure you want to leave?”

I was less and less sure, “Yes, Rabbi.”

“Well, if you change your mind, as they say, my door is always open,” as he said this, his lip started to tremble, shaking the gray, hardened look on his face.

“Thank you, Rabbi. I will remember that,” I had brought the fiercest boxer in Judaism to tears. Whatever the reason, I am not a good person, my inheritor, lest you forget.

I walked out of the Jewish Recreation Club in tears myself. I took off with a quick gait, as though I needed to run or I would change my mind. I didn't look back, dear Inheritor. 

And neither can you. Our curse is this, dear inheritor. You will never truly get close to anybody. You will never truly love. True love takes years, even decades to develop. You have about ten years before people start to notice your youth is not just because you have good skin.

Chapter 18

Ohel Moshe Synagogue

Chinese New Year 1940

My inheritor, due to the nature of our condition, it is sometimes regrettable that secrecy must be maintained, even at the expense of the truth. If the masses somehow discovered immortal men walked the earth, the three pillars of society- science, religion and commerce- would quickly crumble into utter dust. That means, (again regrettably) I was forced to elucidate to Ruilin less than truthfully how I got Lei Ge’s jewels. Such fictions were lamentable, but necessary.

After she got over my initial faux-pas of mentioning her name during the robbery, her reaction was typical, “Ai-ya, you really held Lei Ge hostage at gunpoint until he surrendered his wealth? That was so brave!” (I may have embellished a few other unimportant facts of the story). She quickly clung to my arm and smiled. “What a hero!”

In truth, I wasn’t nearly so heroic. My exploits, instead, involved being mortally wounded several times and falling on the ground. You may judge me reader for lying to the woman I loved to impress her. You would probably be justified in any negative judgments you would so deem fit to bestow. However, in my defense, the fiction was necessary anyway to protect her from the horror of my condition. I thought it could make good sense to use what tools I had to rise higher in her estimation.

We arrived at the brick synagogue where I had been solemnly beaten throughout my growing-up years. Paying the rickshaw driver, we advanced to the door of the synagogue and gave it a hearty knock.

--

Dear inheritor, I should provide for you a brief description of the synagogue before we continue. It is a museum now, and the road signs around the area bear vastly different names. The squat row-houses behind the three-story temple form a forest of brick ziggaurauts amidst another spider's web of clothes lines, this time with western clothes dangling overhead. 

The first floor of the synagogue is where the Sabbath service takes place and the men sit. Tall high windows peer in the room, let in the sun light eyes let in light. The Bema and the ark (with the Torah Scrolls) sits so close to the benches, you feel like the service itself is on top of you, as if the holiness of the thing was heaped on your head like hot coals. I found it uncomfortably holy, like sitting too close to a hot fire and not being able to move.

The second floor is the balcony for women. It was an Orthodox congregation, so the genders were strictly separated. Lest you think this mysogenistic, it was the Rabbi himself who frequently got the raw end of this deal. Above on the third floor was the Rabbi's apartment, meaning he had to pass the balcony of women to get to the his house. Rather than risk any ritual impurity, this meant the Rabbi was cut off from his home from Friday to Saturday, sunset to sunset. As such, on Friday night, he slept in a storeroom at the back of the synagogue with a cot and a meal of fruit prepared for him by Madam Katarina. He called it his 'Sabbath Mansion'. I suppose he didn't need to sleep there (he could have just waited till the women went home). However, he was often tired and wanted to sleep early. Plus, if I was married to Madame Katarina, I would want a break too.    

--

Anyway, we ascended the steps and I knocked on the door. No answer. I knocked again. Still no answer. 

“Perhaps he is not home?” Ruilin ventured.

“Impossible, I know him- he is asleep!”

I knocked a third time. Finally, I heard the sound of latches opening and the door slowly swung open. There stood the Rabbi, in his nightclothes, with sleep still in his eyes.

Though he was nearing his 70's, he was still gargantuan, a hand taller than I. But time had given him a thin and wiry frame and a posture that cowered over you like he was always bending down to come to your level. Ever the teacher, Rabbi Tevynitsyn, he ran his classes like he ran his life: like a man who stooped. Such a stoop was both literal and metaphorical. Metaphorical because of the quality of his care for the flock, we wondered why he would condescend to come to Shanghai. Literal, because after his hair had turned white, it was impossible to escape the feeling of being lectured by a bent cotton swab.

Fortunately, dear inheritor, time had also gifted him (and I would later learn Madame Katarina as well) with a terrible astigmatism. They were both as nearsighted as bats and much too stubborn to wear anything in the way of eye-wear. One of life's little irony's, that- I was so worried he would have discovered I wasn't aging. He could barely see himself aging!

“Eliezer? What are you doing here?” He eyed Ruilin suspiciously, “Who is this?”

“A friend. Can we come in?”

He stepped aside and let us into the house. A young voice shouted from another room, “Father, who is it?”

“An old friend! Eliezer, meet my daughter, Olya!”

The young voice came into view. There stood the blond Slavic woman whom I had just kidnapped hours before.

The lady fainted. Frankly, my inheritor, I almost joined her. 

I am not a shy man, my inheritor. I don’t think it is possible to live in Shanghai and be shy- the city draws things out of you- it has to- so that you can survive.

The Rabbi’s daughter! I had kidnapped the Rabbi’s daughter. She killed me! Does the Rabbi know that his daughter is capable of murder? She excised my kidneys with expert efficiency. Had she performed that surgery in an earlier life? She herself said she had seen dead people before!

How much did the Rabbi know about his Olya- his bottom rung of the human ladder?

The Rabbi rushed over to his daughter, speaking softly to her in his clear, deep Russian, “She was just mugged by some ruffians tonight. She’s still a little shaken up.”


“Oh, really?” I said, hoping my surprised face looked believable.

He switched to English- (he liked to switch languages because it kept people’s minds flexible), “This city is going to the… how do you say… ‘wolfhounds’, yes?”

Back to Russian, “Something like that.”

The blond woman started to drowsily come around, mumbling something in Russian. Without understanding what we were saying, Ruilin joined the Rabbi next to the prostrate woman. In Shanghainese, Ruilin asked, “Water, do you have any?”

I turned to the Rabbi, “Ruilin wants to know if you have any water?”

“Yes, but I will need to boil it. Keep an eye on her please, and then I expect a full report,” he said as he left the room for the kitchen.

She finally came back to life, saw that it was I who standing over her, and started to cry out in English, “What do you want from me, demon?”

Ruilin asked, “What’s going on?”

I whispered back in Shanghainese, “Tears of gratitude for helping her. Nothing to worry about.”

Olya hit me- hard- in the face, “You pernicious demon, I will kill you again!”

Ruilin, “Clearly, laowai greet their friends differently.”

I smiled weakly, “Of course.”

I turned to Olya and whispered in quick, low English, “I beg you keep silent, and all will be explained- This young woman’s life depends on it. I swear to you, an explanation will come.”

She looked at Ruilin and then back at me, “Do you give me your word?”

“On my father’s soul. I swear to you.”

“What if your father is the devil?”

“That's irrelevant, but I so swear. Now smile so my friend doesn’t think anything is wrong.” She obeyed, smiling at Ruilin and not convincing her at all.

The Rabbi then entered the room with the glass of water. He handed it to his daughter and slowly helped her drink.

“Ah, my dear, you are feeling a little better, yes?” Russian again.

“Yes, my father. Just a little fright from my mugging earlier,” She shot a lethal look in my direction.

“I thought as much. I always told you to not go out late at night to those orphanages. They are in such terrible parts of town that anything could happen.”

Orphanages? Last time I checked, Cathay House had heroin on the room service menu. Hardly an orphanage.

She looked at the ground using her feet to sheepishly clean the floor. Perhaps I wasn’t the only one with something to hide.

“Eliezer,”

“Yes, Rabbi.”

“What brings you to my door at so uncouth and early an hour?” He handed the glass of water to Ruilin, who remained by Olya’s side, helping her drink. Getting up, he slowly walked to his oak rocking chair, sat back and smiled, lighting a pipe and tapping his fingers on the arm, as if he was drumming a melody.

“I have done a bad thing, Rabbi.”

“Yes?”

“I have stolen from a powerful man.”

“Was he a good man or a bad man?”

“A bad man. It was to avenge a great injustice done on this young woman.”

He looked at Ruilin, no doubt thinking how beauty makes a man more concerned about justice than he ought to be, “I am sure that justice was your only reason for doing such a deed. But, he was still a man, yes?” He got up from his chair and walked over to me.  

“Yes, Rabbi.”

The words came down like a hammer blow, “Then it is still wrong to steal!” He hit me hard, in the back of the head. It was of love- that blow- at least, I told myself that.

“You have not been studying Torah in your absence; that is clear! Do I take it that your lady is also in danger from your recklessness?”

I inwardly rejoiced at the phrase ‘your lady’ but was glad Ruilin didn’t understand it. Perhaps we weren’t at that stage in our relationship yet. “Yes, Rabbi. We were hoping for a place to hide.”

“Of course you were, and at great personal risk to my family and myself, no doubt.”

“I am sorry, Rabbi.”

“Well, you can stay, because I am sure this girl is not to blame for unwittingly throwing in her lot with a thief.”

“Thank you, Rabbi.”

“Don’t thank me yet. There’s a condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You need to take up boxing lessons again.”

“With who? Yourself?”

“No,” He tapped my skull with his long, dirty-grey fingers “With Olya.”

My look of horror must have betrayed me, “I can’t fight a girl, Rabbi, much less your own daughter.” That’s what I said, but my deeper fear was that she was as good with the boxing gloves as she was with the knife.

Echoing my inward sentiments, “I’m more worried about you getting hurt than I am about her,” the Rabbi smiled.

“But Rabbi…”

He tapped me again on the forehead, “Defend the body, Defend the mind!” With a flourish duly theatrical like a Chinese acrobat, he walked out of the room, ending the conversation. Olya just stared at me then, as uncomfortable as I was with the arrangement. 

I was soon to learn that any punishment the Rabbi could give me was nothing compared with what Olya would do to me in the ring. 

Chapter 19

Ohel Moshe Synagogue

May 1, 1940

Ruilin joked that after a few months in the Rabbi’s house, she could already say “Yes, Rabbi” in 8 languages.

Each day, the Rabbi found me in bed and spurred me on to a greater degree of discipline (when I say 'bed', I really mean a pillow and  and a blanket on the library floor- Ruilin was given the guest bed in the adjoining room). Whether the task was to clean the house, cook dinner or rub his bunions, the invariable response was “Yes, Rabbi.” I hadn't noticed the monotony of the phrase until one day, when I was cleaning the bathroom, Ruilin she asked me what the word really meant.

“El-i-a-za, a Rabbi is kind of like your shifu, your teacher, right-not-right?” 

“For Jewish people, yes.”

“This Zhu-yi-xia, this is your religion?” I nodded.

“What about non-Jewish people? What do they do for a shifu?”

“Well, they have jisi- priests.”

“Oh, I see,” she stopped and looked at me with a smile, “It must be nice to be a rabbi. You have somebody to cook your meals and clean your bathroom for you!” I flung the sponge at the girl in retribution as she fell on the floor laughing. Ruilin always laughed uproariously at her own jokes, but they were usually funny, so she by no means exaggerated her powers of comedy.

I continued to wash the floor in silence, not mad with her. I was furious however with the rampant state of things in this city. It had been a week since I had come to the Rabbi’s house. Since the day we arrived at the Rabbi’s house near the synagogue, I had a few extant matters to attend to. How concerned were Lei Ge’s thugs about me? Were they petrified by my pendulum swing performance between life and death? Where did Xiao Zhang escape to? Was Malcolm overly concerned with my fate? Was I overly concerned with his?

“What are you thinking about? Do you miss you hometown?” She sat down, perched on the sink like a marble-cut Greek statuary perched on a cathedral wall. She looked most beautiful when her hair hung down in front of her face, making her face look more round, more kind, than she was, perhaps, in real life. I had put a lot of my life on hold for this girl in the last week, and I hoped she was worth it.

“Not really. Nothing is there except sheep. I don't really have a life there.”

“That's good. You have a life here,” I could see in her face she wanted so desperately to say, “You have a life here- with me.” That with me stuck out, unsaid, but no less pronounced by her lips. It would have been valueless if she said it, the power of that with her was mine alone to bestow. 

I couldn't say it though, as much as I dreamed about this girl, as much as I fought her. Did I have a life here, outside of the cheap caricature the curse had cut for me? If my performance at the Cathay House was any indication, I wasn’t a stellar protector for my lady love, was I? Even I couldn't protect against inevitability. Ruilin was going to die. Malcolm was going to die. The Rabbi and everybody else in this terrible boomtown of destruction were going to die, most people sooner rather than later.  I was stuck here, she was doomed, and did it make sense to get attached?

“What I am thinking about isn’t important. Much too depressing.” She grunted  a grunt of assent, so common in Shanghai, and just sat there, keeping me company, making jokes. I indulged her but with half my heart, a sour bitter feeling safely tucked away where my mortality had been. 

We sat there for a minute more in silence, not sure what else to say. Ruilin was not an incessant jabberer, though she was loud and often brash. She was happy to just sit there with me, sitting shiva for what my life had been. For that, I was truly thankful, my inheritor.

A spike of terror suddenly woke me from my self-pitying reverie. I had looked at the clock on the wall, showing 1:15- 15 minutes past the fatal hour. I was late for my boxing lesson with Olya. If I was not immortal, my inheritor, this would have efficiently ended my life.

When I was a child, the Rabbi would frequently admonish us with a maxim he held with near Biblical devotion- “Boxing matches are won with your feet, not with your hands!” Though he would frequently (and literally) beat this exhortation to proper footwork into our heads, I learned later in life that this was not strictly true. Boxing matches were won with proper safety wraps to protect one’s hands (I was denied these for the 20 minutes as punishment for being late). Boxing matches are won by speed (as Olya was much smaller and lighter, she had this in abundance). Finally, Boxing matches are won by the party with greater skill in boxing. As you can see, my inheritor, by all three of these indicators, I knew from the beginning I would be dispatched by Olya without her breathing hard. At least my footwork was good…

I ran downstairs to the Rabbi's 'Sabbath Mansion'. The Rabbi didn't travel as well these days, so he decided to start practice in the spare room instead of the ring. Only when I earned it again would I enter the arena.

He stood there with his traditional towel around his neck, and Olya stood dressed in dark shorts and a white sports blouse. Behind them stood Xiao Zhang. He had recently taken to tapping his street contacts about Lei Ge's efforts to find us since my flight from the Cathay. He also said he was protecting us, but I don't know what he would do if there was a threat. He had a lot more to lose than I did.

“You’re late,” the Rabbi said, looking at his watch, “twenty minutes late, twenty minutes with no bandages.”

“Eliezer, I need to talk to you alone,” he batted a suspicious eye at Olya, “It's important.” Whatever it was, it was so sensitive that he wasn't able to say it, even in front of non-Shanghainese speakers. 

“Rabbi, Xiao Zhang has something to talk to me about. He says it's important,” I translated.

“It can wait. Get in the ring. You shouldn't have arrived late.”

I didn’t reply that I was busy washing his bathroom. That wouldn’t have helped, “Wait here, I told Xiao Zhang. He won't let me talk to you until after the practice. We can talk later.”

I got into my stance, feet slightly staggered and hands in front of my face, and began to fight the Rabbi’s daughter. Xiao Zhang threw up his hands, muttered something about stupid foreigners and stormed out. I would smooth that over later.

Though it had been a long time since I boxed, it was clear it was harder to fight a girl than it was a man. She was faster, and though a head taller, was skilled at relaxing in the space between punches. It didn’t hurt that she moved with more grace than Xiao Zhang or Malcolm did. I frequently got distracted watching her move like royalty. It was beautiful to watch her dance well-pleased to inhabit the spaces were my fists weren’t. 

I punched first as was my custom. “Wait!” screamed the Rabbi as was his custom. I knew that I was too hasty with my blows, but no matter how many times the Rabbi exhorted me to patience instead of that perilous haste, I could never wait. I had no sense of timing in this sport. I couldn’t help telegraphing my punches from miles away. You would think as an immortal I would be more patient.

She delivered an uppercut, then a straight right, then a left hook. I had gotten in a few punches, but because of my lack of tape, my hands were quickly broken. I would need force a resurrection later in secret, as a return from the dead would heal the broken bones quicker than the natural order of things.

I gave her another right hook, then a left hook, then an upper cut. I had felt like I was doing well, and that was probably my undoing. The Rabbi admonished me, screaming from outside the boxing ring, “You haven’t won until she’s on the ground! Keep fighting!”

The next barrage of punches I didn’t even see. I knew I was getting hit because my nose had broken, but, but the blows were so fast, the Rabbi would quip that I doubted the existence of the blows like an atheist doubts God. The Rabbi would further elucidate that both the atheist and my boxing skills would have cause for much regret later. In ten minutes, I was on the floor, my nose and hands broken into a pulp.

“Rabbi, can I put on protective tape now?”

“Has it been 20 minutes?”

“No, Rabbi.”

“Well then, keep fighting!”

We fought like that for a while. Eventually I was allowed to tape my hands, though I could barely fit the tape around the puffy, swollen stones my hands had become. By the time we had finished, Xiao Zhang still hadn't arrived. Something was wrong, sure, but, in my defense, I still thought it was something minor. He probably needed my help with orders for the bookstore or something. He was taking care of the building in my absence. That was all it was, I was sure. Why didn't I take him seriously, dear inheritor? 

He would be dead in forty-eight hours.

Chapter 20

Ohel Moshe Synagogue/Xiao Zhang's house near Foochow Road

May 2, 1940

The oppression of Shanghai’s climate made sleep difficult here in the “City above the Sea”, my inheritor. The humidity wasn’t enough to wake you, per say, but it was enough to keep you up, persistently poking you in your side, doggedly keeping you not asleep.

I rolled around in my blanket on the Rabbi's library floor, hoping the mosquitoes weren’t small enough to evade the net that I had erected in my defense. I sat there awake, listening to the distant rumble of the night. At two in the morning, any other city in the world would be silent, but not Shanghai. Shanghai had a low constant rumble of carts and workers that softly intoned hymns to whatever deities and demons drove this insomnia on.

Xiao Zhang- the whisper was loud, as if someone was standing over my ear, hissing the name like a snake. It startled me so much that I jumped out of bed and hit my head on the pole the mosquito net hung from.

I have heard stories that when someone’s life is in danger, their instincts take control. They do not know what they are doing or thinking or saying, instead their body assumes a life of its own. I pray you, my inheritor, please do not think me presumptuous to think that this in fact what happened to me. A minute later, at the calling of the voice, I stood in my room, dressed and walking quietly, stealthily out down the skeletal staircase and out the front gate. 

