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THE NINE FOLD HEAVEN





To Geoffrey



“Holding hands till our hair turns white”



—From the 3,000-year-old Chinese Classic of Poetry









Pursue profit and advantage,

Seize the moment

This is the winning strategy.

The way of war is the way of deception.



—The Art of War, Sunzi (ca. 544–496 BC)









Looking for you a thousand times in the dense crowd,

I turn, and your face suddenly appears under the fading light.



—“Lantern Festival,” Xin Qiji (1140–1207)
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Author’s Note


Dear Reader,

This is a work of fiction, set in 1930s Shanghai and Hong Kong, a relatively lawless time. It was a time of extremes—from sybaritic luxury to abject poverty. I have tried to describe both extremes: the indulgences of the rich and the plight of the poor. Actually, for those at both levels life was full of dangers.
The rich were often involved in corruption, but others were always trying to usurp their place, either by guile or by murder. Those without money were treated as expendable, particularly the many children abandoned to orphanages. Some passages in what follows are disturbing, but they are based on actual travelers’ observations. Unfortunately, similar conditions still exist in some parts of the world. But I also feel that conditions in the world will not improve unless we face them honestly.
But there are always some who overcome even the worst of circumstances. I like to write about those women throughout history who overcame their misfortunes and, like the dragon, “soared to the nine fold heaven.”



PART ONE



Prologue


Three months ago, I was singing to loud applause in a Shanghai nightclub; a few days later, I became unexpectedly wealthy. But immediately I fled Shanghai in a fusillade of bullets to hide out in a run-down apartment in Hong Kong.
In the British Crown Colony, my days were calm, but my nights were troubled—not by bullets but by dreams. When I slept, my baby kept disturbing me, either running on his chubby little feet or babbling to himself. But I had never met him in this life, my little treasure whom I had called Jinjin, meaning “Handsome Handsome.” In my mind he looked just like his father, Jinying, “Handsome Hero,” whom I had left behind in Shanghai and whose face rose up before me—bleeding, scared, abandoned.
As I looked back over my life, though I had known only twenty Springs and Autumns, it seemed to stretch out endlessly behind me, filled with treachery and loss.
I’d led a double life, but not by my choosing. I was the singer Camilla, known to Shanghai’s beautiful people as the Heavenly Songbird. But while admired by my fans for my freshness and innocence, I was secretly a spy assigned to send Shanghai’s number one gangster boss Master Lung to the Yellow Springs. For my real boss was Big Brother Wang, head of Shanghai’s Red Demons gang, who had “rescued” me from the Compassionate Grace Orphanage—but only to prepare me for this fatal mission.
Orphaned when I was four years old, the word love had been torn out from the dictionary of my life. From my first days with Big Brother Wang, I was trained to charm others but to have no emotions myself, as befits a cold-blooded murderess, assigned to eliminate Wang’s arch enemy, Master Lung of the Flying Dragons gang.
But despite all the effort put into my training, love had somehow tiptoed into my life. Whether this was heaven’s gift or punishment, I could not tell.
It happened because of Lung Jinying, the son of the man I was to assassinate and the father of our little Jinjin. Now they had both vanished from my life. Was this heaven’s plan—to give me a taste of the sweetness of life, only to snatch it back? Or was it karma for something I’d done in a forgotten past life?
Most of all, I was anxious to know the situation and whereabouts of my lover Jinying, and our son, Jinjin—if he was still in this life or already departed for the next. And, too, there was Master Lung’s bodyguard and my other lover Gao. He had taken a bullet for me and, after the shoot-out at Master Lung’s villa where I’d taken the gangster boss’s money, brought me to the ship that had carried me to safety in Hong Kong. Had he survived, or had he lost everything because of me?

All these events in Shanghai were as in a past life. My twenty-year life now seemed unreal to me, like a movie. Was I about to leave the theater forever?
But three months after I’d made my escape, I decided to go back to Shanghai to find out.

In Shanghai, I was a multifaceted diamond glittering before my enthusiastic audiences, but now I felt like a street rat chased by people wielding sticks and knives…. I knew that I had stepped onto a path of no return. I now had not just one enemy, but two, and they were no ordinary enemies, but the two most notoriously relentless gangsters in lawless Shanghai.



1

My Fate on a Piece of Paper


After I decided to go back to Shanghai where I’d run away from, planned to do something that I’d never done before: go to a Buddhist temple to pray for my safe trip to Shanghai and an equally safe one back. Although I was not a superstitious person, I needed to rest my mind and pacify my heart. After all, I was a fugitive from two gangs and a criminal in the eyes of the law.
However, I knew well these matters would not be decided by my praying, no matter how sincere or urgent, but my dark karma—which so far was as bad as a rotten apple.

The Pure Light Temple was remotely situated in Diamond Hill on the Kowloon peninsula. I chose this small temple so as to minimize my chance of being recognized. However, I doubted any monks or nuns read gossip news—even in the unlikely event that there would be any Shanghai gossip in Hong Kong newspapers.
The tanned and wrinkled rickshaw puller abruptly stopped at a small gate, inside of which was a muddy path. “Miss, you have to walk fifteen minutes to go to the temple.”
“Why can’t you just take me there?”
He pointed a knotty finger to the scorching sun above. “Miss, the path is filled with holes. You want me to have a heat stroke, set my rickshaw on fire, and ruin my business so my family will starve?”
There was no way to argue with this. “All right,” I said, paid him generously to soothe my guilt, then got off.
Of course, I could have paid him a lot more to carry me. But I feared him thinking I was rich. Though I had enough money, I wasn’t sure I had enough good karma. That’s why I had come to the temple, to generate more.
So I began a tortuous walk with the hot sun beating down on my head to keep me company. I passed stores selling all sorts of necessities such as dried plums, bags of sugar, salt, tinned biscuits, bottles of sauces: chili, black bean, XO, and more. Also on display were household utensils, such as thermos bottles, electric fans, and blankets. Interspersed were a clothing store, a shoe repair store, a barber shop, and a couple of street stalls selling such delicacies as pig’s ears and cow’s intestines in bubbling dark sauce, filling the air with pungent, yet appetizing, aromas. On benches, a few women were napping as small children dutifully fanned their mothers’, or grandmothers’, semi-exposed, protuberant bellies.
Feeling wilted by the sun, I stepped into a small food store and paid a few cents for a soda. When I was handed the drink, the bottle was as warm as the overbearing sun.
I protested to the vendor, a fortyish, droop-shouldered man. “It’s not cold.”
“But you only paid three cents.”
“So?”
“One more cent”—he pointed to a refrigerator—“cold soda in here.”
“All right.” I smiled and paid him the extra cent.
Downing my cold drink and feeling much relieved from the physical and mental heat, I asked, adopting a casual tone, “You know the Pure Light Temple?”
He cast me a curious glance. “Why would a young girl like you want to go there? It’s nothing but superstition.”
“Aren’t all us Chinese superstitious?” I pointed to the jade pendant hanging from his scrawny neck.
He chuckled. “You’re right, miss. This will protect me from being scared.”
“What are you scared of?”
“A lot of things: rich people, poor people, gangsters, ghosts, pretty women.“
This time it was I who chuckled. “Why pretty women? I think all men love them.”
“Because they are always making trouble. Haven’t you heard about skeleton women?”
My heart skipped a beat. That was what people called me in Shanghai, behind my back, of course, but also in the gossip columns. And it was not something pretty. Because women like me, considered beautiful, talented, and extremely scheming, could turn men—as well as women—into skeletons under our touch, though it was as light as a petal and as tender as silk.
I didn’t want to talk about this, so I gulped my soda, then pointed to his jade. “Does it work?”
“Of course. Now I have no fear, even talking to a pretty woman like you.” He paused and looked curiously at me. “Where are you from? Why visit our run-down temple?”
Rather than answer these questions, I decided, as I finished my soda, that it was time to conclude our conversation.
“Oh, just passing by and curious to take a look. Thanks for the cold soda. Good-bye.”
He called to my back. “Come back soon, miss. Superstitious or not, pretty girls are always welcome here!”

Fifteen minutes later, I reached the small, red-roofed temple. As I stepped across the threshold, the faint fragrance of incense snaked its way into my nostrils. Then I noticed an altar with a gilded Buddha and a white ceramic Guan Yin statue. In front of the figures had been placed the usual offerings of flowers in vases and fruit in bowls. Incense rose from the openings in a bronze burner, curling into question marks, or so they looked to me. Except me, there were no other people in the temple, at least not that I could see.
At the foot in front of the altar were three cushions for the faithful to kneel and pray. I took an incense stick from the burner, held it in both hands, and made wishes to the Buddha and Guan Yin—that my trip back to Shanghai would be safe and that I’d find Jinying and that our son, Jinjin, would somehow be alive. I prayed for the enlightened ones’ generous protection so that I would complete this dangerous trip of mine without losing even one strand of hair. And that heaven would decide to smile down at me and let me return with my son and his father.
Was it too much to ask? Was I too greedy?
When I finished praying, a gaunt, sunken-faced, fiftyish man in a gray monk’s robe emerged from a hidden door.
He didn’t look like a monk since he had his full head of tea-and-milk hair, but I nevertheless bowed and said respectfully, “Master, I hope I am not disturbing the tranquility of the temple.”
He smiled, revealing some long teeth. “Oh, not at all, miss. This temple has known many with troubled minds.”
Was trouble written on my forehead like a newspaper headline?
Instinctively, I faked my most cheerful smile. “But I’m not troubled. I just happened to pass by and decided to come in to pay my respects to the Buddha. I’m sure you’ve heard the saying, ‘Whenever you arrive in a new country, follow its customs; whenever you enter a temple, make offerings to the gods’?”
“The offering to the gods” is, of course, a donation, with cash, checks, jewelry, or even land, to be humbly offered and respectfully—but enthusiastically—accepted.
“Ha-ha! Of course I know this saying. Anyway, good for you. I don’t mean you particularly, but all us sentient beings swimming in the sea of suffering. We are all troubled. No one can escape this karmic cycle until we attain enlightenment. That’s why we all need temples and incense.”
And donations. I silently finished his sentence.
He paused to give me a once-over. “So, do you want your fortune read?”
“Excuse me?”
“Oh, you didn’t know that our temple also provides this service? Are you ready?”
Was I ready? Not if he would predict something bad—I had troubles enough already. I remembered what the sage Laozi said, “When things reach their peak, there is no other way to go but down.” I believed my life had already hit bottom, so according to the same theory, I hoped it meant that I was about to begin my ascent.
But he seemed to read my mind, saying, “Don’t worry, miss, as they say, ‘If you haven’t done any wrong, you needn’t fear even knocks on your door in the middle of the night.’”
Damn, but I had done wrong. In fact, my whole life in Shanghai was wrongdoing. They were not entirely my fault, yet the list of my offenses was long: I’d alerted Big Brother Wang to send his gang members to assassinate Master Lung. Not only did I have sex with Lung, I’d made love to his son, Jinying, and also his most trusted bodyguard, Gao. I’d caused my singing and knife-throwing show partner, the magician Shadow, to lose part of her little finger, just to keep her from stealing the limelight—and Master Lung—from me. As her revenge against me, she’d also ruined our much publicized show the “Great Escape” by nearly drowning in the water tank then disappearing from my life.
Anyway, I was very bad. I knew I was referred to as a “skeleton woman,” a femme fatale who could bring anyone to ruin with the blink of a mascaraed eye.
The fortune-teller’s voice interrupted my reverie. “Miss, please have a seat.”
He signaled me to sit down by a table next to the altar, then sat down across from me.
He picked up a cylindrical bamboo holder and put it in my hand. “Miss, shake it until a stick falls out.”
“What about if it’s more than one?”
“Believe me, that won’t happen.”
I did and miraculously, though I shook as hard as I could, only one stick fell out onto the table as if it obeyed the man’s bidding.
The man picked it up. “All right, it’s number eighteen.” Then he shifted through a pile of yellow papers, lifted one out, and began to read silently. “Hmm… it’s a strange reading, not the worst, not the best. But it’s not neutral either.”
“What does that mean?”
“You can read it yourself,” he said, handing me the yellow slip with characters printed in red.