As I quietly left, I made sure the book was tucked safely in my coat pocket. It felt comfortable, I'm not sure why, but it did. It could have been the book that called me or the enchantments or the ravings of an immortal madman. However, I suspect that, as immortals, our flight instinct is transferred onto others, my inheritor. We are never in mortal danger, but perhaps there is a part of our brain which is more attuned when others are. 

The night was still hot, although I didn’t feel the sweat or smell the ubiquitous overturned dirt that coated Hongkou and the Jewish Corner. All of Hongkou smelled like work and dirt and buildings that were destroyed and rebuilt again, courtesy of the Japanese whose ownership of Shanghai would be absolute in a year.  I crossed Soochow creek, and ran throughout the trees and concrete selva of the International Concession. I moved so fast I could only smell stone and hear the night birds that would disappear in a few years, not see the trees in which they rested. I ran with a steady, unbroken pace with the speed of someone who is running for someone else’s life, not there own.

I stopped at Xiao Zhang’s apartment though the word 'apartment' was rather a stretch. The low, sprawling tenement housing stretched down Foochow RD like a collapsed wino. It's windows were mostly broken, forming a gap-toothed, inebriated smile that leered at me while I worked in the bookstore (he had gotten the place on purpose to be closer to shushu). This building takes the prize as the most loathsome looking edifice in Shanghai. Apparently, my friend didn't seem to mind.

I knocked on the door and it slid open, the lock handily broken, creaking with un-oiled hinges that I had told him to fix a million times. There was one room in Xiao Zhang’s shack, and there he lay, with his throat cut, not dead yet, but seconds away from walking that road.

Chapter 21

Xiao Zhang's Apartment

1940

The knife lay on the floor, tossed aside like dirty clothes that were shaken off after a hot day’s work. I watched myself with a curious fascination, as if what was about to unfold was a film, the kind that in 100 years would be called an art film, but back in those days was considered a good film.

I saw as the Movie-Eliezer picked up the knife and quickly slashed open his wrist, holding the fountain of blood over the wound in Xiao Zhang’s throat.  Movie-Eliezer stumbled back and forth, as his eyes went into the back of his head. He was losing too much blood, I cried out wordlessly, from wherever I now was, STOP! 

With alacrity, Xiao Zhang’s thin chest started to heave, like someone had punched him in the stomach and taught him to breathe again. Movie-Eliezer staggered on his feet, and he was seconds away from another death. Xiao Zhang, now conscious, opened his eyes. The wound in his throat closed up with a sick, white scar. He looked at the Movie-Eliezer as though he had just bartered my friend’s soul. Perhaps he had.

“Am I… like you, Uncle?”

“No. Only I am so damned,” with that Movie-Eliezer collapsed to blackness.

When I revived, I was in control of myself again. The thirst was there, and liquid energy seized my heart, throwing it into frenzied palpatations.

“Water!” Xiao Zhang jumped up and started to boil some water for tea. Without thinking, he did this. I waited for it. He hadn't figured it out yet. He hadn't figured it out he was dead. Or maybe he knew, but he didn't really know.

“Yes, Shushu,” he boiled the water, standing, watching the stove and not me, wordlessly. It boiled and without looking me in the eyes, he handed me the cup of tea. Without warning, he kowtowed violently, as if he had been beaten in the back of the legs. There. NOW, he realized what it was like.

He grabbed my legs, and started crying and trembling. I almost spilled the boiling hot tea on him, nearly burning him badly. I didn’t understand what he was saying but that was more due to his inchoate ramblings than my substandard of Shanghainese.

“Get up!” I kicked him, not hard, but enough to force him to look at me throughout his theatrical performance of supplication.  

“Master, I am your servant. You saved me. You are a god, an immortal, a Buddha of Compassion, I am your servant… “

“Xiao Zhang! Enough!”

He stopped talking.

“I am not a god.”

 “Yes, lord.”

“Stop it! My name is Eliezer!”

“Yes, Lord Eliezer. Sorry, Lord Eliezer. I mean, you saved me. I was dead and....”

“Now you are not.” The implications of his resurrection- an ever-deepening descent into madness,- dragged me down like a ship in a whirlpool. I can raise other people from the dead: this is not good.

I softened my voice to appear as non-threatening a deity as possible, “Xiao Zhang, why don't you tell me from the beginning what happened?”

“Yes, Lord Eliezer,” I let that one go, “I was sleeping soundly, dreaming of... well... it is not fit to tell such an august person like yourself what I was dreaming of.”

I didn't want to know. He was, after all, fifty and still single, “Get to the part where your throat gets cut.”

“Yes, m'lord. I awoke to a loud crashing noise and a huge man, a foreigner, stood in the doorway like the moon in front of the sun. He carried a large hammer with which he broke the lock. Then he pushed me on the bed and cut my throat.”

“That's it? Could you see who it was?”

A trace of the old Xiao Zhang, “Yes, a light was in my eyes, but regardless, I would know that face anywhere .”

“It was Olya.”

“Olya? Care to qualify that statement? She's rather small to be considered a moon to blot out the sun.”

“This afternoon, when I came to see you at the boxing rink, I had come to tell you I had seen Olya talking with a Russian.”

“She is Russian, Xiao Zhang. What's the problem with that?”

“She wasn't just talking to any Russian. She was talking to Lei Ge's chief enforcer. A man named Silov, Sinov, something like that.”

“So?

“They were kissing.” 

“So? That's something she's allowed to do.”

“She was kissing the man who cut my throat.”

The implications of this development soaked into the atmosphere like a Shanghainese summer humid spell. Silence. “This was bad,” I didn't need to tell him that Olya could ruin everything. She knew where Ruilin was. At her father's house. At her father's house, “This is going to crush the Rabbi.”

I turned around and started to pace Xiao Zhang's small room. It was a small dwelling.  There was a small, humble table with a letter on top of it. Next to the table was a mat that served as a bed with his blood caked on it, and a small kitchenette with a single burner. I remember how he bragged about that kitchenette, how he bragged about this whole place. He didn't have to share anything (but his bathroom) with his neighbors. He was so proud of the whole place. It was located near Astor House house, sure, but just far enough to not be considered too impoverished by the locals. He was an independent man, Xiao Zhang, at least he tried to be. His room was a reflection of that. It was his, and no matter how scary the place looked from the outside, it would remain his as long as he lived. I didn't realize then how great the irony was at that time; but, in fifty years, this land would be skyscraper. Now, it was in such a bad neighborhood, mail carriers wouldn't deliver here.

Mail carriers wouldn't deliver here. Which made the presence of a letter on Xiao Zhang's table that much more curious. The envelope was the letter itself, folded in on itself and held together with a wax seal, out of which grew a single piece of hair.

I held up the envelope for Xiao Zhang to see, “Where did you get this?”

“I don't know. Why?”

I opened it without waiting for his permission. Below is the letter, written in English, in a terrible, crawling hand, as if someone didn't know how to use a pen, making up not just the words, but the writing, as they went along.

Dear Eliezer,

Firstly, I am so glad to hear Xiao Zhang is hale and whole. Keep him close, I wouldn't want anything else to happen to him.

Second, your blood has a host of interesting properties, but most of them have to do with your consent. It's impossible to bleed you dry and bottle your blood as the Elixer of Life without your permission. The magic leaves it up to you to choose who lives and who dies.

Third, as I am your friend (really I am, though you may not think it), I would like to make you another offer to play our little game. The man who visited Xiao Zhang tonight was named Sidov as Xiao Zhang has mentioned (Yes, I heard that. I hear everything), he is Lei Ge's chief enforcer. For my purposes, it is important that he die. You will box with him in the near future. I have seen it. If you can end his life in the ring, I will remove the curse from upon your head. You will be free.

Sincerely,

Sun Wukong

The Monkey King

---   

To Xiao Zhang's eternal credit, after I translated the gist of this letter to him, he didn't even blink, “How are we going to kill him?” He was a loyal friend, if nothing else.

“It's very dangerous. I don't know if I want you to be involved...”

'He just slit my throat, Shushu,” No 'Lord Eliezer' there, “if the letter didn't say you had to do it, I would. I owe him. Besides, my family too is under a curse of sorts. We have to protect you. I want to be the one to free us.”

Noble, but terrifying, I thought. Silence again, “Well, where do we get a hit man?” I asked.

“I have some guanxi in the underworld, but it's mostly with the lower classes. You are going to want to talk to someone a little higher up. Perhaps...” 

“No, I'm not going to talk to him.”

“Why not?”

“Number one, he's an opium trader. Slime. Number two, he's a subhuman slime. Number three, he.... shot me.”

“He shot you?”

“He didn't know... about the curse. Now he does, I'd rather we have as little to do with each other as possible.”

“Well, Lord Eliezer, that might be unavoidable.”

I think I always realized that, dear inheritor, that our paths were going to cross again, Malcolm's and I. And, in truth, that was not what scared me most. I looked down at my arms at the place where I cut my wrists and saved Xiao Zhang from certain death. It was clear I had an incredibly dangerous secret running though my veins. Even that, I could probably handle. What terrified me the most was who was in control: Movie-Eliezer or myself?

---------

Chapter 22

Astor House

1940/1925

As I parted ways with Xiao Zhang, I couldn't help but think how terribly dangerous it was for him to be out there, helping me resolve this mess. If he was killed this time, would he would really die? Was I worth it? I- the man who couldn't die- had a host of people risking their lives for me. Where was the justice in that?

But, they were worth it. Ruilin was worth it. Xiao Zhang was worth it, and if I didn't stop Lei Ge's manhunt right away, something bad was going to happen. I wasn't going to be around to bathe the wound in blood. 

The moonlight soaked the Sahibun mansion in blue light, making the estate look alien and exotic, with winged stone monsters guarding every window and stone lions guarding the entrance. As I entered the door, I touched the female lion for good luck. Do you know how to tell the difference between a male and female stone lion, inheritor? The female stone lions are always depicted with their paws on a male lion, brutally suppressing its mate. Edward Elias would always touch that lion for good luck, on the hope that the good luck in question would specifically drive such women away from his presence.

---

Edward Elias. The servants had discovered the great tycoon prostrate on the floor with his mouth agog, calling me immediately. I called a doctor and slowly dragged my benefactor to bed, hoping that he wasn’t yet deceased. Malcolm was still in England, a few days short of the incident that would take from him his arm. I lost a great deal of sleep- not for Edward Elias' sake, but for Malcolm's. There was a great deal the Sahibun patriarch would want to say to his son before he passed. Malcolm would surely want to hear it.

However, Edward Elias had much to say to me as well. The day his cancer caught up with him, he aged years enough to end both my life and his. Gray lines traced his face and hands and skin, as if he was a caricature badly drawn by a man with no hands. He shook periodically, probably from alcohol withdraw. He sat breathing laboriously, as though a millstone was balanced on his chest. The doctor said that he could pass any day and he seemed to know this, thought neither I nor the doctor would tell him.

I came close to him, and he put his withered, dead-tree hand on my shoulder, “Eliezer, I have something important to tell you. “ I nodded an assent, hoping to not look at him die there, “The day I took you from your father, do you remember it?”

“I remember, Edward Elias.”

“You remember what his last words were?”

“I remember- ‘You are a failure.’” 

“He wanted you to hate him.”

He did a great job, I thought to myself, though all I dared to asked was “Why?”

“He felt like he deserved it. He sold you, Eliezer.”

Silence. I thought originally I had heard him wrong.

“He owed a man money. A loan shark. The sheep weren't paying the bills. He didn't have food to eat, to feed you.”

“How could you say that? You bought me... He sold me...”

“It was for your own good. It was either that or starve. I just recompensed him for your trouble.

Rage. Sick hot fire behind my eyes. In the cool shade of rational calculation, this would make more sense. I would probably forgive him some day. That day was not today. Instead, I would rather kill him before death beat me to it. “Shut up! Don't talk to me! You bought me, you monster! Your own family...”

I couldn't stand to hold his gaze. A pillow. Sitting by his head. It would be so easy to  take the pillow and force it down his throat, forcing the air from his lungs. It would be so easy...

Shame gripped me, its black hand gripping my heart. I was no murderer. I vowed then that I, so well acquainted with death, would never cause the death of another. I would break this vow, only once in all my one-hundred and twenty seven years. He would not die by my hand, although he deserved it, “Forgive me, please, and tell Malcolm I love him...”

With that, Edward Elias fell asleep, not to be awakened until he passed on to be with the Eternal. He left behind a life full of regret, and that caused me to ponder if with 70 years man can incur so much shame, what would I be like after eternity?

I knocked on the door of the Astor House apartment. No answer. I knocked on the door again. Still no answer. I knocked on the door a third time and started to contemplate kicking the door down. Still no answer. Clearly, the master of the house was asleep, as it should be with me. 

Kicking the door down down it would have to be. The lock was old, and it gave way nicely. I was worried that somebody would hear the noise and investigate, but the hotel staff was under strict orders not to be on our floor at night. We were not to be disturbed as the most illustrious long-term guests of the Astor House Hotel. 

As I entered, the house smelled of old mildew and polished rotting wood. The air was heavy, and the humidity gave the air was a palpable presence one could cut with a knife. It felt like the air hadn’t moved in a week. I climbed the ornate wooden staircase from the first floor towards the second. The smooth staircase seemed dusty and unused, creaking with every step. The staircase always felt like it was going to break when I walked on it, though I was far from too heavy for it to support my weight.

Walking slowly, I crept down the hallway towards Malcolm’s room, formerly the residence of his father. A figure suddenly jumped out at me, brandishing a sword. I smacked it, without thinking, the head making a hollow tinny sound, reverberating throughout the house. Instead of startling my attacker, my defense caused his head to fall off. Luckily that head belonged to a suit of armor- an antique from feudal England. It made a frightful, thunderous racket, but still nobody came out to find me. Was Malcolm even home?

I slowly pushed open the door to his room and he lay there, still breathing, asleep with his eyes open. Given my experience earlier with resuscitation, I was at least a little grateful I did not have to try the same stunt here.

However, what I found was much worse. Malcolm lay on his bed with an opium pipe clutched in his fists like it was his last defense against a horde who was invading his village.

I jostled him slowly, “Malcolm” No response. It had been fifteen years since I had seen him last, but his face had aged but a bit. In spite of the drugs, the years had been kind to my brother, merely gifting him a small sliver of gray in his hair or a small wrinkle creeping about his eye. He carried his fifty-odd years well, I thought.

His eyes were open, the pupils shrunk to needle points. He was mumbling something, “He’s dead. He’s dead…”

I lowered my head over him, shaking him as hard as I could, “Who’s dead, Malcolm? Who?”

“You!” He then began to scream and thrash, waving his hands like a he was being attacked by all the powers of hell.

I let him thrash, just then. I was much too hasty. Resuscitation it would have to be. Something sharp. A letter opener lay on the desk, across the room from his four post bed. I cut my hand deep at the wrist, vertically to open the vein. That would end me quickly enough. Then, I gave him a shallow wound across his palm, pressing the wounds together.

The pupils of his eye grew back to normal size, filling with light blue, his color a Sahibun family anomaly. Life was entering his body as life had left mine.  He started to calm down, and I felt faint, but I persisted. He wasn’t going to wake up if I didn’t do something. The stump where his arm had been started to thrash up and down, his good arm striking his stump like it had been on fire. And then, peace for him and blackness for me.

He came to his senses the same time I did, rubbing his eyes as if he had come back from a long, deep sleep. When he regained the full extent of his consciousness, he let loose a stream of oaths that would make the most seasoned mariner blush. Thirst crawled down my throat and left a dusty slug train around my vocal cords. Fortunately, a pitcher of cold tea lay on the the end table across the room. I grabbed it and hurled it the tepid black stuff at the my esophagus. 

I looked at the wound, the second one that night that had brought healing to those I loved dearly. My inheritor, in addition to being immortal in obdurate Shanghai, apparently, the fountain of eternal life runs through your veins. Be careful, as men have proven in my story more than once- it is far better to die than to live forever.

Through the stately French windows peering at us from across the room, the odor of dark, wet night was an incense offered Malcolm’s ‘resurrection’. The room itself was rather curious: more French than English, with flowers and fleur-de-lis on every wall and on every corner. Some Chinese paintings hung on the wall, art of dubious authenticity that Malcolm liked but nobody else did.

He massaged the stump that was his arm until it seemed to get almost red. Since he was a kid, Malcolm would rub his hands together, like he was washing them, when he was agitated. I presume that when one only has one hand, rubbing that stump would be the best solution available.

Curious. His arm was still missing. The blood didn't restore it to him. Does that mean that if I lose a limb it would stay lost? What would happen if I lost my head?

“Hello, Eliezer.”

“Malcolm,” I nodded.  

“I was pretty far gone. How did you wake me up?”

“Don’t worry about the how. What I want to know is when you started taking drugs? Don't you have a business to run?” I neglected to mention that drugs was his business.

“It's being taken care of!”

“By nobody! Get up!” I pulled him to his feet, trying to stand him up. My attempts were useless and he collapsed back down on the bed in a heap of tears.

“He keeps talking… talking… talking… the Opium is the only thing that keeps him… quiet.”

This was bad, “Who? Malcolm? Who are you talking about?”

“The Monkey… every time I go to sleep, he is there. He… he…”

This was worse. There would be reckoning, that bloody monkey and I. This I swear to you, dear inheritor. “That blasted monkey is my business! Now get up!”

He stayed standing this time, but at the slightest provocation, the man might topple like a falling tree, “Malcolm, I need you to focus for a second. I need help. Someone’s life is in danger.”

“That much is obvious or you wouldn’t have come to me. I presume I am your last resort?” 

I nodded, “I need to have somebody killed.” I had made the decision right then, dear inheritor, with the uttering of the black phrase. I thought then of my vow that I had made in the presence of Edward Elias: the vow to never take a life. I have told you that I have only broken this vow once. Did I break it then as I set plans in motion to hire a man to take Sidov's life? Almost. The story is rather complicated, though. You had better read on. 

He started laughing. Not a slow chuckle of modest irony. No, dear inheritor, Malcolm began to cry, the laughter seized him so, “You! The one who would lecture me about opium. My sanctimonious adopted brother! Contracting a hit man!”

“Are you finished? The Monkey said he would free me. From the curse.”

He wiped his tears, “That is certainly worth killing somebody for. Who, may I ask, deserves the... Monkey's wrath?” It was hard for him to say the name even. What dreams had the Monkey given him to scare him so?

“Sidov, Lei Ge's enforcer.”

“Why?”

“No idea. I don't really care either. He said something about a boxing match, but I don't know what he meant.”

Malcolm shrugged, “Well, I know somebody.”

“Can you trust him?”