The beauty crosses the sea to the immortal’s realm.

Golden lights shine at the end of her journey.

In the wind and clouds, dragon and tigers advance

To the gathering of heroes and sages at Jasmine Lake.

Then she leaves like a cicada shedding its shell.

Heaven’s mystery should be kept to oneself, not revealed.




After the main text, there were three smaller lines below:


Let the wind steer your boat,

Move forward.

Have no fear.




After I finished reading, I said, “But I don’t understand.”
The man replied, “Since it’s heaven’s secret not to be revealed, I’m afraid I can’t interpret this for you.”
I protested. “But that’s your job!”
“Some jobs are better left undone.”
“What a disappointment.” I should have said, “What nonsense!”
“There are always disappointments on one’s path, miss. You better get used to it while you’re still young. Anyway, go home and read it over, and you’ll be able to understand your situation. Pay attention to ‘she leaves like a cicada shedding its shell’ and also ‘golden lights shine at the end of her journey.’ These are all good predictions. Have you heard the saying, ‘A hidden dragon does not act’?”
I nodded, though I was not completely sure what it meant.
He went on. “When a person is not ready, she should be like the dragon who does not act. Not until the right moment arrives, then she’ll soar to the nine fold heaven, looking down on the ordinary as she enjoys her long-awaited success and glory.”
He studied me. “Miss, you must hide now like the hidden dragon, but one day you will be the dragon that soars to the nine fold heaven.”
“Thank you, master.” I nodded, savoring his every word.
“Remember, miss, heaven only advises, you must take your fate in your own hands. That’s all I can say about your fortune.”
He scrutinized me for seconds. “But I can give you some personal advice if you like.”
“Please.”
He studied me carefully, then spoke as if reciting a riddle. “You are beautiful. For some that brings good luck, for others, tragedy. When beauty is on your side, even the moon and stars lose their brilliance. But someday it will leave you. Be careful not to end up with a hard heart and an unfeeling body. Because if that happens, even if good fortune approaches you, it will give you no happiness.
“Remember, the greatest fortune is not beauty, but family. That’s where you can always return.” He thought for a while, then recited something I recognized was from the sage Laozi’s Classic of the Way and Virtue:


The ten thousand things arise and return to their origin.

Returning to the origin is called tranquility.

Tranquility is recovering your original nature.

Recovering your original nature is called the unchanging.

Knowing the unchanging is called enlightenment.

To not know the unchanging is calamity.




When finished, he added, “Miss, now when you have your beauty, don’t give all your attention to it and neglect other things. Look for the unchanging in your life—find your root and you will find tranquility, even happiness, that’s all I can say.”
An abandoned orphan, I had no root that I could trace. Nor tranquility now that I was on the run from two gangs!
But I said, trying my best to sound calm, “Master, but the Book of Changes says that everything changes.”
He cast me a curious glance. “Yes, but we’re not talking about this impermanent world, but the one beyond, the true, original one.”
“Oh… that makes sense,” I responded, although I actually had no idea what he meant.
It was time to leave. Part of my spy training was never to stay in one place for too long, no matter how much I found it appealing.
“Master, how much do I owe you?”
He waved a jade-ringed hand. “Let’s not talk about money today. This is a very unusual encounter, so the temple won’t charge you. Because if money is involved, the magic will be gone.”
What sort of magic, I wondered. I hoped not like my magician friend Shadow’s staged version.
The master spoke again. “Find your root. Then magic will follow.”
“I will.” I thanked him again and took my leave.
During my way back on the crude, muddy path, I tried to decipher the enigmatic poem on the slip and what it had to do with the diviner’s portentous advice. It had taken all I could summon in myself to become the talented, charming, and mysterious singer, Camilla the Heavenly Songbird. What would be left without my beauty? It was my weapon against men and their power. But I also knew that time does not wait for anyone, and one day my beauty would be completely gone like a gambler’s money at the roulette table.
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A Plunging Toddler