“I should. I'm a repeat customer,” he smile weakly. I stared at him, as if he had finally taken off the mask and revealed himself to be someone else, someone not my brother.

“What happened, brother? To you? You aren't the Malcolm I... knew.”

He glared at me, his gaze a mixture of sadness and contempt, “Do you want my help or not?”

I nodded. “Then you will need money,” he said. He walked over to a chest of drawers and pulled out a wad of green bills, bedecked with Chiang Kai-shek’s dour, perpetually unpleased visage.

“Will this be enough, I wonder? He is expensive,” Malcolm said. He pushed the bills in my face.

It was enough to buy the Bund, much less a hit-man. He set the money back in his drawer. He would bring the money tomorrow.

“That will be plenty.”

“He will meet you the day after tomorrow at the bookstore. Noon. Don't be late. I will bring the money.”

The look on his face was older then, much older than the last time I saw him, and older still than the boy who would only speak Shanghainese. His gaze was that of a man who had just made an agreement to buy a soul: sad but sure. Had I just sold what soul I had?

“I want something in return,” he said softly in pensive tones. He had not planned to ask this, I could tell, but he did all the same.

“I want to be immortal.”

This was bad, “I can't do that Malcolm, even if I wanted to.”

“The blood. The Monkey told me you can use the blood. It's got to be able to do a lot more than just sober a man up.”

Oaths. Many, many oaths entered my mind. Human language had not the vulgarity to express my feelings then, “Trust me when I say it's really not worth it.”

“That's up for me to decide.”

“I can't just give you my blood, Malcolm. It won't work. I need to consent for the magic to take effect and I certainly don't consent to this abomination. No.”

“Then I won't introduce you to my hit-man. I will... tell Lei Ge where your girlfriend is.”

“How did you know about that?”

“Underworld connections, remember? You and your tofu girl are causing quite a stir. Lei Ge is furious.”

“Malcolm, you are insane. Insane! That's the Rabbi! Madame Katarina. They could die!”

“Not with you there, Eliezer. Nobody we love ever has to die again,” he opened the wine cabinet next to dresser and pulled out all the bottles of wine. He walked to the bathroom and began pouring them down the sink. When he was finished disposing of the wine, he handed me the first of thirty empty bottles and the letter opener.

“I'm waiting. Get to work.”

“You can't be serious.”

“As serious as death. You give me this cabinet full of your magic blood, and I will give you mortality. Refuse and I will tell Lei Ge where to find tofu girl. And, I will try the blood tonight with the opium. If it doesn't sober me up, there is no deal.”

“Why don't you kill her yourself, coward?” I grabbed the letter opener and cut my wrists. The blood came freely in strong, thin jets, “I consent to give Malcolm this blood!”

As I passed out, the first of many times that evening, I heard, Malcolm whisper, “I'm sorry. Eliezer. It's better this way, you'll see”

As if I cared about his apologies. What was his sorry for? Shooting me? Bleeding me? Being a 'repeat customer'? Being addicted to Opium? Dealing Opium to a generation of Chinese? Threatening the woman I loved? Threatening the Rabbi? What could you say that could possibly make up for that? 

“Get me some water, you monster. This is going to be thirsty work.” And then I passed out, the first of many black times that night.

Chapter 23

Jewish Quarter in Hongkew- “Little Vienna”

May 2nd, 1940

I finished bleeding myself around sunrise. As I left, Malcolm told me not to forget our deal. He would test the blood on himself, high on opium, sometime today (He wouldn't tell me when, so I couldn't stop him). If I didn't work, he told me, there would be consequences. 

I ran out of the house, trying to beat the sun in a race to the synagogue. If I was not careful, the Rabbi would find me out of my bed and I would be sleeping in the Public Garden on the Whangpoo. 

I beat the sun, and slipped into library-floor blanket with minutes to spare, throwing off my clothes next to the hat I had stolen from Lei Ge. I pulled the blanket the Rabbi provided for me up around my head. Minutes later, I heard the heavy sound of footsteps as the Rabbi poked his head into my door, without any sort of knock or advanced warning. 

“Get up, we are going out.” I obeyed, pulling on the shirt and slacks that I had just thrown off. Apparently, boxing lessons were canceled, a fact about which I was not overly depressed.

I stumbled out of the library, probably more awake than a mortal would be after umpteen resurrections and a night of no sleep. Still, the Rabbi, careful and eloquent wordsmith that he was, noticed a greater level of fatigue about my person. He glanced at me and remarked, “You look like… how do you say… a tiger dragged you in, yes?”

Ignoring his clearly fumbled idiom, (I presume he was going for 'You look like something the cat dragged in'). “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

Madam Katerina, from behind the kitchen table, offered, “You look as though you slept well never!” They both promptly fell into paroxysms of laughter. 

“It thrills me you find such things funny, but where are we going and where is Ruilin?”

Madam Katerina smiled, “His priorities show clearly- don’t they, Moshe?”

The Rabbi nodded and smiled, as I began to protest, “I fail to see your meaning; I’m just interested in protecting Ruilin.” That was a lie, I saw their insinuations quite clearly. Those insinuations were- in truth- correct. 

“Protection is a funny thing,” the Rabbi began.

“How is it funny?” 

He winked at his wife, “When a man protects his girl, she can't keep his hands of him.”

Madam Katerina put her hand up in a mock oath and started laughing, “Oy! It’s true!”

At the ensuing cacophony of aged laughter, my heart began to sink. I could only beseech the eternal that I wasn't as weird at 700 as they were at 70. In a blessed distraction, Ruilin made her way into the room, at which the Rabbi and his wife immediately starting discussing the price of actual tea in actual China. Though Ruilin didn't understand Russian or English, the Rabbi's decorum forbade him from talking about somebody behind their back. I tried once to mock Edward Elias in Russian, and I was handily boxed about the ears. My inheritor, do not judge the Rabbi as he teased me. He was a good man, and the teasing I mostly deserved.

“Eliezer, tell Ruilin that she is going to work with Mamma to help make dinner tonight.”

I told her, and a look of wanton alarm decorated her features, “Can I go with you? Her gap-toothed smile reminds me of the stories my grandma would tell me about child-eating witches.” Ruilin had no such decorum about those who didn't speak Chinese, as you, my inheritor, can tell.

I turned to Madam Katrina, “She would rather not, as she is afraid... she might not be able to communicate.”

Madam Katrina smiled a smile indeed with an ample space between her teeth, “Nonsense! If I can communicate with a man as hard-headed as Theodore Moshe Tevynitsyn, you will be easy. Tell her that,” She grabbed the girl by the elbow and ushered her to the kitchen, not waiting for me to translate. “Won't this be fun?” Ruilin stared at me with a look that read less “fun” and more “save me,” as I shrugged and said “mei banfa” (which loosely translated means “you're stuck”). As we left, Madam Katrina was screaming, as if volume alone would break the language barrier, “Boil! Do you know boil?”

The Rabbi and I left with a brisk quick walk. If I wasn't careful, the Rabbi would quickly overtake me. Because I was immortal, I suppose I was faster, but the Rabbi was focused in his steps, as if he walked to a rhythm he heard in his head, a rhythm whose mental metronome made his pace more efficient. 

“Do you talk to Malcolm often?” He asked, in Russian. He always spoke Russian when I was in trouble, perhaps because the pragmatism of the language was well-suited to elucidating the error of my ways.

“No, Rabbi. I do not. We had a... falling out,” I tried to evade his question, in the subdued, discrete way that learning Chinese had taught me, but even then, it was no use. He was going to ask me what happened.

“When you were in trouble, I thought it was strange that you went to me first, and not to him. What happened?”

“I would rather not talk about it.”

He threw his hands in the air in a Shakespearean display of tragic indignation, “You would rather not talk about it? I risk my life to help you and your friend, braving gangsters and terrible, evil men and you would rather not talk about it? So sorry to disturb you great and mighty Eliezer!”  

“Rabbi, you are being unfair...” 

“I am being unfair? I am being unfair! It is unfair to me to care about your life. What a monster I am! Oy!” He stopped in the road and threw up his hands, kvetching as the Yiddish speakers say. His voice started to get louder and more belligerent.

“You come into my house. You eat my food. You risk my family's lives and I am being unfair! Oy Vey! Meshuganah this boy!”

“Rabbi please, you are making a scene,” as I said this, several laborers started to laugh and point at the flailing old man. One of these laborers even remarked how it was an established fact that foreigners go crazy after age 40.

“I will tell you,” I admitted, still desperate for a story to give the Rabbi that did not involve my inability to be eaten by worms, “it is about.. the girl.”

The Rabbi punched the air in triumph, “I knew it! It is always this way with boys- they dance after every floating poppet that floats their way.” I had no idea what a “floating poppet” meant in Russian, and I didn't particularly care to find out. 

“I am worried about him Rabbi,” I suppose mixing in a little truth would be a change of pace, “he has taken to the... pipe.”

“The pipe? What do you mean the pipe?”

I whispered, conspiratorially, “Rabbi, he has been smoking opium.”

The Rabbi's eyes got huge, and angry. “This will have to change! I will talk to him. She'ol's pipe isn't worth it for a mere girl. We will have to talk.”

“He is deeply troubled, Rabbi. He might be so far so gone...” 

“What?”

“He might not even remember the girl!” In truth, he would not remember the girl because he had never met her, but Malcolm, as an opium addict, was not exactly trustworthy.

“Oy! This will not do! I must go talk to him! I will do so tonight!”

“Please do, Rabbi.” I genuinely hoped he did. After Malcolm shot me, I had a genuine distaste for the man, but I didn't wish him evil. Perhaps the Rabbi would get him off the damnable stuff.

We walked the rest of the way in silence, the Rabbi pensive as he contemplated the sorry state of his charges. I wonder then if we disappointed him- Malcolm, an addict and I, a thief. I hope, my inheritor, that you would use your immortality better than I.

We stopped in front of a gray brick building with red brick trestle around each of the cloudy, broken windows. The building was three stories, with the top two stories being another jungle of hanging clothes and screaming Jewish mothers, a café occupied the bottom story. Outside the café sat two orthodox Jewish men, eating a fluffy Viennese pastry. 

At the time, the dissonance of Shanghai’s various sectors alarmed me, my inheritor. How is it that I was able to travel to Germany, Italy, Britain and America all without leaving the city? It was strange to me then, my inheritor, but I have since learned that the impermanent wayfarer is passionate to make wherever they land a home. The wanderer sets up camp, the nomad builds a house- it is the way of the world. Even the Jews in Shanghai- Europeans scattered to the ends of the earth by a mustached madman- even they made the best with what they had. The Jews have excelled at exile, having mastered the art over the centuries.

My inheritor, I suppose a few choice words about the chosen people in Shanghai are needed here, so that you understand the conflict that we had to face in the coming months. The year I challenged Lei Ge was 1940. A year and a half earlier, another maniac would challenge the Jews in Germany, forcing those scared masses from their home. That was the night of Kristallnacht, as the Germans called it- the Night of Broken Glass. On that night, a host of soldiers and civilians smashed the homes and shops of Germany’s Jewish population. On that night, about a quarter of all Jewish men in Germany were taken to concentration camps and brutally tortured for months on end.  Between 1938 and 1941, some estimate that as many as 20,000 Jews made Shanghai their home- all because of that night and its ensuing chaos of Aryan purity.

Why Shanghai? Simply, my inheritor, nobody else would have them. Because of the aforementioned fracas with extraterritoriality, Shanghai was the only place in the world impossible to institute passport control. At least that was the popular conception- what documents you needed depended mostly on whether or not you got a friendly border guard. Most were friendly when faced with the correct sum of money. 

So it is important for my story, my inheritor, for you to understand one key fact about Shanghai’s Jews- they were refugees- every one of them. Even the Sahibuns, wealthy, English Jews who loved their countrymen, (but perhaps did not love them too much), they were refugees too just better paid. Jews, in those days, were never at home- we were “stateless” as the Japanese called us, but to that I would add “kingless” and “penniless.” We were wanderers on the earth, and we all knew that- even the Sahibuns who owned Shanghai knew beyond knowing that they never belonged there.

But my inheritor, I exhort you to understand that we were by no means hopeless throughout this entire time. The human spirit, especially the Jewish spirit, has mastered the art of suffering. When faced with Shanghai, we did what anybody would do when faced with the riddling country-within-a-country.

We made it our home. 

Inside the café, the dust floated in the dimly-lit light, dancing faintly around the undecorated walls and wooden furniture smelling of humidity and mildew. The café was empty, except for a crowd of men who sat huddled around a table. The men all wore collared shirts and smart slacks. Their coats were slumped over their chairs, as though they had just come back from a long day of work. In truth, they had not come back from anything but a long day of trying to find work. 

In the center of the table stood a man dressed in black, wearing a much fiercer beard than the Rabbi’s. He wore a wide-brimmed, dark hat, and curls sprinkled down over his face. The man shook his head when he spoke, and because his beard was so big, the curls would get caught in his beard, frequently interrupting his impassioned defense.

He was speaking in Yiddish, a language originally spoken by Ashkenazi (Jews who trace their roots to ancient Germany). Edward Elias had insisted I learn the language, though it was not customary for Sephardi (Jews who trace their roots to Ancient Spain) to learn it. I suspect he had a presentment of the troubles coming for the German Jews. An unusual amount of foresight on his part, I dare say. 

Upon entry to the establishment, we became the main attraction, “Rebbe Tevynitsyn, a gutn tog!”  The man slapped him on the back and opened his hands wide for a hug. The hug reminded me of a man going out to dinner who offers to pay for his friends- when the man's friends offers to pay, he protests in mock anger, “what's this between friends!” It was the look of a man joyfully opportuned upon by our very presence. 

He shared the same look with me, a fact I found disarming and unpleasant. I typically mistrust people who like me without having yet met me. It seems out-of-order, as this man did. The man slapped my back and hugged me as well, a hug that I stiffly returned, “And who is this, Rebbe? A green griffin
 fresh off the boat?”

“Sometimes I wonder, Mordecai, but no, young Eliezer has been here longer than I have.”

“And Moshe has been here longer than dirt!” piped up a seated man. The seated assembly erupted in a rowdy mess of laughter. 

The man in black, Mordecai, raised his hands in a mock gesture of judicial quiet and turned to the Rabbi and myself, “Get the Rebbe and Eliezer a seat!” The working class men grabbed two hard-backed, wooden chairs and crashed them down in the circle of men. 

Getting a better look at the table, I noticed 2-3 of the 10 men were eating pastries or drinking coffee. The rest sat there empty handed. I wondered, my inheritor, how the establishment survived with seventy percent of the clientèle not paying.

“How goes the good fight?” The Rabbi began.

“Well, Moshe, you know, it goes.”

“Eh, oy, yes, it goes.” 

“Have you heard anything from that shikker, Sidov?” Shikker means a drunk, but such a drunk that sees ghosts that aren't there and runs screaming in the streets. I perked up at the name Sidov. He was the man the Monkey King wanted me to kill. This whole thing was getting eerily convenient.

“I have, sadly, may he give all his money away to doctors!”

The men around the table slammed their fists down on the table in agreement, punctuated by chants of “Hear!” and “Amen!”

The Rabbi answered, “And what did he say? That gonif!” A gonif  is a type of person with a special, ill-repute. The type who would steal money from small child or an old woman or even from an old woman with a small child.

“May he get the Shanghai hernia! He challenged us!” a murmur of muzzled outrage simmered around the table, “He challenged the Shanghai Zionist Association!” At this, another chorus of table-slapping erupted, which, quite unwittingly, I joined in.

Wanting to justify participation in this espirit de corps (and quite unsure why I cared), I asked, “How did he challenge you?”

The Rabbi looked at me blankly, “Who?”

“Well… uh… that gonif… shikker Sidov, may leeches drink him dry.” I pronounced the last epithet uncertainly, almost like a question, “May leeches drink him dry?”

“Oh, him!” Apparently the crowd of men did not know the man Sidov, except by insult, such was his ill fame. There is a certain consistency of reference in Yiddish swearing that must be strictly observed.

Mordecai looked at me gravely, as though he was about to explain a dark, family secret, “Sidov, may fleas nest in his shaygetz bowels for eternity, has a special predilection against our people. He came in the other day, (may the day itself be cursed with Job’s scabies!) and challenged the Shanghai Zionist Association to a boxing match!”

The workingman to the left of Mordecai exclaimed, “The gall, the unmitigated schmuckery!”

“So this… schmuck… wants to box with the Jews? Why?” I asked.

“The White Russians, (stones on their bones!), like us, are stateless refugees,” explained the Rabbi, “driven out of their home country by the communists, as the Ashkenazi Jews were driven out by the Nazis. The Russians, being the inventors of the Pogrom, try their best to bring their hatred of the Chosen People to the boxing ring, as the Shanghai Municipal Council won’t let them lynch us!”

That provoked a round of general blessing on the nice people in the SMC. When they were finished, the Rabbi turned to me and said, “That Sidov is a real schmuck, make sure and tell him that when you accept his challenge.”

More back slapping and hugging. I was such a brave, upstanding credit to the Jewish race. All the nice men would introduce their nice Jewish daughters to me after I beat Sidov senseless.

I was fighting Sidov!

I leaned over to the Rabbi and whispered in his ear while Mordecai launched into a panegyric about what an amazing credit to the Zionist cause I was, “Rabbi, I can’t fight Sidov. Your daughter brutalizes me in the ring. Sidov would kill me.” As you can imagine, my inheritor, this would be more inconvenient than life-threatening. If I came back from the dead in front of him, it would have been difficult to find a suitable explanation. The Rabbi knew I wasn’t that tough.

He whispered back, “Are you going to ruin the hopes of your brethren? All these men don’t have jobs, and haven’t had jobs for months. They need this!” The Rabbi turned to rest of the group with a smile, “I have trained Eliezer here as my own son! I would be privileged to act as his coach!”

Amidst a chorus of hear, hear’s, Mordecai went on with his speech moving into a stirring oration about the necessity of Jewish self-determination. I started to relax a bit. I was really a passable boxer, if a little out of practice. I would train for a while and try my best. I’m sure I wouldn’t die. How good could this Sidov be?

Suddenly, a deep throaty laugh from outside interrupted my reverie. The windows to the café were opaque letting in just enough light to badly complement the dim gas lighting. In the opaque window, I saw the silhouette of a torso as wide as I was tall float past the window and open the door.

Inside the café stepped a giant of Biblical proportions. The man had to lower his head to enter the door, as I am sure he had to do often. I can imagine that no door in Shanghai was made for a man of such stature. He his two tree-trunk arms hung down from his side like the arms of a gorilla. He was wearing a white undershirt that was stretched almost beyond its ability to cover skin. Tufts of hair sprung out from under the shirt at odd angles, so as to suggest jungle undergrowth sprouting on his chest.