When I arrived back at the main road, I heard a commotion. I hurried across the street to where a small group of people stood, looking upward while emitting heated comments in the hot air. Curious, I squeezed my way to the front and looked.
On the second floor of a dilapidated building, a toddler was standing by a wide-open window and looking down on the street, his eyes open as wide as the window where tears rolled down his cheeks.
His mouth opened to emit hysterical screams, “Mama! Mama! Mama! I want my mama! Mama!”
Someone in the crowd lamented. “Ah… where’s his mother? So heartless to leave her child like this all by himself!”
A plump woman exclaimed, “Oh, yes, you have no idea how neglectful some mothers are! I heard that one even locked her child in a closet so she could play mahjong with her friends. When she came home, he was swimming in his own foam and vomit!”
Another woman added, “Yes, mothers like this might as well give birth to a piece of roasted pork to eat! At least she’d get some nutrition out of it!”
The small crowd burst into nervous laughter. But no one did anything to help. Anyway, what could they do since no one knew who or where the mother was? Even if someone dashed up to the floor where the toddler lived, no one would come and open the door. Even if the rescuer could break open the apartment door, it might be worse. What about if the toddler would be startled by the sound and jump?
I looked at the little boy and felt pain wringing my heart. What if this toddler were my baby, Jinjin, neglected, scared, and about to jump to his… to turn from a handsome baby to bleeding flesh and shattered bones? Just then the baby, crying and feet wobbling, began to totter….
It was as if my little Jinjin were calling “Mama! Mama!” In a moment I had pushed aside the nattering onlookers and was standing under the window. I rooted myself firmly on the ground and reached up. In a split second, I felt a heavy object drop into my grasp, seeming to almost pull my arms from their sockets. Searing pain spread from my shoulders to my chest, and I fainted amidst cries and horrified exclamations….

Someone must have called an ambulance because I awoke to find myself in a medicinal-smelling hospital room. A fortyish nurse’s round face hovered over mine.
“Good, you’re finally awake.”
“Where am I?” I looked around. It was a relatively small room with four beds. Two were empty and the one across from me was taken by a wrinkled old woman, asleep and snoring loudly.
“Kwong Wah Hospital in Waterloo Road.”
“How’s the baby?” I asked, while suddenly feeling confused. What baby did I refer to? Was it my son, Jinjin? No, now I remembered. It was the one who’d been crying and tottering on the second floor of an apartment building.
“He’s doing fine, no bones broken, just some minor scratches. A miracle baby.”
“I’m glad to hear that. How lucky!”
“He was amazingly lucky that you happened to be standing there. You’re lucky, too, that your shoulders aren’t dislocated. Then you would have had them in slings for months.”
She leaned closer to my face. “Miss, you are very brave.”
I chuckled inside. So in a mere week I’d turned from an emotionless, murderous spy into a courageous and compassionate baby rescuer.
“Where is the boy now, can I go visit him?” I asked, then immediately regretted it. It would draw unwanted attention to me. I knew the reason I wanted to see the toddler was because I wanted to pour my motherly love to someone, since Jinjin’s life or death still remained a puzzle.
Fortunately, her answer was: “I’m afraid not, his mother already took him home.”
So this baby had a mother and a home to go back to. But my little Jinjin didn’t, and possibly never would.
“So the baby’s not injured?”
“No, you’re both fine. Only some abrasions.”
“Then why am I still here?”
“Dr. Li is your attending, he’s decided to keep you longer in case you have a concussion. He also needs to contact your relatives or friends to come pay and take you home. I’ll tell Dr. Li that you’re awake.”
Before I could stop her, she went on. “Miss, you’re lucky to have Dr. Li. He fended off many of your admirers and reporters for you.”
“What admirers?”
She laughed. “Oh, you don’t know? You’ve become a heroine! The mother wanted to see you and thank you, but we stopped her.”
My heart started to pound. That was exactly what I didn’t want! I had not done a good deed to get myself discovered and killed!
Oblivious to my fear and bitterness, the nurse left the room and returned with a pen and a printed form, then handed them to me.
”So far the hospital has no information about you, not even your name. So you need to fill in this form.”
Damn. Another thing I didn’t want in life. So I quickly said, “Miss nurse, I need to use the restroom real bad now. Can I fill out this form when I’m back?”
“Okay. I’ll come back for it in a few minutes—please fill it out soon.”
Right after she left, I sprang up and changed back to my own clothes, gritting my teeth at the pain in my shoulders. Then I grabbed my purse and slipped out of the room.
Luckily, rickshaws were waiting in front of the hospital, so I climbed into the closest one, endured the bumpy ride to the Star Ferry, and was soon home. I was asleep as soon as I lay on my bed. Later, when I woke up, still very stiff, I went out to get food and the evening newspapers.
Back in the temporary safety of my dusty but anonymous apartment in the crowded Wanchai district, I flipped the pages of the Singtao Daily News until my eyes landed on a headline in the local section:

Mystery Woman Saves a Plunging Child’s Life

This afternoon in Diamond Hill, a toddler opened the window to look for his mother and fell almost to his death. Miraculously, a young woman dashed through the crowd and caught the baby. Both were rushed to Kwong Wah Hospital. It was a miracle that neither had serious injuries, only scratches and bruises.

Onlookers said the young woman used her body as a cushion to ease his fall.

The boy’s mother had been out shopping and had left him alone. When she returned, police informed her of what had happened and warned her that they would press charges for child neglect.

As for the baby’s rescuer, she disappeared mysteriously from the hospital without leaving any information about herself or paying her bill.

People are curious to know who this bodhisattva is and why did she disappear. The mother of the toddler asked us to find her boy’s rescuer so she could personally thank her and reward her with a gift.

According to the onlookers, the young woman was in her early twenties and dressed like a student.

Anyone with information about her whereabouts should call our newspaper.

Young lady, if you are reading this article now, please come forward so we can better know your brave face and loving heart.


I almost chuckled at the last two words. I might have a heart, but it’d been anything but loving. Then I sighed. When I’d been the Heavenly Songbird Camilla in Shanghai, publicity was all I sought. But now I had to avoid it like a mouse a cat, or a pickpocket the police.