The thing that terrified me most about this man was his misshapen face. His visage had giant lumps above the eyebrows. The bumps extended down his cheek in a mountain range of bruises that led to his jaw. His abstract impressionist face was  off-set by his broken nose, jutting at a 36-degree angle from his face. His face had the look of a picture that had been cut into pieces and reassembled by a two-year-old. I suspected, my inheritor, by the fearless saunter he walked in the café with, he both knew he was ugly and enjoyed it.

The Rabbi stood up and greeted the man, who, if you have been paying attention to my luck throughout this story, my inheritor, you would guess correctly to be Sidov. During the whole conversation, I kept silent, because my Russian was in truth poor, but more because I was terrified beyond all immortal reason.

“Can I help you, Sidov?” said the Rabbi, straining to keep all sense of cordiality out of his voice. The Rabbi came up to the middle of the boxer’s chest as he said it, looking like a child picking a fight with Goliath.

“I want to know who I am going to fight!” After he said the words, he grunted as if he had intended to fight whomever would dare challenge him there, in the café. 

The Rabbi walked over and grabbed me by the scruff of his neck, dragging me in front of the boxer, “My adopted son, Eliezer, will fight you!” I particularly recoiled at the word son, if this is how the Rabbi treated his family, I would hate to see how treated his enemies!

And then it occurred to me. The boxing match. The Monkey King's letter. The chance to kill Sidov. I could do it. I could be free.

“Great! This puny, Jewish weakling, I will crush him, Christ-killer!” He pushed me back with a mammoth hand, landing me on my hindquarters, causing Mordecai and the workingmen to jump into action while the behemoth screamed, “You stinking usurer, I will rip your bloody heart out!” The Rabbi put a hand out to stay his colleagues. 

I lay there on the ground, too stunned to speak. I heard the terms ‘Christ-killer’ and ‘usurer’ used derogatorily before, but never before had they been directed towards me, and never had I heard them in real life..  As you may know, my inheritor, Jews were traditionally stereotyped as being both culpable for the death of Jesus and the economic exploitation of their Gentile neighbors. Ironically, it was the Romans who killed Jesus and I haven’t once met a Jew who lent money on interest. That said, I wasn’t about to bother the Russian with the facts.

The Rabbi stepped in front of me, and whispered through clenched teeth, “get up!” I obeyed, hastily rushing to my feet. The Rabbi turned to the giant boxer and said, “Save it for the ring, or I will call the police.”

The boxer chuckled heartily, “That would be fun, but I can wait till the match.”

 I almost bit my tongue off- the match. His saying it made the beating I would receive all too real.

 “I’m so glad. You are the soul of patience,” said the Rabbi, “Now go.”

“Sure!” He looked at me and smiled, “See you at your funeral. But first, a gift- from my employer.”

My heart stopped beyond the reach of the curse to reanimate it. Lei Ge. He knew where we were.

Sidov sauntered out, lowering his head again, in order to pass the door. I didn't need to read the letter. I knew what it said. My luck was holding true. In neat, practiced handwriting, I read the gangster's challenge.

Magician,

I know where you are. I know everything. Throw the fight. The money I will make betting against the Jews might recompense me for my troubles. If you don't, I will kill the tofu girl, the Rabbi and anybody else you happen to have looked on favorably. Ever. You will be responsible for the deaths of all your friends.

Regards,

Lei Ge

If I didn't kill Sidov, I would be trapped under the curse. If I did, that would spell a death sentence for Ruilin, the Rabbi and Malcolm (though Malcolm deserved the die; he would be unable. What if the gangster got a hold of his wine chest of blood? I shuddered at the thought. Either way, my loved ones would die, or I would not.

I hate this city.

After many more congratulations and eulogies to my strong character, the Rabbi and I left the café around midday. Upon leaving, I took the only course open to me- I fell at the man’s feet and begged him to stop this fight.

“Get up,” I obeyed, the tears real, though not because I feared death, but because I feared pain. 

“Eliezer, why did you quit boxing when you were a child?

“I told you, I was busy.”

“That’s drek. I had talked to Edward Elias. He said the bookstore was as empty as the grave.”

I didn’t know what to say. Apparently, my ironclad excuse was not as difficult to gainsay as I thought. I couldn't exactly tell the Rabbi I was scared he would find out I was immortal.

“Eliezer, you are a shvuntz.” He delivered the word like a right hook. As he threw the word in my face, he turned on his heel and stomped away. The word means ‘coward’- one who quails at the least thought of danger in craven fear. It hung in the air, a mute awareness of the word's presence, like a toothache or an in-grown toenail. I couldn't forget the persistence of the Rabbi's slander.

What would you say if your father- your real father- called you a coward?

We walked in the apartment; a stark, icy silence between us. Ruilin and Madame Katarina just stared, both too smart to say anything when we were worked into such a state. I mumbled to Ruilin that I was going to practice. I barely muttered to Ruilin that I was going to practice boxing, grabbed my gloves and tape, and made haste to the Sabbath Mansion.

As I stormed out, all I could do was list off the litany of sins I had committed. I had endangered Ruilin,  I had disappointed the Rabbi. I had deserved the curse. How else would Lei Ge have found me?

A flash of inspiration. How else would Lei Ge have found me?

Olya.

I entered the Sabbath Mansion, and she was there, beating the big, body-sized punching bag as if it had stolen from her. 

She was to blame.  I- quite quickly- found myself on top of her, landing punch after punch into her face. It stopped only when a gun found itself aimed squarely between my eyes. 

“What is your problem, demon?” She screamed, her mouth still bloody from my attack?

“You betrayed me to Lei Ge! How else would he have known where to find me? You were at the Cathay to see him.”

“That's not a crime, is it?”

“No, but selling out your family to gangsters is! You saw Xiao Zhang at the boxing match and knew that he was researching the underworld for me. He would have come across you sooner or later. That's why he saw you talking to Sidov.”

The gun was still pointed squarely between my eyes. I had no doubt she would shoot me, nor was I concerned with that. What worried me is what she would do after she shot me.

“You are delusional, Eliezer.” Eliezer- not demon, not monster- Eliezer. I had gotten through.

“The next evening Xiao Zhang was found nearly dead. I was able to... get him to a doctor, so he is alive now. No thanks to you! After you eliminated the only person who could make you as Lei Ge's informant, you told him where we were: at your parents' house. Now he is going to kill your parents to get to me.

“Shut up!” She thrust the gun forward, pulling the trigger. It went wide, uncorking a cascade of sand from inside, white circles cascading on the floor, ending the life of one of two of the sandbags in the room.

“Was it money, Olya? Or perhaps power? Lei Ge is a very powerful man. He could get a little refugee girl from Russia anything she wanted.”

“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! I love him!” She dropped the gun and started to weep, falling to her knees, caking her knees in sand. 

“That's your own fault. Lei Ge is going to kill...”

“Not Lei Ge. Sidov.”

“What? Sidov? That doesn't make any sense.”

“He's more anti-semitic than the Czar? I know. But... he's still a man, and he loves me. He calls me the- how do you say it- the exception that proves the Jewish rule.”

“Charming.”

“Don't judge me, Eliezer. You don't know him.  And he said he would help us out. Father hasn't been making a lot of money from the congregation. All the new refugees from the war: Too many mouths and not enough food to go around.”

“Does he know where the help is coming from? Aren't their organizations that he can apply to? The city government set up committees, Olya, committees for the refugees.”

She snorted, “So what, we can go to the Heime? Ten people to a room? No indoor plumbing. I won't let my father go through that! He is the Rabbi of this community! The refugees are relying on him!”

“So what are they going to do when he is brutally murdered by a gangster?”

“Sidov wouldn't do that! He told me he would protect them. His boss just wanted to...”

“Brutally savage me for embarrassing him? Murder the people I love because I'm immortal and he can't kill me. You aren't as smart as your parents say you are, dear.” 

“He wouldn't...”

“I'm sure he's a bundle of tenderness. But perhaps you need to cast upon your beloved a greater degree of common sense.” I handed her the note: the one where Lei Ge threatens to savage everyone I've every loved, etc. It would be an understatement, dear inheritor, to say that she cried at this point. It sounded closer to wailing; a deep agonizing belly-wail or a world-ending death-yell would be a more accurate appellation. In vain, I placed a hand on her shoulder and whispered a weak “there, there” amidst the death throes.

“You will just have to throw the fight. I mean you are probably going to lose anyway right? Just don't fight. Get stomped on. Easy.”

I ignored the obvious insinuation regarding my horrid boxing skills, “It's a little harder than that. If I... win the match. I could get my particular affliction taken care of.” No use telling her that would involve Sidov's death. Counterproductive, I dare say.

“You can't be serious. That is my father! Your teacher! He could die!” 

“Whose fault is that Olya? We would have escaped with not a hair on our heads amiss if you hadn't told your boyfriend where we were!”

“I was scared... I killed you and... you came back. What would have done?” That made more sense; the woman wasn't malicious but petrified. Never underestimate the human capacity for terror, dear inheritor. This curse being the harmless stuff of your days and nights, you may think it the easiest thing in the world to tell your friends, your neighbors, your lovers. You may think they would love it. They would praise you for being so exciting; you would do tricks: jumping of buildings or getting hit by trains, all without the slightest scratch on you. Nothing could be further from the truth. Let me write this slowly in large, clear letters lest there be confusion. YOU. ARE. A. FREAK. The normal world and the world of magic are inimical to each other. You already picked sides when you bought that bloody book. Don't expect mercy from the enemy.

I left her there, crying. I thought about telling her how I would fix even this, how I would sort out her mistakes. I refrained though, not out of spite but incertitude. When the time came I would enlist Olya to help me end this; I just didn't know how. She would though. She owed us that much.

---

Chapter 24

The Border

May 3, 1940

You may be wondering, my inheritor, why I put up with this at all. Why I didn’t just leave the Rabbi's house, never to return? How could I look at Olya when she had betrayed us all so. Why didn't I leave them all to rot, hiding in the woods near the border, as far as I could get.

In truth, though I am ashamed to say this, I thought of just this very thing. However, where would I go? Shanghai was a much smaller city than people realized. I could hide somewhere in Songjiang and wait for all of this to blow over, but an eternity of guilt was not at all something I looked forward to.

But I fantasized about it, my inheritor. It was all I could think about, and the idea of  escape and abandonment wormed it’s way into my brain. I wouldn’t have to handle the Rabbi’s pedantry and I wouldn’t have to fight the Russian giant. It is the nature of evil, my inheritor, that it convinces you that you have no other choice. That all the exits are blocked, and your back is against the wall, with no choice but to submit, to bow and to let a malevolent act take its course. Why fight it? You were going to give in anyway.

Besides, my inheritor, I had never tried to leave Shanghai in the first place. 

Now before you bristle and crow, my inheritor, thinking that if it were you (and it most certainly is you as you are my inheritor), you would have tried to leave at the earliest opportunity. Think about how unconvincing a case that you would make to one such as myself. Did I need proof that I was bewitched? I had been shot, stabbed and dropped out of buildings. I needed no more proof as to the supernatural state of my condition. Did I think I was going to get a reprieve because only then I was cheeky enough to try?

It is a tantalizing irony of our curse, my inheritor, that the Shanghai we are trapped in never quite stays the same. I thought it was cruel when, after the Revolution, the city started to include places like Qingpu district and Jinshan District, as Shanghai herself was aiming to take over the country, and the world. That was never the case: the city grew, admirably so, but as it stretched the boundaries, it was always a reminder of not where I could go, but where I couldn't.

In those days, Shanghai became China proper around the borders of what is now Putuo district in the north. Even now, Putuo has a different scent than the rest of Shanghai, filled with those auto-repair stores and wet markets where the rest of Shanghai brims with a forest of skyscrapers.

In those days, the border was all land and farms and nongmin farmers. In a hundred years, those farmer's great grandchildren wouldn't know where a chicken came from before they bought it in the supermarket. The people near the border of Putuo would be ashamed of their ancestors, unlearned in the art of hard-work and sweat, a school in which they were professors.

In my fury, I ran from Hongkou at a pace devastating to a mortal. The irony of the curse was this: as I ran with superhuman strength around the same little track of land above the sea, the same track grew excruciatingly small. 

Men in wide-brimmed, conical hats swung sickles at their crops, sweating in the battle of feeding their families. They were shirtless because of the stark, humid heat, dressed only in loin-clothes or short pants. The men were dark, but kind. I stopped, panting every so often to ask them in Shanghainese how far until the next province. The men really had no idea, frequently telling mashang daole- “you're almost there”- every three hours. 

There were no modern tollbooths then; I had to find the border myself. I ran through grass and dirt roads, I ran for so long that even I started to get tired. Still, I did not come to the end of the the city above the sea.

I ran for nine hours. My calves burned and my lungs heaved. I started to feel a deep, sharp cramp under my diaphragm. Still, I ran. I was stronger than this city. I was stronger than this curse. If I didn't want to submit to the vagaries of a twisted sorcerer-king, I didn't have to. I was a human being!

It hit me then, the fear. I fell down in the dirt road and started to cry. Then came the worms. They started as little pinpricks on my arm and legs and face, blossoming into maggots that burrowed from inside my flesh in my already-aching muscles. That was only the beginning.

I started to breathe violently, coughing up blood and maggots. Then came the hyperventilating and the dizziness that caused my brain to seize- in 10 second seizures- where my lungs shut down but my brain still desperately cried out for air.

The maggots grew larger then until they turned into snakes, and in-between seizures I knew that they would continue to devour me until they left me a thinking, aching skeleton, devoured- continually- for all time.

Another seizure. I crawled, forward, using my elbows to bring me ever closer, back to the boundary, back to the safety of Shanghai. My hands were gone at this point, but I stop-start crawled, ever closer to the line, the line that would save me, the line that would stop this madness.

I seized again, and crawled again, until I made it, over the line, back into Shanghai.

I was standing, quite unsure as to how I got there. My hands were back to normal, and my flesh was whole and clean. It was as if nothing had happened.

I had found the border.

I hitched a ride back into town on the back of a farmer's cart. The cart was pulled by a haggard dying mare. Every few steps the beast had to be beaten. Not because it was obstinate, but because it was old. It wasn't as though it didn't want to move forward but it couldn't. It was compelled to step out towards a place it was unable to reach.

I knew how the poor beast felt.

We arrived into the city about twelve hours after I set out from the Rabbi. The sky had darkened as if someone had put a sheet over the sun, smothering out its light. The time was about eight o'clock- four more hours before I had to go meet the informant and discuss my present predicament. With nothing better to do, I jumped into a rickshaw and rode to the bookstore, long-closed since this mess had began. I ambled up to the attic, and collapsed, head first into the wire-frame cot. 

Chapter 25

Bookstore

May 04, 1940

 I didn't wake up until Xiao Zhang came and jostled hard, smacking me in the face.

“Sorry, my Lord, but you need to hurry. If you don't come down here quickly, I will kill your brother.”

I neglected to mention that if I was Xiao Zhang's sovereign lord then he would have risked being drawn and quartered for slapping me in the face, even more so for assassinating a relation of mine. He dragged me out of bed, and smacked me a few more times to wake me up, “You look terrible.”

“I've had a long day. What is Malcolm doing to aggravate you so?”

“He stormed into the bookstore like a prince! He thew his coat at me! He demanded I get him tea! It's like he thinks he's the Emperor.”

“Well, what did you do?”

“I got him tea.”

“Well, that was unusually kind of you.”

“I spit in it.”

I shrugged, “That makes more sense.”

“Clearly. Still, he's downstairs and driving me slowly mad. The meeting with  is in a few  minutes and you need to look better than a zombie.” I assure you, dear reader, the reference to zombies is by no means an anachronism. China has had zombie legends since the Qing dynasty. I was greatly surprised to recently find out on line they had just come into vogue in the West around the 21st century. Whether or not they are legends, that is another matter entirely. 

He looked at my shirt, a dirty, white one in which I had received numerous executions. My pants were wrinkled, brown abominations that made one think I reached into my closet and put on the first things I found. 

I looked outside the window. The city was shorter then; no altars of cold metal scraped the sky. From the comparatively higher viewpoint of the bookstore, you could see the network of metal roofs that blended in with the brick buildings, in seamless gray transition. The brown, dirt-caked monotony of it hurt my eyes, just like the black and blue glass window monotony would hurt in a hundred years. To want to die, but be unable. What good was there here that wouldn't wither and die like anywhere else? 

I descended the stairs. Malcolm was there, waiting with a short fat man with eyes that twinkled like Santa Claus. The glint in a killers gaze was nowhere to be found. Was that how killers were supposed to look: not like killers at all? I had no idea; I sold books for a living.

The man himself had a round, fat, flat face with big combed hair and thick wrinkles. His voice was high and flowery, and when he spoke he used a host of classical illusions, like he expected us to be impressed. In truth, each illusion made him more and more incomprehensible to all but those four scholars who didn't speak in classical proverbs. I will omit these vestigial sentences for your benefit, dear inheritor.

He was wearing a long, gray robe buttoned together with cloth clasps. The robe itself had a high collar, the kind Sun Yat-sen would make popular for men with less hair. He was smoking cigarettes with magical frequency, disposing of the stubs on the floor when I wasn't looking, making the cigarette in his hands ever eternal. When he left, I found the tattered remains of about three-hundred of these cigarettes stashed neatly at the foot of the counter. Apparently, in the opinion of Kong Shengxin, this was exactly where his cigarette butts were supposed to go.

The large man pointed at me, “This is that mother's big nosed, foreign devil, huh?”

Xiao Zhang's eyes grew to saucer-like proportions- that epithet was, Chinese, a string of spectacularly vulgar obscenities. He shot a wide-eyed glance of terror to Malcolm as if to ask where did you get this guy?

“I stuck out my hand and answered in Shanghainese, “That's me- Foreign Devil Liu. You can call me Mr. Liu for short. You have already met my associate, Mr. Zhang.” Xiao Zhang made an attempt to take the two men's hands but was ignored. Apparently, the young man was a persona non grata with Malcolm and Kong Shengxin. 

When he realized he was caught in his faux-pas, the big man's face flushed deep crimson, “Well, Mr.... Liu,” Even more counterintuitive to him was my Chinese name. I was a foreigner- I wasn't supposed to have a name he could pronounce, “Your Chinese is.... wonderful.” 

“Not as good as your skill at murder, I'm sure,” It was a mistake to directly reference the man's profession, akin to calling him 'Mr. Evil' from the outset. His face flushed an even darker shade of crimson.

“I don't know what you are talking about. Mr. Liu. Some people my clients on bad terms with my clients have fallen into accidents, but I resent the implication that I had anything to do with them in any way that can be proven in a court of law.”

Malcolm scrambled in front of me, trying to recover Mr. Kong's good graces, “What Mr. Liu means is that, any help you could give us regarding our current situation would be greatly appreciated.”

“I'm sure they would be.” He thought for a second and sneered at Xiao Zhang, “If I- hypothetically, mind you- had this help to offer, I wouldn't offer it to you in front of the common people. They tend to talk a lot.”

“You are serious?” I said, my voice rising an octave. “No, Xiao Zhang is my associate. If he goes, I go.” Kong shrugged and started to get up, as if to leave. Xiao Zhang started to shake his head vigorously.

“It's no problem, I will wait for you upstairs. Ten minutes?”

“Wait, no! It is a problem. I want you here.”

“Trust me. It's better if I leave,” he leaned in, scribbled something on a piece of paper and handed it to me. Malcolm and Kong looked at the younger man suspiciously as Xiao Zhang smiled and said, “Just some things I want to make sure he covers with you distinguished gentlemen. Quite forgetful, aren't you Eliezer?” 

I threw up my hands in abandon, “Apparently I am.”

He climbed slowly up the stairs behind the counter. I glanced at the note jotted in Xiao Zhang's quick scrawl, I will come back and get you in ten minutes. There's a gun under the counter. I hid it there before they arrived.

Malcolm beamed a toothsome broad smile as Xiao Zhang took his leave, “Thank you so much for being so cooperation Eliezer.” the larger man grunted and assent,  “You never can tell what information these locals would take advantage of, nowadays.”

I shook my head, frowning. “What happened to you brother?”

He answered in English, “I grew up. The locals in China are a market, nothing more. I don't want that market to go blabbing about my business, do I?”

“You were born here Malcolm. What does that make you if not a local?” 

The only thing keeping me from crying was the presence of Mr. Kong who used our English excursus as a chance to interject,  “What do you need, exactly?” asked Mr. Kong in Shanghainese, resurrecting another cigarette.

“Are you familiar with Sidov? Lei Ge's chief enforcer?”

“Yes, I am. That dog fart owes me money. You want him to... have an accident? That will cost you double. For the loss of a creditor and for hazard pay. He is a big man. Dangerous.”

At the word 'dangerous', I fingered the weapon Xiao Zhang had left taped to the underside of the counter. Dangerous is right, I thought to myself.

“Mr. Kong, of course we will pay whatever you think... this accident entails. Double it is,” said Malcolm.

“Half now and half when I finish the job.”

Malcolm shrugged, “Half? Twenty-five percent now; seventy five percent upon completion.”

“Fine,” he sighed, “Only because you are such a good customer. May I ask a question, Mr. Sahibun?”

Malcolm smiled, still trying to maintain composure in the face of his horrid cigarette breath, “Please ask away. One business man to another.”

“One business man to another, why didn't you turn him in and take the reward for yourself?” The fatter man flung out a gun, and pointed it at my face. I wasn't truthfully sure he knew how to use it, but that was hardly pertinent to any arguments one could pose, especially when faced with the facts of the weapon's existence. 

“Mr. Kong, can I ask what this unprofessional display of violence is about?” I said, in my sweetest Shanghainese.

“Lei Ge said a short, bald Jewish man would try to take a hit out on him or Sidov. He said he would be attached somehow to the Sahibun family. And that he would be worth an emperor's pile of money, dead or alive!” 

“Malcolm,” I said in English, not taking my eyes off of the man with the gun, my hands slowly lifted into the air, “I thought we could trust Mr. Kong.”

“It is a lot of money. I hardly blame him.” Malcolm replied, considering the options himself.

“Please don't start.” I said, rolling my eyes, “Lei Ge knows who you are too. Your life is forfeit if you turn me in.”

“You are probably right. His connections are quite good. Perhaps another day then.”

“I hope he gets to you before you can get to the bottles. It's what you deserve, brother.” I spat the words out at him.

Mr. Kong- not one to be neglected- screamed with a voice far too nervous to be holding anybody at gunpoint, “You are coming with me!”

At that, Malcolm ducked behind the counter. As anybody probably could have predicted, a barrage of bullets promptly perforated my body. It hurt, but nothing more than I was used to, and it would take five minutes for me to resurrect. As I had suspected this would, as the Americans say, go south, we had made an iron-clad back-up plan, one we didn't let Malcolm into. In the event of an emergency, Xiao Zhang should get as far away from danger. I would take out the offending Mr. Kong. I'm the indestructible one, not him.

Thirst. Energy. Vitality. I could lift a truck or fly across the room. I had awoken, and I awoke to just what I expected: Mr. Kong tossing around my books, muttering about how there had to be a head-sized knife in here somewhere. Xiao Zhang was in the attic; Malcolm had run away.

I got up, and dusted myself off, spitting out the dry, bitter lead that I had coughed up. The man didn't see me at first, such was his passion for relieving me of my head. 

“Excuse me. I hope you will clean that up.”

He turned around and, shaking, pointed his weapon at me, trembling so hard he dropped it, launching a bullet into The Brothers Karamazov on the shelf behind me. He ignored the gun and warily backed up, petrified and babbling.

And then, the drill I knew all too well began a new. You were d...d...dead, he would scream. I shot you, he'd yell. As you can imagine, my inheritor (and have no doubt already experienced), this scene plays out the same regardless of who stars in the leading role. When faced with resurrection, the mind is as obstinate in not believing as the eyes are obstinate in not seeing.

Kong backed up, terrified. I grabbed my gun from under the counter and waved it, nonchalantly as I sat him into a chair. “Mr. Kong, I would like you to deliver a message. Tell Lei Ge that...” 

I never got to finish my message. Sometimes, my inheritor, immortals like ourselves come to a crossroads, a time where should something have changed, even for a fraction of a second, the whole course of human history would have been different. That moment had arrived now- this instant- in my story. A watershed, I dare say (whatever that means). These moments will drive you insane, inheritor. You have all eternity to regret the little decisions, the split second choices. My inheritor, I assure you, you are in hell.

Xiao Zhang came downstairs then. That was my crossroads. If I would have made a little more noise, if I would have fired a warning shot to scare him, he would have continued hiding, letting me handle the gangster. If... If... If... So many contingencies to infuriate and madden. It couldn't have been different, dear inheritor. Xiao Zhang would have died one day, true (everybody dies), but it wouldn't have been then.

And it wouldn't have been my fault.

As he came down, Kong jumped across the room, faster than I could expect from a man that size. A knife sprouted again out of his wide sleeves and he held the edge  uncomfortably close to Xiao Zhang's throat.

“I don't know what trick you are pulling,” the fat man said, “but if you start hiding when the bullets fly, I bet you are a lot less resilient that Mr. Liu.”

Let me reiterate, dear inheritor, in case you weren't paying proper attention- This was bad.

“I can't deliver the thief, but maybe the thief's accomplice would sweeten the deal.”

“You can't prove he knows me. If Lei Ge thinks you are trying to cheat him, he'll kill you too.”

“Then we are both going to die. It's worth it to me, you dog's fart yaoguai. Turn around.”

I did.

“Kneel down.”

I felt the cool, steel barrel on the nape of my neck. He had picked up the gun he dropped. This was very bad. I would be gone for at least 10 minutes from a head injury. Plenty of time for him to get a head start.

The bullet perforated my skull at the base of the brain. My last thought as he pulled the trigger was how I would never get to apologize to Xiao Zhang for getting him into this mess.

That would be the last time I saw him alive.

Chapter 26

Bookstore/Tofu Shop

May 5, 1940

The box was lying in the middle of the burned out room. It lay there simply, like a statement punctuated by a full stop. No commas and semicolons. The end had come, and it was laying in that box. 

I couldn't see the man's face who put it there, but I could see the man. He was the size of a mountain or a house (or a house on top of a mountain). He carried a sword half the length of a man, perhaps a katana from Japan or a scimitar from the Middle East. The girl. She strolled up the street, oblivious to the man's presence, her long dark hair a pale reflection in the weak gas lights.

She stopped a few doors before the giant, and the burned-out store front. A terrible thought crossed my mind. What if the girl was Ruilin? I quickly shook off that ridiculous notion. It would strain credulity for her to come here in the middle of the night, after gangsters burned down her shop. After what happened to Xiao Zhang. After the note.

The girl- still unseen by the giant with the sword- jumped at a leaf blown by the wind. She let out a deep honking goose laugh. Apparently, credulity was, in fact, strained. Ruilin was strangely enchanting, but I feared for her intelligence if she was silly enough to pull this stunt.

From my vantage point across the street, surrounded in shadows behind a row of sleeping rickshaw drivers- I saw the big, dark man crouch flatfooted on the ground, resting and waiting. He was waiting for me. The refrain echoed in my brain: I'm indestructible, she's not. 

Ruilin walked closer, her footfall louder on the cobbled streets. The streets were shabbily woven together, like an inadequate blanket used to cover a beggar. The stone jutted and bounced in the road at weird angles, striking your foot in unusual ways: fantastically loud to pace and fantastically louder if Ruilin was doing the pacing.

She was mere feet away from the giant, seconds away from imminent death by scimitar. The giant lay in wait, like a mountain about to spring on a mouse. As I contemplated the death of my beloved, I couldn't help but wish I hadn't yelled at her but hours before.

-------

A few hours earlier-

I was shivering in her arms, sobbing in the frostbite of tragedy, with a running nose, and heaving heart. My throat was raw, tasting like pepper had burned my throat and not relented. The room smelled old and wet, like a corpse in a rainstorm. The mildew crept slowly up the walls in dark streaks. It was fierce, that hint of the odor of putrefaction that was probably mold. The stench of rot- the story of my life.

We sat in the bookstore- too stunned to return to the house of the Rabbi (and I confess, I was still raging over the scene in the cafe). She had followed me here when she saw I didn't come home, having prearranged the store as our meeting place should something happen. To hear her tell it, though she couldn't understand the Rabbi, but she could tell he was worried sick. I felt sorry about that, I really did, but I couldn't face my mentor just yet.  

“We will find him,” said Ruilin.

“Where would we even look, Ruilin? How many people are there in Shanghai? How many places?”

“You could go to the Cathay. You could force Lei Ge, the same way you robbed him, you could...”

“He's dead, Ruilin.”

A fraction of a second later, she smacked me. Hard, almost reflexively. I sat stunned, not knowing what to make of her violence. The moon kept time for half a beat, almost smiling at the thought of Ruilin hitting me. 

“He's not dead,” she pronounced the words with a sacred force, as if she was shaping both earth and heaven with her hope. 

And yet, still, I didn't believe her. I had no words to excuse my tears. I was sick of those I loved getting old and sick and dying. I was sick of death and decay and corruption. I was sick of life, and I wanted out. But I couldn't tell Ruilin that, and luckily I didn't need to. She held me close with my head on her shoulder, “You will get him back. You can get him back.” I felt stronger then and the stench of mildew in the room seemed to abate.

And then she kissed me. It was a slow and quiet kiss, like renaissance art and classical music and ballroom dancing. It was a kiss full of the good things of life, of confidence, of affirmation, of peace. The kiss continued, like an artist who begins to paint uses a sketch to start his work, this kiss traced out the lines of our love. Giving definition, giving boundaries to the turning stomach and exhilaration that caused me to defend her in the first place. It was then, at the kiss, that I thought our love became real. 

And then, ever so slowly, she began to take off my clothes.

I will spare you the details, my inheritor, for I come from an age of modesty and social mores that, perhaps to you of the future, may seem prudish. I will say this though, that the movies of recent years have made sex seem so much easier than it is in real life. The stars of the salacious silver screen seem to be so expert in the art of sex (not necessarily the art of love). It was much more clumsy my first time, much harder to do it 'right' (whatever that meant).

I must say one more thing, my inheritor, about the nature of sex and immortality. I said above that I thought our love had become real when we had sex. That it stood in and received color and shape and shading in the act of our love-making. Nothing could be further from the truth. I defrauded this woman, my inheritor. I awakened things that a man should only awaken in his wife. Sex without commitment is a lie, a deceit, a cruel and crooked deception. Our love died when I let her take my clothes off.

I am not religious, my inheritor, but I don't need to be to see the danger in what I did. How am I any different from an English teacher who comes to China for an easy lay or a businessman who gets 'massages' with 'happy endings'? Why is this love-making anything but true love? Is it not because sex becomes a transaction, where one party satisfies the other, and then- they flee. Having done the deed, they leave, never to return. I, because I couldn't leave, doesn't mean I am any less holy, any less pure. Sex- without a heart that stays- is an abomination.

-----------------

Having finished, I lay there staring at Ruilin. She was so serene there, so calm, asleep with more peace than I could ever dream of feeling. She was beautiful, my inheritor, despite my regrets I outlined above. She was so beautiful that I didn't notice a slight small shape ducking out from under the door to my attic room. At first, I thought it a rat, and I got up to ends its life. I cracked open the door, ever so slightly to investigate. 

The envelope was stamped with the seal of the Monkey, out of which grew a single hair. The letter itself had a whiff about it, not unlike a hint of putrid flatulence. The paper was yellowed and stiff, as if I would break it if I dropped it.

The writer of the letter penned it in a chicken-scratch, child-like scrawl. It looked like whoever wrote it was unfamiliar with the finer points of the use and application of a writing utensil. 

Dear Librarian  (The word here was loosely translated from archaic Chinese as keeper of the scrolls. I didn't know it and had to ask Ruilin what it meant),

I hope you are enjoying my gift of ever-waking sleep. Eternity is too short a time to enjoy the finer points and finessments of this glorious and harmonious metropolis. Don't let what happened to Xiao Zhang sour you against such a great gift. Verily, I am sorry to hear about what happened to him, even sorrier for what is going to happen to him. 

You should just take my word for it. Still, you probably need some closure. If you go to the young lady's old tofu shop, and wait, you will get back your friend. I would advise against bringing Ruilin, however. If you go, you will certainly perish. A minor inconvenience, no doubt. If both of you go, it might be her to take your place. 

With eternal affection,

Sun Wukong 

The Monkey King

“Is this some kind of Joke?” Ruilin said. She had woken up and was staring at the letter as I read slowly, wading through the thick, incomprehensible Chinese.

I honestly didn't know what to say. Yes, it was a joke- a terribly unfunny joke.. Presumably, the Monkey has some infernal powers of foresight and does in fact know what is going to happen to Xiao Zhang. He also seems to know what will happen to us.

“I have no idea. But I happen to know the Monkey King is quite reliable in most things.” An utterance so false I had trouble speaking it aloud.

“Is he? He's a fairy tale!”

“Well, yes. I am aware. What I mean to say is...” I needed a lie, quickly, “the Monkey King is his alias, his jiaming. He's obviously not the real Monkey King, from the old stories, but an informer for me on the underworld connections he has developed.”

“Is he quite hairy?” She asked, rolling her eyes.

“Abominably so.”

“I don't believe you. You can't go.”

“I can't go? I don't think I have much of a choice.”

“I don't like it. The note said you would die.”

“Well, clearly nobody knows the future,” except for immortal sorcerer trickster gods, “I think I can take care of myself.”

She looked at me and flung out her lip in a pout. Normally, I found that quite attractive, but it was strangely starting to irritate me, “I don't want you to go. It's dangerous.”

“We aren't married. I'm going. Xiao Zhang could die.”

“So could you!” Not a huge problem, but I couldn't tell her that!

“I can handle myself.”

“If you go, I'm going with you! You don't care about your own life, but you must care about mine!”

“That's not fair,” I glared at her and she glared right back. She crossed her arms over her chest in a show of violent defiance.

“I don't care. I'm going. Apparently, the Monkey King, whoever he is, said that my life is in danger if I go. I go if you go. Make your choice.”

My inheritor, I have learned little in my one-hundred and twenty-seven years on the planet. I freely admit it. I am not a smart man. I should have listened. I should have told her I was immortal and that I did not fear death. I was tired, my inheritor, so tired and had not the strength. Instead, I did the only thing I knew how- I told her I would not go. I kissed her on the hand, coaxing her to bed. Then, while she slept, I crept ever so slowly outside the door and stuck a chair in front of the doorknob, making it impossible for her to leave (I thought). Then I snuck out the front door, on my way to the tofu shop and certain death again.

Instead of getting the better of her, my inheritor, my dishonesty would set in motion Ruilin's death. 

I should have stayed.

Chapter 27

Chenghuang Temple

May 6th, 1940

I climbed into a rickshaw and laid down, feigning the part of the dead-sleeping driver. Rickshaw drivers could sleep like the dead, blending into the background, becoming a tree or a wall. Ruilin stepped a few more paces toward the entrance, the giant raising his sword, ready to pounce.

Sadly for the mammoth man, I pounced first. Screaming a blood-curdling cry, I jumped out of the rickshaw and charged the man, cutting off Ruilin before she reached the entrance.  

“RUN!” I looked at her, and finally she obeyed. At least she started to obey, until the giant buried the sword handle in my gut. I still had lung function- at least for a few seconds. She turned back toward me to help, I screamed again, “Run!” The last thing I saw of her was her feet, fleeing in terror. I hope she had enough sense to properly hide. If she was killed by the giant, she wouldn't be coming back. 

As blackness consumed me, the giants misshapen gaze puzzled over my quickly dying form, “I know you, Jew-dog. This saves me a boxing match.” Recognition blossomed over his face, and he smiled. Apparently, convinced of semitic inferiority. That distraction saved Ruilin's life.

Sidov. Wasn't that convenient?

I must not have been out long because the giant was still in the room, waiting for something, I don't know what. He was gazing at a charred piece of wall, not really staring at anything. Apparently in his oft-punched mind, the burn-marks suggested a pattern or a design. A true aesthete, that Sidov. Over the odor of charred extortion, I caught a whiff of the man: a mix of sweat and vodka, his odor could have taken the paint off a house.    

Suddenly, a mud-curdling, epic death-knell pieced the darkness. Sirens wailed and klanged with such ferocity that I could hear them from the street. Sidov shouted an oath in Russian and fled, his heavy feet falling with a cascade of loud flapping on the terrible streets. 

If you will pardon the pun, my inheritor, it was enough to wake the dead. And wake I did, confident the Russian had fled. The police would take a few minutes to get in the temple market from the streets. The alleys were much too narrow to sustain a car. As Mao Zedong would say a few decades later, I had moved from the realm of necessity to the realm of freedom. I relaxed, thought up a cover story and hid the box (even without opening it, I knew it would be rather awkward for the police to view its contents). 

As I was breathing a sigh of relief, I turned around to face the police. That part would be easy. A screaming Ruilin. That would part would be a bit harder,  especially given her inchoate trembling like a a white leaf in the cold wind.

“Yaoguai!” She shrieked. The word yaoguai signifies 'demon”, mythological being or any sort of freelance supernatural agent, an example of which would be somebody like the Monkey King. Not the most rational charge to lay at one's door.