That night, my baby, Jinjin, came to my dream. But one thing disturbed me—he’d not been growing.
I asked, “Jinjin, how come you don’t grow but stay the same as the first time you visited me?”
“Because I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because my mother abandoned me. She’s famous for being cruel and scheming. I tell you, Mama, people can survive without food, but not without love.”
“Who told you this?”
“My baba, who else?”
“You met him?”
He nodded, each thread of his lustrous, silky hair tugging at my heart.
“Sometimes I’ll sneak out from my crib and crawl to where he sits. Baba has aged a lot because he’s very lonely and he misses you. I never talk to him because he doesn’t even know that I exist. So I can only watch and listen, but I heard him say this to himself.”
Before I could respond, he went on. “Mama, though most of the time I think he is my father, other times I’m not so sure.”
“How’s that?”
He answered in a mocking tone. “Oh, you forget? You had others besides my baba, remember?”
His saying this hurt so much that I was speechless.
“But, Jinjin, I love you very much! In fact, you’re the one who’s taught me to love.”
He didn’t respond to my declaration of love, but continued in his childish voice. “In a few months I’ll turn one year old, but sadly I’ll have to spend my birthday all by myself.”
“But I can celebrate with you!”
His expression turned sad. “How? I can’t always come to your dreams and I won’t let you in mine.”
“But, Jinjin, why can’t you let me into your dreams?”
“Because I can’t. I am no more than a dream myself. I am not real, Mama.”
“No, Jinjin! You are a living being, my son! What makes you think you’re not real?”
“Mama, I’m confused. When you gave birth to me, I heard someone say that I’m dead, a stillborn, what does that mean?”
“But you’re not.”
“How are you so sure?”
“Because here you are in my dream and my life.”

Just then I woke up, wetting my pillows with tears flowing like the Huangpu River.
I wanted my real Jinjin in my arms—not merely in a dream.
I had to go back to Shanghai to find him. Even if I’d get killed trying, so be it.
But making unexpected, risky moves in a seemingly hopeless situation was part of my training as a spy. Besides looking for my baby, I also needed to find out what was left of the two rival gangs after the shoot-out. Was the Flying Dragons’ Master Lung really dead at last—or just nursing his wound somewhere, awaiting his comeback? Had my boss, the Red Demons’ Big Brother Wang, finally been able to take over Lung’s place to be Shanghai’s number one gangster head?

The next few days, I shopped, packed, and booked a steamship ticket for Shanghai. Then, because I had no choice, I went to a hairdresser and had my waist-length hair cut off, replaced with a bob and thick bangs. I consoled myself thinking it made me look playful and even younger than my twenty years. I needed to look as different as possible from my days singing at Shanghai’s Bright Moon Nightclub, when I wore my hair permed to be as wavy as the ripples on the Huangpu River and swept to one side. Since arriving in Hong Kong, I had stopped putting on makeup and dressed mostly in a white blouse and dark skirt so I could pass as a university student, or a salesgirl.
I was scared to be going back to Shanghai, but also energized to be back in action at last. After all, I’d been raised to be a spy, not to mope around doing nothing.



PART TWO
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Home to Heartbreak


With light luggage, a heavy heart, but at least a thick purse, I dragged myself aboard the ship for the short trip back to Shanghai. In my modest stateroom, I unpacked my few belongings. Soon the ship was under way and I went up on deck to watch people. Some looked like harried businessmen, others, excited tourists, and yet others, happy families going home. But sadly, I felt none of their cheerfulness. I turned to look at the infinity of the turquoise sea, and into my mind popped the words of the Tang dynasty poet Wei Zhuang’s “Jiangnan, South of the River”:


The Spring water is bluer than the sky,

I listen to the soft rain, dozing off aboard the painted boat,

By the fire sits a woman beautiful as the moon,

Her pale wrists white as frost and snow.

Don’t go back to your homeland, not until you’re old,

Because returning home is heartbreaking.




I had no idea why Wei thought that homecoming—to Shanghai, which is south of the river—was heartbreaking. And why it’d become bearable only after you gathered snow on your sideburns. Is it because only when we are old can we let go of painful memories?
* * *
Finally, the next evening, with much shouting of the crew, the ship bumped against the same pier that I’d left in a hurry three months ago. With more shouting the ship was made fast and the gangplank was lowered with a crash. To take no chances of being recognized, I had disguised myself as a man. This way, I felt a little less anxious because I could not imagine anyone would recognize me as Shanghai’s most famous songstress. Just in case, I’d made up a man’s name—Shen Wei—and would pose as a university student returning home from overseas. I’d also made up a woman’s name—Jasmine Chen—for when I didn’t need to dress like a man.
But I had no illusion that even with my new hairstyle, new name, and new gender, I was out of danger. I might not look like Camilla now, but I did not want to be looked at anyway. So as soon as I was off the ship, I hired a car to drive me to a slightly shabby hotel on Rue Lafayette in the French Concession. I hoped this busy street inside a foreign territory could give me some protection.
After settled inside the hotel room, I washed, unpacked, and then took out a pen and paper to write down my plans. My first step would be simply to explore my surroundings and gather information. I needed to read the local newspapers to see what news there was about Master Lung, Big Brother Wang, Jinying, Gao—and myself. Then I’d quietly walk by the apartments of those I needed to visit—Jinying and Madame Lewinsky—to be sure they were not being watched by gang members. It was my singing teacher Lewinsky who’d helped me when I gave birth to Jinjin—and her who had told me he was stillborn. Too, I wanted to revisit the Bright Moon Nightclub where I performed.