As she began to carry on, the officers swarmed like flies descending on meat. The officer- a smartly-dressed Eurasian asked me in English, “This lady seems to think you sustained a fatal wound this evening, sir.”

I willed my face to form a perfect mask of compassion, “Oh my goodness, does she? I am so sorry, officer! She may have had a little too much to drink this evening. She got away from me, quite unexpectedly. You know how these local women are wont to behave so carelessly....”

“I do not sir. My mother was Chinese.” He arched an eyebrow at my comment, but, as I suspected, assumed I was a dumb foreigner and not worth his time. So many foreigners thought the rules didn't apply to them because, in truth, they didn't. Extraterritoriality meant the only rules the foreign community made were the ones they made for themselves. As such, it made a perfect disguise for my ends. It would continue to be so for the next century, long after the legal policy had been abolished.

“Please try your best to preserve some form of domestic harmony sir. Good evening.” I assured him that I would do my best, despite my unruly Chinese girlfriend. The cops left as quickly as they had come, and I turned to the still-shaking Ruilin.

I put my arm around her, “We have a lot to talk about.” 

-----------------------------------------------

A few hours later, we paced the empty market and I told Ruilin the story of my immortalling and my curse. Cloudless skies come rarely to Shanghai, but, when they do come, I remember them. They are always a reminder of the betrayal of that night.

To her credit, when I told her the tale of my cursing, she listened and believed me almost right away. The sword previously lodged in my gut was hard to gainsay.

“So, that's the curse,” I began, tentatively.

“A curse...” she mumbled, whispering to herself.

“Say something, please Ruilin.”

“It's not that bad. You don't even miss England. You told me that as much,” she flashed a nervous smile.

“It's not that. It's a matter of independence. I can't go anywhere, even if I wanted to. This city is a prison, a prison where I will never belong, everyday, becoming smaller and smaller.”

“Eliezer,” she put a hand on my shoulder. “It is my prison as well.”

That arrested me, her charge of her own economic and not alchemical imprisonment, “That's different.”

“How? Because you are a high and honourable old foreigner and I'm a destitute Chinese? Would you rather I be dependent on you? Where's the logic in that? Why does it matter if you can't leave, Eliezer? Why would you want to leave, if I'm here?”

“Don't make this about you, Ruilin!”

“Why not, for a change? Any other time it's always about you, isn't it?”

“Stop,” I grabbed her arm, “if I could leave, I could take you with me.”

“Why would I want to go? This is home. Apparently, it's your home too. You should start acting like it.”

We stopped again in front of the burned out tofu shop, stopping on the Nine-Turns Bridge, the bridge built crooked to protect the temple from demons. Demons couldn't go in straight lines, so the bridge was crooked. Neither could I move forward, dear inheritor, Ruilin's words dizzying me with terror so.

“Ruilin, you have to believe me. I... think... I love you.”

She looked at me with this sad look in her eye, like she was explaining the rules to a spoiled child, “I am a child of this city. If you don't want to stay in Shanghai, how do I know you won't want to leave me as well?”     

I kneeled down and grabbed her hand, “Please, Ruilin. Don't go.”

“I'm sorry Eliezer,” and then, my inheritor, she melted into the night, leaving me stunned on the crooked bridge, a spirit doomed to roam around in circles, never finding its way across to peace.

It is strange, my inheritor, but with the advantage of perspective, I do not blame Ruilin for leaving. Would you love a man who would spend 127 trying to leave, whose life's ambition was to finally, forever leave you? Could you love a man who wasn't ever really there?

I don't know how long I stayed there, catatonic and sobbing. When I brought myself to get up, I unwittingly walked over to the the burnt tofu shop, to the box that Sidov was guarding so zealously. I reached down and opened the lid to reveal Xiao Zhang's head.

I failed everybody I loved, Ruilin, the Rabbi, Xiao Zhang. Even my brother Malcolm shot me in the head. I had wasted my eternal life, squandering what benefit this ridiculous curse could bestow. I could have done anything, but I wasted it. Yet, in spite of all that, I now had a single overarching goal that would consume me for eternity if need be.

I was going to kill Lei Ge and Sidov.

Chapter 28

Ohel Moshe  Synagogue

May 7th 1940

I threw open the door, blowing in past the Rabbi seated in the chair, fast asleep. It was near sunrise, meaning he had fallen asleep waiting, probably waiting for us.

He startled awake with a loud snort, “Boy, were where you? Where is the girl?”

“She's not coming back.”

He fell out of the chair, stumbling in shock. I helped him up, “What? What happened?”

“We are no longer...” What was the word for what Ruilin and I were? Together? A couple? Talking?

“You had a fight? That will pass. Why, one time, Mother and I got in such a fight that...”

“Later,” I heard myself say as I walked away to get my gloves. I needed to practice.

“Wait!” the Rabbi called out, much too late.

Too late, in fact, to tell me that Malcolm was, in fact, in my room- asleep. Upon my violent entry into the room, he woke up wordlessly. At his feet sat two large boxes of colored glass, gleaming like fake costume jewelry.

“Hello, brother.”

“Get out,” I turned to look at the Rabbi, the look of betrayal almost driving me into a rage. Malcolm was the last person I wanted to see right now and the Rabbi was culpable for letting him in.

“Rabbi, can you give us a minute?” Malcolm said.

“No, he cannot.”I looked back at him, as if pleading with the Rabbi to make Malcolm leave.

“It's better I go anyway. Mother might be concerned about me if I don't come to bed,” he fled as if was being chased.

“Make it quick, the boxing match is tomorrow. I have to train.”

“It's four in the morning. Shouldn't you be asleep?”

“Should you be on opium?”

He looked at me, sadly, “Touche. Actually, I have you to thank for that. Every since  that... episode with the blood, I haven't been able to touch the stuff.”

“Splendid. Write a book about it. Now leave.”

He kicked the boxes of broken glass, “These are the wine bottles, Eliezer. They are yours. So that you know.”

“The blood?”

“Every last bit swirling down my drain.”

I looked at him then- in the eye- his glinting blue pupils held my gaze for longer than they had in ages, “It doesn't change anything, Malcolm. You bled me. Dry. You blackmailed me. You threatened the woman I love. You... You...

“Say it, Eliezer.”

“You were my brother,” I broke his gaze and turned my back on him in a vain effort to hide the tears. It didn't work and we both knew it, “What do you want?”

“Lei Ge visited me last night.”

“So he sent some of his thugs? Do you owe him money for drugs or something?” I tried to be caustic, to wound him with the question. It didn't work; instead, it sounded like a simple, tepid question. Like I wanted to know the time or the weather forecast.

“No, actually, he came himself. You were the topic of conversation, Eliezer.”

“I seem to have that effect on people, what of it?”

“He told me about the deal, how he wanted you to throw the fight... that you remember Xiao Zhang.”

“I know about Xiao Zhang, Malcolm. I found his head.” 

“I'm sorry, brother.”

“Eliezer. My name is Eliezer. Not 'brother'. That time has passed.”

To his credit, he took the barb in stride, “I poured out the blood when I learned what happened.”

I turned on him, a savage tint to my voice, “Is that what this is about? Your guilt? Malcolm, did you come to feel sorry for me? To pity your poor immortal cousin? To believe everything I told you about the monstrosity of the immortal life? Because, if you did, get out. I don't want your pity.

“Eliezer, I came because you need help. You need to kill Sidov or you can't be released from the curse. If you kill Sidov, Lei Ge will savagely murder everyone you love: the Rabbi, Madame Katarina, Ruilin, and- whether you like it or not- me. You don't have a lot of options, brother. You need help.” He spat the word, like a slap to the face.

“Like you helped Xiao Zhang by hiring his murderer? Get out!”

“Eliezer, listen to me!” 

“Get out,” I couldn't see, couldn't hear, couldn't even smell. He had to leave or I would kill him.

He shrugged, “Fine, I tried. Must be nice to be omnipotent as well as immortal.”

I sat on my bed, shaking from the rage of it. I don't know how long I sat there, trembling. It must have been a few seconds, because I was interrupted from my reverie by screaming. Malcolm's voice.

I ran into the main room. Malcolm sat on the ground in the main room- over the prone, broken body of the Rabbi. The older man clutched his chest, screaming a wordless groan. He was still breathing- shallow, weak breaths- but he was still alive.

I swept him into my arms. I ran fast, finding myself outside with his still breathing form in my arms and a power in my legs I knew not. I hadn't felt this fast, this strong, since I was newly immortalled. As I ran, the sun began to come up, chasing me across the dawning sky. The yellow-orange light hurt as it pursued me, another constant terrifying reminder about the inexorable demand to fill my days. I was running out of time.

The hospital. A mist poured over the city, drowning it in fog like the Eternal himself had poured sleep over the city, right as it was about to wake up. I remember the white, stark hospital lobby, and I remember screaming for a doctor. The last thing I remember were my legs giving out and collapsing in a hospital chair, sleeping as one dead.

I woke up in a jungle. A jungle smelling of German pastries whose names I had forgotten and Polish pastries whose names I never knew. It was odd, because I thought I had fallen asleep in the hospital with the... 

The Rabbi. I jumped out of my seat- the hospital chair- with a fright. I was still in the hospital, but the cornucopia of flora peeking out of every nook and cranny suggested the Amazon. Underneath the various and sundry topiary were every manner and variety of baked good from the Jewish world. There was strudel and knishes and piroshkis and every kind of cake and cookie from under the sun. Half the foods, dear inheritor, I had no idea what they were, such was the volume of baked goods that drowned the hospital room.

From behind a ficus, Malcolm sat there in a chair like mine, watching the Rabbi sleep. I heard loud Russian bellowing from Madame Katarina and her friends, raising a row outside. She needed the company of other women, now more than ever, I thought. Her protector had fallen hard.

“How is he?” I asked, slowly.

“Drugged and asleep, but alive. The doctors think it was a stroke, and there's no telling how long it will take for him to fully recover, but he'll live. Thanks to you. If you hadn't gotten him here so fast, he would have been gone. Come to think of it, how did you get him here so fast?”

“The curse.” I was faster as an immortal. Not stronger. Not tougher. I was faster. What was the good in that? Now I knew.

“I figured as much,” said Malcolm, “That's one good thing to come out of this.” 

Neither of us dared to say anything. Suddenly, a spike of terror gripped me, “How long was I out?” The fight. I had missed the fight.

“Relax,” Malcolm said, “It's about noon. The fight isn't for another six hours.”

“So all these plants and baked goods?”

He nodded, “Pulled from the ether in the six hours since the Rabbi's stroke.”

“Wow, Shanghai's Jewish community can be down right ingenious when they put their mind to it.”

Malcolm chuckled, “Yeah, they can. What would he do with all these baked goods anyway? He can barely move. I didn't have a stroke and I couldn't finish them all!”

We both had a good laugh about that. After all, there's nothing like gross quantities of food to spark a person's good humour.

And then it hit me. Who would send me plants? Who would send me cookies and cakes? Ruilin? The Rabbi? In one-hundred years, all of them would be dead. And yet, I still needed them. I had kept them away, relegating my relationships to the far off future box of “When I was free from the curse” on the hope that someday, somehow I wouldn't have to watch them all wither and die. I had starved myself of the love that I needed, where people like the Rabbi and Ruilin and perhaps- though I am loathe to admit it- Malcolm all had a feast waiting for me. 

“Malcolm,- Brother- I need your help.”

It felt good to be a real person again. Finally.

Chapter 29

Jewish Recreation Club

May 7th, 1940 

The sun had just completed its journey across the sky and sunk below the horizon. The temperature dropped dramatically as humid cool air climbing over my skin like odor of the grave. Perhaps, but not my grave.

I walked in the auditorium's locker room and poked my head in to see who had arrived. The house was packed, speckled with men in yamulkes and Hasidic dress. There were very few women in the audience, as I suspect the vast majority of Jewish mothers and daughters were content to stay at home because the idea of two men hitting each other for sport was meshuganah. 

I had a few minutes, so I went to the locker room to re-lace up my gloves. My hands were shaking, and it took me a few tries to complete the motion I had done a hundred times. The gloves kept falling off, as though my hands were enchanted. I fell to my knees and started to cry a slow sob, as if I was hurt in the side. What was wrong with me?

I was going to kill a man.

Had my life of immortality so hardened me that another man's life was as easily expendable as my own? Hadn't I made a vow, that night before Edward Elias' deathbed? This wasn't a game or a clever ruse; this was a man's life- a man who deserved it no doubt- but a man's life nonetheless. What would the Rabbi say? What would Ruilin say? 

They would say I was a failure, a fool and a flop- a hopeless case to the umpteenth eternal power. In the Rabbi's own words, was I not a coward? 

I finally got my gloves on, pulled myself to my feet, and walked outside where the announcer was waiting. It was Mordecai, the man from the coffee shop. The Zionist leader, homeless like I was. Weren't we all homeless, wandering through the world in varying degrees of vagrancy?

“Eliezer, Sidov was talking as though you decided to forfeit!”

“I'm here, aren't I? Mordecai? That Russian had too many punches to the face.”

The black-bearded man smiled, “How about you give him a few more, huh?”

Behind me, Sidov finally arrived, “You are looking well, Jew-boy. Did you get my message?”

“Oh, where you threatened my family and tried to kill me?”

“That's the one,” He smiled a toothless grin.

I switched to Russian, “I have a message of my own to give you, you malformed, punch-drunk idiot. You are going to cry like a schoolgirl.”

He started to laugh, “Just like your friend.”

I punched him in the face. He went after me with a quick uppercut, before Mordecai stepped in between us, turning to me in Yiddish, “Save it for the ring.” 

Sidov stepped back, shoulders back, confident and assured, wordless. I truly hated the man when he was so confident, as though nothing I could do could make him believe he wasn't superior.

But could I kill him?

Mordecai stepped out into the ring, and the crowd began to cheer, humble though it was. He smiled, and put his hand up, asking for silence, “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he began in Yiddish, “It is my pleasure to introduce our contestants!”

More modest cheering. “In the spirit of international brotherhood and competition,” (at this, a lone heckler began to boo), “The Russian and Jewish communities of Shanghai have promoted this contest for the enjoyment and entertainment of us all.”

That self-same heckler screamed out, “Get to the pounding on the Russian!”

This brought a rise from the crowd and a smattering of applause. Mordecai ignored the crowd and went on, “In this corner, weighing in at 350 pounds, the self-styled 'Black Russian', Sidov Pavlovitch!”

Now the crowd was unanimous in it's disapproval. While they booed him handily, Sidov paced the ring with his hands in the air. Like some perverse champion of distaste, he seemed to revel in their antipathy.

Mordecai let the jeering go on for a bit longer, as it was a well-known practice that every fight needed a good villain. He whispered in my ear, “No pressure, kid, but the crowd is not going to be happy if you lose this one.”

Before I could respond, he addressed the crowd in a thunderous voice, announcing his words with a roar, “And in this corner! Weighing in at a light, quick 150 pounds, the pride of the Chosen People, Eliezer Sahibun.”

“Liu,” I screamed.

“What?” the Hasid replied.

“My name is Eliezer Sahibun Liu.”

He shrugged, and repeated in his roaring voice, “Eliezer Sahibun Liu!”

I wonder if it was a trick of the acoustics, the cacophony that followed. It didn't follow that hundreds of people in the audience could cheer so loudly or so long. In the audience, there were doctors who waited tables and lawyers who made bricks. There were actors who spent their whole lives achieving fame in Germany, only to be thrust into a foreign land where they hauled scrap metal or cleaned toilets. I suppose they needed something to cheer for, and I would do as well as the next thing.

It finally died down, and Mordecai came over to us, and tried to explain the rules.

“I want a good, clean fight,” Mordecai began, as his coach translated for Sidov in Russian.

“Absolutely no chance,” I retorted.

Sidov nodded, “Finally, something we agree on.”

“Well, don't get any blood on my ring floor. The canvas is new.” He grabbed our gloves, and yelled “Fight!”

I had expected Sidov to charge me right away, but he was conservative and stayed back. As the Rabbi had always said that the person who punched first invariably lost, it was hard to know how to begin a fight. Nobody wanted to be the first to tip their hand.

Eventually though, the Russian lost his patience and began to swing. He favored his right hook and used it often, as if it was the only punch he knew how to throw. It was a simple matter to keep on his right side, out of the reach of his mammoth arms. 

I feinted right, and though I was too fast for him to hit, he stuck out his leg and tripped me, sending me almost stumbling to the mat. That was the break he needed. He fell into me, pummeling with the full weight of his body. He had almost broken me after a minute of solid pounding, when Mordecai split us up, declaring the end of the round.

I went back to my corner and took some water that was provided for me, though nobody was there to wipe my brow with a towel and squirt water in my mouth with a bottle. I yearned for the Rabbi just then, for Ruilin, for Xiao Zhang, for Malcolm even.

“Eliezer!” As if on cue, Malcolm came running grabbing a fan and running to cool me off. “I'm sorry, I'm late. It... couldn't be avoided.”

“Is everything ok? Is she safe?”

“Everything is fine. Fight!” He looked to the left, blinking as though his eyelids were on fire. If I had not been beaten to a near blindness, I would have seen it: Malcolm's tell- he was lying. If I would have been looking even harder, I would have seen his puffy eyes and swollen lips. I would have seen that he was too late.

The bell rang again and this time, Sidov savaged me with punches as though his hands were made of hot iron. I almost couldn't get out from under the barrage, making my speed useless. I started to inch closer and closer to the ground, my legs crying out to give way and take the KO. It wouldn't kill you, I thought.

The crowd saw me weakening and started to chant, “Liu! Liu! Liu!”

My inheritor, I cannot tell you step-by-step my thought process as to what happened next. Simply, at the sound of my name- my Chinese name- I was possessed with one overarching impulse that battled its way through my soul. I am Shanghainese.

As I got closer and closer to the mat, the crowd changed its chant again, screaming “Eliezer! Eliezer! Eliezer!” And with equal ferocity, my soul thundered again with the ring of inviolable truth. I am Jewish.

I am Jewish. I am Shanghainese. The words blended together in my brain until they became the same thing. Jewish. Shanghainese. Jewish. Shanghainese. With equal parts, I became a child of this city and a child of the Chosen People.

I did not grab the knife. But then again, I didn't need to. As Sidov continued his onslaught and my legs got closer and closer to buckling and embracing the mat, Sidov did the one thing that was beyond my or anyone else's ken- he missed, punching wide above my head. He missed. 

I suddenly started to fly with my feet on the ground, to inhabit two or three places at once, to dance around him with the careless speed of the dead, the dead who have nothing to lose. I didn't know I was this fast- I wasn't this fast. Every punch landed in the back of his head, because I was bouncing faster than he couldn't turn around. It was as if I was having a bout with a faceless stone, a stone that looked like the back of a man. Within seconds, he was buckling on the mat, oblivious. I barely heard Mordecai finish his ten count.