The next day when I woke up, it was already three o’clock in the afternoon. I hadn’t realized I was that exhausted. Dressing in my man’s outfit, I slipped out, bought two evening newspapers, and read them while I had an early supper in a noodle stall. I worked my way through the newspapers carefully but was surprised to find no news about me or the gang war that I’d set off.
With the newspapers under my arm, I set out for a walk in the crisp Shanghai air, hoping to clear my mind. I was still hungry, so I stopped at a street vendor selling fresh-out-of-the-boiling-wok doughnuts. The snack looked fresh and golden. Just what I needed: a fresh start and an golden opportunity! After I paid, the vendor wrapped the doughnut in an old newspaper, then handed it to me. Soon I was savoring golden hotness, both in my hand and my mouth. Then, when I had finished and was about to throw away the paper, I saw the word Camilla—my name.
Heart beating fast, I unfolded the paper and read the headline:

Police Chief Li Suspects Shanghai’s “Heavenly Songbird” Killed Lung, Chief of the Flying Dragons

After an intensive investigation, Police Chief Li has announced that the famous nightclub singer is now hiding in Hong Kong. But even if Li is right, the police cannot arrest her because China has no jurisdiction in the British Crown Colony.

Police believe Lung has been killed because he has not been seen in Shanghai since the shoot-out in his secret villa.

Master Lung’s Harvard-educated lawyer son, Lung Jinying, refuses to say anything about his father, or his mistress, Camilla. He says he knows nothing about the shooting, except what he’s read in the newspapers. But Chief Li is sure the son knows a lot more than he is saying—


Damn. The rest of the article was cut off, just at this crucial place. I looked at the dateline: It was more than two months ago, three weeks after my escape. But no more news. It seemed I would have no choice but to see if Jinying was holed up in his apartment.
It was good that Police Chief Li thought I was still hiding in Hong Kong when I was actually back in Shanghai. As in the saying, “The most dangerous-seeming place may actually be the safest.” But not always. To go to Jinying’s place would really be dangerous, but I knew I would go there anyway. But I waited until midnight before I took a tricycle rickshaw to my lover’s flat.
My first worry was the police would still be watching, even though it was unlikely after three months. So I kept my disguise as a man, wearing a suit, glasses, a hat to cover up my hair, even a mustache. I was well aware that the chance Jinying would be staying in the same place after all that had happened was close to zero, but I had to see for myself—and even if he was long gone, I might find a clue as to his whereabouts.
I sighed with relief that there were no police, nor any pedestrians near Jinying’s place. Looking at the building, bittersweet memories rose up in my chest. This was where Jinying and I had first consummated our forbidden love, despite my being his father’s mistress—with little lost Jinjin the result.
Blinking back tears, I took my time walking up the stairs, savoring my memories. Arriving at his floor, I took a deep breath, smoothed my hair, and knocked, preparing for anything and everything. I could feel the beatings of my heart like that of a lost deer bumping around in the dark. But what if he was there? How would he react to me as a man? I had no chance to find out, for despite more and more knockings not a sound came from inside the apartment.
Finally, I decided to make use of my spy training. I took out my Open-One-Hundred-Doors key, the same one I’d used to open Shadow’s apartment to steal her magic secrets. This key proved itself so worthy that with just one twist, Jinying’s apartment opened like the sore legs of a desperate prostitute. I pushed the door open just a crack so as to see what was inside, in case someone else was now living here. After making sure that his sofa, redwood dining table, landscape paintings, bookcases, and the upright piano with its decorative objects were in their familiar places, I went inside.
“Hello, anybody here?”
Not even a ghostly response.
“Jinying, are you there?”
The ghosts, if there were any, remained stubbornly silent. I looked at the bedroom, the restroom, and kitchen; there was no Jinying, not even his pleasant body scent. Disappointed, I sat down on the sofa to think. It was late, why wasn’t he home? Suddenly a chill rose in my heart—perhaps he had forgotten me already and was now in a nightclub admiring another pretty singer. After some disheartening thoughts, I started to search his apartment for clues of his whereabouts.
I started with his drawers, then methodically went through his writing desk, cabinets, and closets. But there were only piles of bills, receipts, old magazines, and newspaper clippings, mostly about me. Then my wandering eyes landed on his upright piano and I dashed over to open its lid. Yes, a notebook, almost new, was staring at me like an orphan baby begging to be picked up. I snatched it out and opened it to discover that it was a diary filled with Jinying’s irregular, agonized handwriting. There were also some drawings of a naked woman who actually looked like me with phoenix eyes, a watermelon-seed face, and long, curly hair swept to the side. And the woman was pregnant! More surprises came when I saw what was written underneath two of the drawings of the woman’s bulging belly. The first one read:

Precious Baby formula:

Medicine to protect the embryo: ginseng, red dates, white fungus, bird’s nest.

Note: Taking these, both the mother and her baby will have fair, clear skin, thick, dark hair, and strong qi circulation.


The second read:

To dear Jinjin,

Son, even if I never meet you in this world, your baba still loves you wherever you are.


The next few pages had been torn out, leaving me wondering what more Jinying had written about me and our baby: stillborn, according to my singing teacher Madame Lewinsky, but alive somewhere according to my dream.
So I flipped back to the beginning of the diary and started to read.

Whether dead or alive, the people closest to me have eerily vanished. My father, gone. Camilla, gone. Our little Jinjin, gone.

Even my father’s trusted bodyguard Gao, gone. He’s probably taking care of Father, but actually, I don’t care. He hung around Camilla too much. But I’m afraid to ask Camilla about him, because her answer might crush me.

The newspapers said that Police Chief Li suspects Camilla was involved in the gang shoot-out at my father’s hideaway. When we thought we would both be killed, Camilla confessed to me that she was working as a spy for my father’s bitter rival Big Brother Wang.