I had won. My thoughts came back to the knife in my pocket, so easy to grab and repay, repay with blessed revenge. It would be too easy. I could avenge Xiao Zhang. I could be free of the Monkey King's curse.

I knelt down. Crowds streamed onto the canvas and started to crowd. Before they could lift me on their heads and parade me around the room, I knelt down and slapped Sidov awake. 

“Listen. I spared your life today. I could have taken it. I was ready to. You have a job to do. Olya knows you told Lei Ge I was hiding with her father. Her life and that of her family rest in your hands. You know who I am. You know what I can do. Swear to me- on your love for her, whatever that means- that you will protect them. If not, I will find you. You will be first on my list for a bloody revenge.”

“On my love. I swear it.” I could have asked him to swear on a million other things: his honor, his god, heaven or hell. His love was the only thing he would honor. We both knew that. Love itself, dear inheritor, is the only honorable thing.

I am Eliezer Sahibun Liu, and I am no murderer. Olya, Ruilin and the Rabbi were safe (so I thought). Even still, in spite of what happened next, this decision cost me my mortality- not my humanity. It is one of the few things I don't regret in all my one-hundred and twenty-seven years.

-------------------   

Chapter 30

Boat on the Whangpoo

May 8th, 1940

12 hours later

I lay in oblivion, blindfolded. A fecal odor hung in the air as boatmen cried out obscenities to their colleagues. I wasn't thirsty. The power had left me, meaning I hadn't been resurrected recently. The slow motion of a boat coaxed me back in forth, almost in consolation, a consolation stolen away by the smell and the yelling. I was on the water, a cause for alarm. There were very few bodies of water in Shanghai that didn't, sooner or later, leave Shanghai for other seas. Whoever had kidnapped me had plans to take me on a trip I didn't not want to go on.

The last thing I remembered was the power still causing my heart to beat and my veins to flow with magma from the center of the earth. I was powerful, near elemental in my ferocity.

I remember leaving the stadium amidst silence. The crowd, who just earlier had been cheering my hopeless efforts at victory, now fell silent for the space of a second. The implications of this deed were known only to me. Lei Ge would surely kill him. I wouldn't be freed and nothing would change. Should they have cheered then at the ending of a life? I cannot say, but I cheered along with them. We cheered in the tradition of the ancient Israelites, who composed ballads as the Red Sea drowned Pharaoh's armies. Sidov was Hitler and Antisemitism and terrible working conditions in the heime. Sidov was the villain, plaguing the stories of  doctors and actors and lawyers and rabbis who had no choice but to become unskilled laborers in order to feed their families. He was the villain who had driven them to exile, and he was gone, and so they cheered.

I left the stage on the shoulders of my countrymen. They took me to a bar to spend money we didn't have on alcohol we didn't need. But we drank to forget, to celebrate and to be free with toast after toast, I had to drink them all. One man, I forget who, was inspired to invoke the Passover blessing, shanah ba'ah b'yershalayim- “Next year in Jerusalem.” We drank glass after glass till we were obliterated in our hope for a land, like Moses, I would never see.

I left, excusing myself to go to the bathroom. I did my business, wobbling from the alcohol, dizzy to the point of almost passing out. It took a lot to get me drunk. A larger gentlemen came in, and then the last thing I remembered was a blow to the head and a voice in Russian saying, “Lei Ge would like a word with you.”

As to how I arrived on the boat, I could fill in the dots. At least they were nice enough to leave me alive. Lei Ge was probably a little mad about things, and that was nothing I couldn't handle. But why was he leaving Shanghai?

I heard the seamen scream in Shanghainese, meaning I had a little time before we reached the sea border. I was in a spartan cargo hold smelling of sea stink and mildew, wedged between two large crates. Nothing presented itself as sharp enough to sever my bonds. Perhaps the edge of the crate?

That quickly became immaterial, as I heard two low, deep voice start swearing in Russian.

“Where did we leave that whelpish worm?” (My knowledge of Russian cursing is scanty at best, my inheritor).

“I don't know. Probably the same place I left your mother!”

I heard a large crack, presumably some sort of blow in retaliation for the insult. I finally heard the two men reach above the crate, and grab my feet. The man threw me over his shoulders, quite like a sack of very few potatoes.

“There he is!”

They proceeded to talk about me as if I was, in fact, a potato. That was just fine, the hooligans probably didn't think I spoke their language. Even if I wasn't gagged, I wasn't exactly keen to tell them. Their information could prove useful later.

“This is the conjurer who stole from Lei Ge? Are you sure it's the guy?”

“That's what Lei Ge said! He gave very specific instructions. He told us where to find him, and how to find him- it was all acc... accordeng to plan?”

“Don't you mean “according to plan”?” Apparently, the gentleman with proper diction was the administrative brain trust of the operation.

“I meant what I said!” A felt a quick swing. I was afraid the goon upon which I was riding was going to use me for a weapon. Luckily, he did not, and instead, we arrived at our destination.

The goon threw me on the floor, and there sat Lei Ge. Lei Ge nodded and the thug removed my gag.

He was wearing a pin-stripe suit, like last time, but his face was leather-aged and bag-eyed. The last few weeks had been heavy on the gangster.

He looked up from the book he was reading- a Torah- and barked at the men, “Tell the captain to drop anchor, and to go no further until I give him the signal.”

They left wordlessly, and only he and I remained. He smiled, as if he was a schoolmate ready to catch up with me. The cordiality was all on his side, however, as I was bound and gagged. 

He bent over my face and removed the gag, “Welcome!” he said in English, “Rest assured, we have not crossed the border yet, and we will not do so if you so oblige me.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about.” How did he know about the curse? How did he know I couldn't leave?

“I think you do know what I am talking about.” He walked over and sat down on the chair, picking up the Torah and using it to fan himself. The callousness of the gesture, the quick flip of the wrist, made my stomach turn. The Holy Book in his hands was a dirty and profane sight; as if by touching it, he was burning it.

“Early on, I learned that you were Jewish. One of my men saw you briefly in the Jewish quarter in Hongkou. He lost you just as quickly, and for that, I had him killed. After I learned your ethnicity, it took me another few weeks before you appeared again in whispers in the street. Somebody had humiliated Brother Kong, and the rumour was that it was the thief- you. Brother Kong quickly came to me and for that I spared him, though a small maiming was in order. Your friend, on the other hand, was less fortunate. I had to kill him. You must understand; it was the principle of the matter, really.” I cringed when he mentioned Xiao Zhang, a cringed he perceived and smiled at, pacing when he gave this lecture.

“That event set in motion the series of events that brought you here today. However, that is not the whole store. For a long time, I only knew that you were Jewish. So, as the age old adage goes- 'know your enemy.' I set out to do just that, and began to read the your scriptures.

“The biggest question I had was simply 'What was the catch?' Your God had seen fit to bless you with this great gift, but in all the old stories, there's always a catch, and a big one at that. What was yours?”

I was taken aback at his spiel, as I had never thought that the Eternal was involved in the mess that was my imortalling. I had hoped not, but what hope was there for a just universe if God allowed this to happen to somebody?

“The Torah, while it was an interesting book, had no or little help. I enjoyed it, but it was silly, a collection of stories meant to teach children.”

“Excuse me, but are you going to get to the point? I am a little uncomfortable here.” He walked over to me and punched me- hard- in the gut.

“I'm sorry, perhaps my English was less than adequate. Perhaps you didn't understand this is a hostage situation, despite my jocular demeanour. Keep your mouth shut.”

I obeyed, “So, what was I to do? Luckily, the answer came to me.” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a yellowed, stiff piece of paper. On it, he read the following message in Archaic Chinese:

“Dear Lei Ge, I hope you are prosperous in whatever nefarious undertaking you are putting your mind to. As I understand, you have a small problem with one of my employees, a one, Eliezer Sahibun Liu, living in the Jewish Quarter. He is, in fact, impossible to kill, but, with my blessing, feel free to punish him in the following manner. The terms of his servitude indicate that he is unable to leave the city of Shanghai. Bury him outside the Shanghainese border, and the resulting agony that will ensue in his person  should recompense you for any inconvenience he may have caused. My humblest apologies and ask your gentle pardon on his behalf.

“That said, this gentlemen could also be quite an asset to your organization and to you personally. His blood is, in fact, enchanted. When applied to a recently deceased person, it can revive them from any number of egregious wounds. However, the enchantment only works with his consent, and is a temporary measure at best.

“Still, I hope that Mr. Liu's talents can be of some use to you. Please take him into your service with my blessing, as a symbol of the harmonious friendship and everlasting brotherhood between us. 

Yours, the Monkey King, Sun Wukong.”

“And so, Mr. Liu, an experiment is born. It was a simple matter once Brother Kong came by with his startling report. However, there is one thing that I don't understand,” He paused a second in his pacing, waiting for me to ask what that thing was. I wasn't particularly keen on responding. “How is it you came by these remarkable gifts?”

“I assure you, the word 'gift' is entirely too generous a term.”

“So you think such a fate unpleasant?”

No use pretending now, “You read the Monkey King's message. The condition isn't a carte blanche to travel the world and engage my hobbies. I'm a prisoner here.”

“But so is a king in his castle! Does he not not still rule? You can do whatever you want, and with a few exceptions, nobody can touch you! Death- the ultimate punishment- has lost it's grip on you. You are a god.”

Xiao Zhang's face flashed through my mind, “Sadly, I am an impotent deity to say the least.”

“Only impotent through lack of vision! Be my partner! With my influence and your blood, we could rule this city for eternity! Nothing is impossible,” So that's what it came to then? Apparently, in order to revive the dead with my blood, I needed to consent. It was in Lei Ge's best interest to not cut me into little pieces. 

“What's in it for me?”

“Unlimited power, wealth, and any woman you want- including the tofu girl.”

My features betrayed me with a glance of fear, “Where is she?”

“Waiting for you, a guest of mine at the Cathay.”

“I hope- for your sake- she is unharmed.” 

“For now. Your friend Malcolm almost got to her in time; sadly though, he was a bit too late and a face full of bruises for his trouble.”

I started to thrash at my bonds. It was futile, and he knew it. He smiled, “That spirit is what I am talking about. You would be an able lieutenant, my right hand as I own the city.” He walked over to me, and put his hand on my bound arm, pronouncing every word in a tone that tried and failed to exude warmth, “Someone is going to control this city, and it won't be high-sounding ideals like democracy and freedom. Look at the concessions- their control is based primarily on violence and coin. Are  those two forces not the singular shapers of human society? The foreigners have the money. They have the might. The only ones that can take that away from them are those who are willing to play by their rules.”

“I am a foreigner. So are you, at least half.” 

“I am am a foreigner by accident and more Shanghainese than any man alive. As are you! We are sons of this city- act like it! Take your rightful place!”

“And if I don't?”

“Then the tofu girl will bear me an heir and I will become immortal the old-fashioned way- through my children. For that, she need not consent.”

“Even if you dump me beyond the border, you know I will find you.”

“I'm sure you will, but by then it will be too late. You may take revenge, but her life will still be ruined. Eternity is a long time to live with that guilt.”

He had won. With the help of that all-seeing, demon-monkey, the gangster had won. And yet, did the gangster not speak with clear sense? The strong would always win, and did it not make sense to be one of those strong? To come out on top? Why would I want to be anywhere else?

The Rabbi's face came to mind and Malcolm's and Ruilin's. I had deserted them, time and time again to go off into my own corner, whining. Why not make them proud? Why not show them what I could do? 

And yet, could I really live with immortalling Lei Ge? How would I look myself in the mirror? How would I look at Ruilin? The Rabbi's face flashed again into my mind, that day in the pub, calling me a coward for refusing to fight and dodging the issue when he asked me about it later. 

“So? Your answer Mr. Liu?” He smiled as he said the name, no doubt he said it as a condescension in light of the crowd at the boxing ring chanting  religiously. I'm glad he said it. It was my name.

“You'd better dump me quick. It's going to be a long walk from the bottom of the sea,” he nodded his head and sighed, clucking his tongue, “I thought you would say that.” He pounded on the wall next door and a muscled henchmen answered. “Tell the captain to raise anchor, but to go slowly for the for the open seas. Perhaps our guest might like to change his mind. 

That was highly unlikely.

Chapter 31

Bottom of the Ocean

1940-1941

I needed nobody to tell me when I reached the open seas. The maggots eating me from the inside out, the carrion in my gut spreading through my limbs, and acid slime oozing from ever pore all burned through my body. It was a curious feeling to be in such agony yet so acutely aware. It was as if someone else was hurting and I was watching, a rubbernecker to my own eternal corpse.

The henchmen came in then and stared at me in the throes of agony. Still oblivious, they didn't seem to notice the slime and maggots and carrion bloating and consuming my form. After a few worried glances, they mumbled something about it being in my mind and how Lei Ge had never driven someone crazy before. Idiots.

They carried me, writhing and screaming to the boat and put me down, flopping like a fish in front of Lei Ge. He smiled, a toothsome, sharkish smile and asked like every good villain if I wouldn't still consider joining his evil plan. Amidst the throes, I hope that, like any good hero, I did the right thing.

I insulted his parentage. Several times. Quite colourfully- I might even add- given my present agony. As he gave the order to throw me overboard, I heard him mumble under his breath, “Impressive,” but to this day, I wasn't sure if he was referring to my resolve under pressure or my fluent grasp of profanity.

With that, he threw me overboard beyond the border.

--------------------

It could have been worse. The water suffocated the life out of me quite efficiently, and under the sea, I bobbed back and forth from unconscious death to the mortifying agony of life.

Between resurrections, I dreamt again. The dream coursed through my veins with terror and fire and ice. At the end of the ordeal, I did not know which was worse, the terror of the dream or the macabre sensations of life beyond the border. The dream though, as it stands, is related below.

A faint odor of mud. Slime. Sewage. The scent of death dreams. The Monkey stood there, smiling.  A man was there too, standing beside him- a foreigner- with a blindfold on. The Monkey was quite content to stand there, beating the man with his gold-tipped staff. I ran over to help the man, having been in the Monkey's clutches before, my heart broke with sympathy for my compatriot. 

I went over to help the guy, stepping through a morass of blue smoke that dragged me down like quicksand. I was faster than the smoke, and I finally reached the man, only to discover that I passed right through him.

The Monkey thought this was riotous and fell on the ground, crying with laughter. “You are dead! The one time you would like to be alive, you are DEAD!” The irony of this statement reduced him to paroxysms of laughter, so much so that he dropped his staff. The staff rolled through the smoke, passing through it like a knife through human flesh. It stopped, gently bumping into the top of my foot.

I picked up the staff. Maybe I was dead, but it seems the Monkey's staff was mine to do with as I wanted. I picked up the stick and the Monkey stopped laughing. A look of genuine fear froze solid his face. 

Fear. Finally, it was the Monkey who was afraid. That alone was worth the torments of whatever afterlife I found myself in. The Monkey started to back up, hiding behind the other foreigner. The other man just stood there, frozen, his arm raised in the air like a tree, as if he was about to make a salient point in the conversation. The Monkey hid behind the man- for a while- until he tripped and sprawled out in front of me.

I stood there, smacking the staff into my palm, like a knee-breaking thug in search of a reckoning. Finally, I asked, “Do you really think I would show you mercy? After all the curses, and the letters, and the torments? Would you show you mercy?”

“No, I wouldn't.”

I pointed the staff at the frozen foreigner. “He's the next one, the next immortal, isn't he?”

“Yes.”

“I don't believe you.” I raised the staff high, like I was my dad, chopping firewood to warm us in the winter. It is fitting that I would think of that now, after I was dead.

“No! There is one more! I'm sorry. Don't swing the staff, please.” He started to cluck and cry and shiver, like the wounded animal he was.

“Who?”

“Your daughter.”

“I have a daughter?” I took this news surprisingly in stride, given the circumstances. The news felt unreal as though I was in the fog of sleep. 

“How do I know you are telling the truth?”

“Ask the staff! Ask the staff!” He clucked.

I did, and the staff shot out a gold light. The light struck the Monkey in the face, and suddenly a gold ring appeared amidst his bushy, mangy hair.

“Not again!”

I wasn't sure, but perhaps he had seen this crown before. In the logic of dreams, I learned that he would not lie with the crown on his head. 

“Who are the next immortals?” I bellowed.

“This man- I don't know his name- and your daughter, Liu Yi. She will become immortal after she is born.” He bellowed with pain, and I saw the crown tighten around his head, till the skin underneath became red and swollen through his fur. That didn't look like an act.

Liu Yi. My daughter's name was Liu Yi. Enough. I had a few more questions, “How do you not know his name? How do they get rid of the curse? Forever?”

“It was hidden from me. The Sailor, the one with broken chains around his ankles.”

It was no matter. At least I knew what he looked like- what you looked like. Finally.

“And the curse? How do they get rid of the curse?”

“You can't! Not until you sell the book.... aghhhh!” The golden crown tightened again. I rather liked this arrangement.

“Not true!” I screamed.

“There is one other way. Under Longhua pagoda, there is a man....”

He didn't get to finish. A giant earthquake rattled the smoky, blue ground. The sky behind the Monkey and the frozen foreigner split open, as if he was unzipped from reality itself in a giant blue tear. Water.... water!

No!

Chapter 32

The Shores of Shanghai

May 8th, 1941

That scream as I regained consciousness was the most painful cry of my preternaturally long life. I was not able to discern which was worse, to not be finally dead or to have lost the chance to interrogate the Monkey King. 

I looked at my hands in wonder, they weren't consumed by maggots. That was a good sign. I had returned to Shanghai, both very immortal and very, very angry.

“Hello, Eliezer.” Olya looked at me from the beach above, squatting with his feet flat on the ground, “It's interesting,” he said, “but I never thought this position was comfortable, until today.”

“Olya?” After all the might and magic I had seen, would you trust your eyes, my inheritor, after they had seen your salvation?

“The man in the dream told me you would be a little dubious, but to not fault you for it.”

“The man in the dream? Please, by the beard of Moses, tell me that man was not overly hairy, like a monkey.”

He furrowed his eyebrows in confusion, “Not especially. He was an older gentleman in a sailor costume. Chains around his feet. Broken ones.”

“You do what your dreams tell you to, do you Olya?”

“He told me about Father. He told me the exact day he would...” I didn't need to her to finish the sentence: He told me the exact day my father would die.  

Panic sent a pile of gravel rumbling in my stomach. “The Rabbi is dead? How long was I away?”

“A year. Since the boxing match. We were worried you didn't come home, but I knew your secret, so I tried to assure Father that you would have turned up. That you were coming home soon.”