So she’d been using me to kill my father! Although I hate my father and his evil deeds, heaven would strike me if I’d have him murdered!

But I miss Camilla terribly, can’t sleep, and have no interest in other women. I’m afraid to talk to reporters, lest I let slip secrets about her.

I must find Camilla. If she truly loves me, we’ll find a way to start a new life together. If she doesn’t, I’ll go back to America and never return to Shanghai.

I think Camilla must have left Shanghai. She must be hiding in Hong Kong—that’s what Chief Li thinks too. And, of course, he can’t go after her there. So I’ll go there myself to look for her.

I have no idea what I’ll do if I leave Shanghai. I definitely won’t practice as a lawyer. My father sent me to law school at Harvard, but that was really for him, not for me. He wanted me to be a lawyer for the prestige, and especially for me to help his business. My father sent me to the most prestigious law school to help him break the law!


On the next page was a cutout newspaper photo of me, but the rest of the page was missing, like some of the others. I set the diary down on the coffee table, feeling anxious but also touched by Jinying’s drawings of a pregnant me with all the nutritious herbs for our baby, and his loving note to little Jinjin.
Then I rubbed my temples and thought. I had just risked my life coming back to Shanghai to find Jinying—and now he was in Hong Kong looking for me? Heaven really enjoys playing games with us mortals!
Would we ever meet again? I thought of the Chinese saying, “Five hundred incarnations of looking at each other just to rub shoulders in this Dusty World.” But we didn’t just rub our shoulders, we had a son together! So we must have turned to look at each other much more than five hundred times in our past lives to be awarded a son in this one. I hoped Jinying and I would be reunited and have a chance for happiness. But I also knew this would be determined not by what I wished, but by the mysterious working of karma.
And I was all too aware that my karma was bad, very bad.
I remembered the pessimistic Chinese saying, “Husband and wife are like birds in a forest, when disaster strikes, they will fly their separate ways.”
But Jinying, instead of ignoring me and going his own way, traveled to Hong Kong to look for me. But how could he possibly expect to be able to find me there? Of course anyone could post a flyer or buy a newspaper ad for Xunren, “Finding a Missing Person.” But I didn’t think he’d be so naive as to give away my name so my enemies could find out where I was.
Worse, I’d already changed my name from Camilla to Jasmine Chen and Shen Wei when disguised as a man. Therefore, Young Master, your effort would prove to be futile one more time! So maybe we were not destined to be together after all, and I should accept that our brief encounter was like a failed magic show. Just like my former rival and partner Shadow, who was about to disappear from a water tank, but instead nearly drowned in it!
Feeling an unbearable sadness, I went to his piano and sat down, but afraid of alerting the neighbors, I did not touch the keys but began to hum very softly.


It’s only those love truly who suffer from separation.

Worse, when it takes place in the cold and lonely season.

Where am I when I wake up from my drinking?

Willows sway by the shore where the half-moon shines and the dawn breeze chills.




Gone for so many years, the happy times now only illusions.

A thousand kinds of amorous sentiments,

But to whom could I express them?




After that, I went to put a disc on his gramophone and turned the volume to the softest. My singing of “A Wandering Songstress” flooded the room with bittersweet emotion. All I could hope was that “wandering” would lead to something sweet, not bitter.

That evening, after I returned to the hotel, I decided not to go back to Hong Kong to look for Jinying. For if I did, how could I find him, or him, me? It would be what the Chinese call “looking for a needle on the sea bottom.” Anyway, sooner or later, he would have to come back to Shanghai.
Instead, I would look for Jinjin. The first step was to pay my singing teacher, Madame Lewinsky, a visit.
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Running into an Ambassador


The next morning, I dressed up like a student: white shirt, black skirt, my hair in two short pigtails, and no makeup. I didn’t disguise as a man because I didn’t want to shock Lewinsky or arouse her suspicion by cross-dressing.
I took a rickshaw to her apartment building in Avenue Petain, a short distance from my hotel in the French Concession. The puller trotted through the busy boulevard bustling with hawkers, rushing pedestrians, bicycles, and buses. “Hurrying to reincarnate” is how we describe people hurrying about these crowded cities.
Amidst blowing horns and screeching brakes, we passed shops, restaurants, two colleges, a library, a conservatory, and a cathedral before we reached a residential district with neat and clean apartment blocks.
I told the puller to stop in front of Lewinsky’s building, paid him, and hopped off. I climbed the stairs to her apartment, remembering her patient teaching, polished piano playing—followed by homemade cookies with warm milk.
Before knocking, I hesitated. What would I say to her? And what if my baby was really dead as she’d told me? Would she report me to the police? And if Jinjin was really alive and living here with her, what should I do? Grab him, dash down the stairs, hail a car to the harbor, and find a way to leave Shanghai? Although Jinjin called me mama in my dreams, in real life, he’d think his mother was Lewinsky. So when I took him into my arms, he’d probably cry and struggle to get free so he could go back to his “real” mother.
With these thoughts, my heart sank, but I raised my fist to knock on my teacher’s door. Just like my visit to Jinying, the only response was a ghostly silence. Disheartened, I was about to leave when a neighbor’s door opened and out peeked a middle-aged woman, with a puffy face, disheveled hair, and faded pajamas.
She gave me a suspicious once-over. “Are you looking for the Russian ghost?”
I nodded. “Yes, do you know her whereabouts?”
“Oh, you don’t know?”
“No, what happened?”
“She moved away. I heard that she was sick. She’s probably dead now.”
My heart fell inside a dark well. “Then what about the little boy?”
I was surprised that I asked the question naturally, as if I was sure that my little Jinjin was alive.
I felt faint as she went on, “Oh, yes, that’s the cutest baby I’ve ever seen. But”—she leaned toward me—“I always wondered how that woman could have a baby at her age? She didn’t look a day under fifty, if you ask me. And the baby looked Chinese to me—”
I cut her off. “You know where this baby is?”
“No,” she shook her head. “I don’t want to pry into other’s business, especially not a ghost’s. And especially not if the baby was stolen, which happens so often nowadays. Anyway, I didn’t see them much. She seems to be very secretive about herself and the baby, so I’m sure he’s stolen goods.” She paused, then said, “You know what? That’s why she moved out.”
My heart was now almost at the bottom of the well. “When was that?”
“About three months, I can’t really remember.”
Suddenly she cast me a wary look as her tone turned belligerent. “Who are you anyway?”
“Oh, one of her music students.”
“How come I never saw you?”
I smiled. “But I never saw you either.”
She smiled back, wrinkling the corners of her darting eyes. “Yes, I’ve only lived here for a few weeks.”