“I'm so sorry, Olya.”

“It happens. He had a message for you. He told me to tell you that you are not a shvuntz.” A coward. That absolution let fly a giant sigh from subconscious chamber I didn't realize I was keeping it in.

Silence. Then a grim thought occurred, “Was it Lei Ge?” He had a lot to answer for, that albino.

“No, he died naturally. He was old. We had to move out of our house in Hongkou. Another Jewish family took us in. Sidov refused to touch us when he lost the fight,  but we had to be sure we were safe. The Jews of Shanghai are like a wall. Lei Ge couldn't find us if he tried.”

“That was noble of Sidov. To protect you like that.” Unusually so.

“He was killed for it.”

“I'm sorry, Olya. I know he meant a lot to you.”

She started to sniffle a bit, “Yes, he did. He said something strange the night before he died. Something about a vow. Do you know anything about that?”

I looked briefly to the left, blinking. “I have no idea,” the conversation paused long enough for me to change topics, “What does he want with me and who do you think that gentleman was?”

“Simply, He was the Eternal. That's what Father thought.”

“The Eternal? You think the Eternal visited you in a dream and told you to find me. You told your father this? Including the part about when he predicted his won death.”

“He took it well. He said if the prediction came true than it was the Eternal.”

“That doesn't make any sense.”

“Why?”

“Because the Eternal allowed this to happen in the first place, or He was too weak or foolish or small. I would rather believe He doesn't exist than that He exists and is that cruel.

“That isn't the only option. He could be after the Monkey too. Maybe He just chose to use you to fight him. Maybe you are a tool in his hand.”


That was something I hadn't considered, nor did I want to. My self-pity was much more comfortable, “What did the Sailor want?”

“That you end the curse.”

“He didn't tell you how perchance?”

“No, but He kept saying it over and over again. He also said that you should find Ruilin's daughter”-my daughter- according to the Monkey King. An important point, but I didn't feel like pressing it, “and that you should care for her.” 

“Ruilin!” The force of my jumping to my feet made me lose my footing and land my face in the side of a rock. A tooth chipped, poking me with a jagged edge. That would take a while to grow back.

“I'm sorry. Eliezer. She's....” 

If she were dead or maimed, flailing and tortured, I would have been righteously indignant, but I would have survived. However, the answer Olya eventually gave me added the final outrage from which I could not return.

“Eliezer. I'm sorry. She's married.”

Chapter 33

The Cathay

May 8th, 1941

My legs ran of their own volition. The power pulsed again, fresh with the stink of  thirst and non-death. I ran a marathon like it was a sprint and arrived in the city putrid with sweat and fear.

The Cathay. I arrived there late evening, as the nightly revellers were making their way to the bar, the Shanghailander princelings renting a girl to dance and swilling booze in abundance. The sun was just about to hide behind Big Ching, the sunlight making the clock gleam like something coveted at great price.

I arrived, and I was tempted to collapse in the alley behind the club, but I could not bring myself to stop. I needed to go on, Ruilin needed me. 

I broke in through the club doors, shattering the glass like I did that fateful night a year before. Screaming greeted me, the stink of the river still heavy on my clothes. A guard at the club pulled out a machine gun and started threatening me with it. I would have liked for him to shoot me, but he declined.

I imagined the man was a low-level enforcer, under orders to bring the any suspicious characters to Lei Ge. Rather than engage the thug in a display of immortal force, I followed him, as he would bring me to my enemy.

I followed him up the spiral stairs, past the marble walls and metal railings, until we reached a box seat with heavy, painted gold doors. The air had a hint of sour-sweet baijiu in the air, more than last time. People were drinking more these days it seemed. 

He pushed the heavy doors apart, still somehow training his gun at my face. Unlike last time, there were no beauties in short cheong-sam feeding the gangster grapes. There was only Ruilin, dressed in a thick, red dress and holding a fan for Lei Ge. Around her left eye was a purple bruise the size of an egg. He would pay for that.

Though the pair looked up and saw me at the same time, they had opposite reactions. Lei Ge began to smile wide, like he was just given another toy. Ruilin began to leak slow tears, like I had driven the knife in for the final blow.

“LIU! It is so good of you to come! Have you met my wife?” He gestured at Ruilin.

I ignored him and directed my attention to Ruilin, “Why? He killed your mother, he burned down the shop, he...”

“He said he would leave our daughter alone.”

“A promise I kept!” Lei Ge through his hands in the air, in exasperation. Were we supposed to somehow trust him more because of this one display of faith?

“Where is the girl?” I growled.

“I don't know,” the gangster answered, “Ruilin insisted she hide the newborn without my knowledge. Of course, I would consent to anything for my darling wife.”  At that, he chuckled a big, hearty belly laugh.

He continued, “But, why do you care? Eliezer. She is going to die anyway. I am going to die anyway. Literally, any revenge you want, all you need to do is just wait it out. You will win no matter what, no matter how badly I ruined your life. So why do you care? I think I know the answer.” He got up from his chair, and started to pace around me. He looked at the guards, feigning an epiphany.

“Why are you pointing your guns at him? He's immortal, morons! If he does anything wrong, shoot her.” They immediately changed directions, pointing their rifles at Ruilin which only made her cry more loudly.

“You hate it here, and you will do anything you can to leave, to make your poor immortal self feel better that you are stuck in this hell-hole. That's all Ruilin is to you- a way to pass the time. You are just like all the other foreigners here. The good parts of China are great, the food and the women and the trade, but it's a terrible place, an uncivilized place- buwenming.”

“Our ancestors were writing poetry while the English were painting themselves blue and sitting naked in trees. You have no right to be here!” At this last point, he thrust his hands through the air like he was a politician making a speech.

“And so, I leave you with this choice,” he took out a gun, emptying all the chambers except one, “This weapon has one bullet. You can choose to kill me, knowing full well that my guards will certainly end my wife's life.”

“Or, you can kill her, and get it over with. You can end her life, no longer postponing the inevitable. Either way- she will die. If not today, then sometime later, far in the future. Either way, you will watch as her life slips away. Why not today?”

He threw me the gun.

---------------------

The queer thing was, my inheritor, Lei Ge was absolutely right. I hated this city. Passionately. If Shanghai had been consumed in sulphur and funeral pyre I couldn't have been happier to see it burn. The spitting on the streets. The lethal pragmatism. The disrespect for human life. A hundred years later people would still be saying that the problem with Shanghai was that there were too many people, as if man was a rodent or a roach or a cold you just quite couldn't shake. The city was loathsome to me, I thought, my inheritor, because it was loathsome to itself.

And yet,

The Rabbi, pearl tears on a stone face, “I was too busy at the bookshop.”

Ruilin, running away from me before I ran away from her, prostrate on the Nine-Turns Bridge.

The head of Xiao Zhang, who I convinced to follow me in the first place, as I led him to his death.

Malcolm, the squatting ground for the Monkey Demon, and I, turning my face in anger. 

Let me tell you about lethal pragmatism. I have been an expert, dear inheritor. I have chosen to use men, to give up on my word, to lead my brothers and friends into danger. And yet,

Sidov, lying on the ground. The Jews of Hongkou lifting me like Aaron and Hur lifting Moses arms. The smell of sweat and victory and freedom.

The jungle of flowers and baked goods in the Rabbi's hospital room. A community who cares.

I had power, and I could still make choices.

I shot the ceiling, burying the round in a trellis of fake flower gold. 

“Impressive,” said the gangster, “You still care, and none of it matters.” He shot Ruilin in the head, and she crumpled to the ground, as if she had disappeared and naught was left but her red cheong-sam

In the stories I would read later, my inheritor, at this point the hero screams the heroine's name, as her life is slowly taken from her. He screams it painfully and passionately, as if his world is brought down to a single point of light, a simpering, whimpering point of light. Then, it is snuffed out, and his world is no more. I screamed in keeping with that tradition, in keeping with the tradition of all those who had loved and come to nothing.

The size of a dollar Mex. coin. Her bullet wound, slowly dribbling blood, a red river flowing forever. It would join the Whangpoo river soon, the death-stinking red river and the fish-stinking green one. She had died. It was my fault. She had died. It was my fault.  The refrain hurt, throbbing through my soul. Absent death would not assuage this pain. It would hurt forever.

But I did not run at Lei Ge, as the stories tell. I had one trick left, even then. I sat wordlessly still, waiting.

He got up from his chair, and stuck his head over the bloody mess that was Ruilin. “Amazing! What a creature you are, Magician, so ruled by emotion! Why, I think that...”

He never finished the sentence, because the knife that I had hidden away buried itself in his esophagus, quite of its own volition. I didn't even feel the guard's machine gun bullets as they ended my life, again.

I had broken it, my vow to never kill a man. May the Eternal forgive me, but I am not sorry.

Chapter 34

Astor House Hotel

May 9th, 1941

I woke up in a putrid garbage bin on Wulumuqi RD, a few blocks away from the Cathay. I had the incredible good fortune to land in a pile of chicken feet, a delicacy that the particular establishment whose bin I was occupying had in large supply.

My daughter. The Rabbi. Where else would Ruilin have gone? 

I needed to find Olya. Yet, she wouldn't be in the Rabbi's house anymore. As she told me on the beach, Lei Ge couldn't find us if he tried. 

Malcolm. The Astor House. Another long, hard run. I didn't even feel it this time, the energy and the thirst becoming my whole being in search of my girl. My little girl. He was waiting for me, it seemed, sipping a cup of coffee, in a plush, beautiful chair that I never had time to enjoy.

He smiled, “The letter said you would be back, just in time.”

“What letter? Where is Olya? I need to find my daughter Malcolm, please!”

“I have your daughter, Eliezer. She's here. At the Astor House.”

“Follow me,” he gestured that I follow him up the endless staircase. He opened wide the doors, pushing them open as if they were so heavy the doors pushed back.

And there, in the hotel room, sat my daughter, being shushed by an ayi. She looked more like Ruilin than I, with her alabaster skin and matted, black hair. It was the eyes though, the eyes that belied me in her face. They were my eyes. I hoped she would use them better than I.

“Can I hold her?”

Malcolm began, “Of course. She's your daughter, after all. However, I should warn you... there is a complication.” The little girl began to cough, shaking violently in the ayi's arms. 

“What's wrong?” 

“The coughing started after the Olya brought her to us. The Rabbi told me to take care of her. He couldn't Eliezer. He was dying. I tried... I swear to you.” He started to shake.

My eyes darted over every inch of his trembling form. He handed me a yellowed, jaundice-colored paper and a twig with still sprouting green leaves.

Dear Eliezer Sahibun Liu,

I hate you. Simply, I despise you with my whole core. Perhaps that is why I respect you. Not many can force on me the golden crown. Not since the monk was anybody so bold. It takes a certain amount of will-power few have. 

As such, I will do you a boon. Your daughter has tuberculosis. She is going to die in a few weeks. In this letter are twigs from the peach trees of heaven. If she eats these twigs and receives a transfusion of your blood, she will become immortal, confined with you to the “City above the Sea”. She will grow to age 26, the age of the inheritor,- your age- and then she will stop growing, to spend all her days in your prison. However beware! Her life will then be tied to the Inheritor of the Book and not the book itself. She will only die when the last inheritor passes from the Earth. That is not you, Mr. Liu. More are destined to share you fate, and she will live to see every one of them.

There is no boon without conditions. Choose well.  

The Monkey King

Chapter 35

Bookstore

January 1943

Dear Liu Yi, my inheritor-but-not-inheritor,

Please forgive me. I have damned you. If I lost you, I would have lost your mother. I couldn't have handled an eternity without her, Liu Yi. Life without her is slow-burning torture, much worse than life beyond the boundary.

You can't see the book and so you will never read the record I write here, but you are the inheritor of all I have in this city. It's all for you, but I do not write for you but for myself and the real inheritor. I write on the hope that the Eternal will change His mind and see fit for you to leave the earth, that the Sailor in Broken Chains would have mercy on us both.

You don't know yet the true nature of your condition. I told myself I would tell you on the evening of your thirteenth birthday, on the day you become a woman. I will probably put it off though, though I think it matters not. We do, after all, my dear daughter, have time.

---

I have received a letter again.

You are in your cradle, rocking back and forth, sucking your thumb with the contentment common to children. You are muttering a few bubbling noises, intimating speech. A few decades later I would read that you were far advanced for your age. Most children don't normally speak until two or three, right? Your first word was after a year and a half of life: You said 'mama'. I cried for a long time that night, but it was good for me. I hadn't cried like that since Ruilin died, dear inheritor.  I may be immortal, but the emotional constipation of this life came out like flood. I wish I had let it out sooner. It was better for me.

The letter is still closed with a red seal with a single hair protruding. It still smells like flatulence. I guess the Monkey isn't as creative as he thinks he is.

The Japanese will start internment any day now. They already have began herding the European Jewish Refugees into a two kilometer square in Hongkou. I have to decide if I will keep my British passport or burn it and pretend to be stateless. I suspect the Japanese will treat the British much worse than the Jewish refugees. There is a most apocryphal story floating about the Hongkou Ghetto (they are calling it a Ghetto now: a terrifying word to the refugees). The story goes that the leader of the Japanese army asked a Rabbi why it was the Germans hated the Jews so badly. The Rabbi said that the hate was because “we are orientals”- his 'we' as inclusive as he could make it. Since this story has begun circulation, the rumor has been going around that the Japanese like the Jews best of all- being witty and prosperous has its advantages according to some- even if we are witty and prosperous in just the land of stereotypes. I personally can't really tell a difference between our treatment and that of the interned Shanghailanders. I suspect the Japanese internment camps will be poor enough quality for Jew and Gentile alike.

The letter is sure to have another game in it. The Monkey is sure to have an inane task for me to do. I look at you mumbling and gurgling, Liu Yi, and I am scared for the future. What if the Japanese intern us outside of the city? My pain means so little in the scheme of things, but I fear for you. You are so little. You have no way to escape. You are stuck here as well, and my greatest fear is that you will grow up in that agony of the outside: that she will know nothing else.

Malcolm left in 1937, a week before the Japanese. He wanted to stay with us, but I forced him to go. He was losing money in buckets when the government began to control the opium trade, putting gangsters in charge of the Opium Suppression Bureau. Not unlike putting an alcoholic in charge of a vineyard, these gangsters began cornering the market on opium and used the revenues to fund the Nationalist war effort. The kingpin of these crimes was a man named Du Yuesheng, Lei Ge's 'older brother' (as a gang-boss is called in common parlance).

Madame Katarina and Olya stayed in Shanghai until the end of the war. The quiet and good Madame passed away days before the bomb was dropped in Japan (the eye-searing explosion was visible in Shanghai). Upon the end of the war, Olya moved to Israel where she lived out the remainder of her life. Sidov was eventually dropped in an internment camp. Olya never heard from him again.

The letter. The letter. The letter. What am I going to do about the letter? What can I do? I finger it, almost petting it with fraternal affection. The cold wind is rattling the window, as rain starts to drizzle on the earth, embarrassed and persistent at the same time. The sky didn't want to rain, but someone had held a gun to weather's face and forced it to surrender its wallet. The weather did what it was told and drizzled poorly, but it didn't have to like it. 

With the reflex of listing a finger or tapping a knee, I threw the letter into the feeble fire. It curled black, its corners bending over backwards and touching the center, contorting in the gymnastics of burnt missives with world-class skill.

I am home, Liu Yi. We are home. 

�	“City Above the Sea”- In Mandarin, the name Shanghai translates to roughly this meaning. Apparently, in ancient times, the Pudong- the land east of the Whangpoo river- used to be underwater, making it seem like Shanghai overlooked the ocean.


�	“Help me, Big Brother!”- ESL


�	Li- The Chinese Mile. I forget how long it is- ESL.


�	“Compradore”- the Chinese business partner in a foreign firm. They would find local markets for foreign business people to sell to. In theory, this was an equal partnership. In practice it rarely was, the compradores being a sort of all purpose 'fix-it' men for their foreign counterparts. The Chinese were just as responsible for this arrangement as the foreigners: some compradores getting the foreign businessmen whatever they wanted- including girls or opium- to keep the foreigners fat, happy and out of their hair. Especially in Lao Zhang's case, a happy Sahibun was a quiet, less-annoying Sahibun.- ESL 


�	Putrid Chinese Rice Liquor- ESL


�	Mandarin for “Mayor” or “Government official”


�	“Students!”- used as a term of address- ESL


�	“Three sticks”- one of the suits in Ma Jiang, as are 'bing' ('cakes') and North, South, East and West. -ESL


�	For convenience sake, dear inheritor, I will translate the Chinese into more standard speech. I simple don't like writing with choppy, inchoate sentences. It gets on my nerves.- ESL


�	Before the 1911 Xinghai revolution, concubinage was legal. Men could take a second or third wife from among courtesans to provide him with a male heir. In order to attract potential suitors, courtesans would sing, hence the name 'sing-song girls' that later used. After 1911, the word later came to mean female entertainers who may or may not provide sexual favors to their patrons. This practice is still seen in some of the less-reputable KTV house in Shanghai.- ESL


�	Laowai- Mandarin for “Old Foreigner” where 'old' here is more affectionate (and slightly pejorative), the same way we would say, 'old boy' or 'good old Johnny'.


�	 The International Settlement, the part of Shanghai colonized by the British and Americans (as distinct from Frenchtown) used Mexican Pesos as a standard, relatively stable unit of currency during this time. Other currencies tended to float around town, and depending on the shopkeeper, you could get your change back in Lira or Francs- a numismatic field day.


�	“Taipan”- This word is used to denote the foreign CEO of a large trading firm, operating in Shanghai and Hong Kong. These days, it means something roughly like “big shot” especially among the Cantonese.- ESL


�	You would know this as Nanjing West Rd, perhaps.- ESL


�	The traditional Jewish prayer for the dead.


�	Northeast China


�	'Tiffin'- Shanghailander slang for 'tea-time'


�	'Toucas' Yiddish for 'Butt'- ESL


�	 In the 18/19th century, a common epithet for foreigners was ‘big nose’.


�	 Perhaps you have already learned, dear inheritor, that 'Chinese New Year' goes by many different names in China. Lunar New Year. Spring Festival, etc. My apologies if you already knew that.- ESL


�	''Kaddish'- The prayer traditionally recited by Jewish people at funerals, it has very little to do with death. Instead, it exalts God's goodness in the face of trial- death or not. I would say it often for myself, to remind myself, that someone would say Kaddish for me at my funeral: hopefully an event coming soon. 


�	Two of Shanghai's gangster glitterati, they sadly possessed some very unfortunate nicknames. Most would consider it rather unwise to mention the rather unusual set of names and physical attributes nature had so gifted them.- ESL


�	“Griffin”- Shanghailander slang for someone recently arrived to the city.