Once outside Lewinsky’s apartment, I could only wander around the streets aimlessly, unable to calm myself, feeling both elated and devastated. Yes, little Jinjin was alive somewhere! But where? And if Lewinsky was really dead, as the woman suggested, how and where was I going to find my baby? And what if I never found him?
Without a mother, anything might happen to him. He might be abandoned, like a stray dog, crawling around garbage bags scavenging for food. Or, like me, raised by some gangster for evil purposes. Or deliberately crippled to beg for his master. The baby I’d rescued in Hong Kong, dangling on a ledge about to fall to… Could this be an omen about my little Jinjin?
Trying to push these disturbing images out of my mind, I continued to walk with a heavy heart and brimming tears. I was oblivious to everything around me, until I felt something bump my arm, waking me from my reverie. It was a young man who cast me a dirty look, then hurried away.
“Jerk!” I spat.
An old woman with a cane wobbled past me, casting me a disapproving look. I reminded myself not to lose my temper. I had to keep in mind that now I was not an admired celebrity in Shanghai, but a fugitive, a wanted criminal, the main suspect in the bloody shooting of a gangster head. During the uproar, I’d also helped myself to gobs of my boss Big Brother Wang’s rival Master Lung’s money and treasure.
I suddenly realized that the young man hadn’t bumped into me by accident. I looked down at my handbag and found that it was open and my wallet gone!
I was carrying two thousand dollars in cash, and that was most of what I had in Shanghai, the rest was sitting in a bank in Hong Kong. I had plenty of money, which I had helped myself to from Master Lung’s safe hidden in his secret villa. This was just in the nick of time, as moments later shooting broke out between the Flying Dragons and the Red Demons.
The money I took to Shanghai was not just for daily expenses or emergencies, but also in case I needed to bribe my way around. Fortunately, I’d only put five hundred in the wallet, the rest was in a zippered compartment in my handbag. I also had some cash back in the hotel hidden on top of the ceiling fan. But I was worried I might need more cash suddenly.
Feeling completely drained and unbearably sad, I stepped into an empty alley to release my tears to the outside world. Afterward, walking back to the main street, I felt a hand, warm and large, placed on my shoulder. I was about to grab the hand in case it was trying to steal from me again, but instead, when I turned I saw a refined-looking foreigner. I guessed he was in his late thirties or early forties, tall, with blond hair and a neatly trimmed mustache.
He looked at me sympathetically. “Young lady, something wrong? Any way I can help you?”
To my surprise, this white ghost spoke accented, yet fluent, Mandarin. “Thank you, sir, but I don’t think so.”
“Miss,” his tone was serious, “you look too sad to be left alone all by yourself. Besides, it might be dangerous here. Can I take you home?”
I almost blurted out that I didn’t have one to go back to.
But my answer was: “Sir, I don’t know you.”
He swiftly took a card from his pocket and handed it to me.

EDWARD MILLER

CONSUL GENERAL, ACTING

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


Wah, Consul General, something like an ambassador, a very high position. My spy’s mind clicked swiftly like an abacus calculating what was transacting. If I could befriend him, I might get some protection in case my identity was revealed and my life was endangered again. I smiled inside—not to mention this man was nice looking and refined acting.
Everyone knows that in a prosperous, sophisticated, evil city like Shanghai, “having a protector” is of utmost importance. That was the reason all the gangsters bribed the most influential politicians, and the entertainers, in turn, paid off the gangsters. It is never clear who ends up ahead, but the relationships are necessary to all involved.
It’s well-known that all prostitutes here pay protection fees, and the more powerful the recipient of their forced generosity, the more prosperous their establishment. Without the provision of protection money, the signboard of your prostitution house would be torn down, and a chopped-off chicken head dripping blood would be nailed to your door to warn you of your impending demise. And rumors would reach your clientele that all your ladies would give them bad luck—and syphilis. So, without a protector, a lady of the night would only end up a “wild chicken” spreading bruised legs in a garbage-strewn alley servicing coolies and lepers.
That’s why the Chinese say, Sifang renyuan, bafang guanxi (“Know everyone in the four directions and eight paths.”). Meaning, always make as many good connections as you can. You never know which you will need in the future.
So I put on a sweet, innocent smile and said demurely, “Sir, you are so kind to help me. You’re from America?”
“Yes, I just arrived here recently. The former Consul General died suddenly and I’m his replacement. They couldn’t find anyone else quickly who speaks Chinese.”
He looked at me with curiosity. “But that’s not important right now. Please tell me your name and why you were crying. Something bad must have happened to you.”
Though a spy will never trust anyone, she never hesitates to use someone. I’d let my guard down and my money was stolen. It was pretty likely that trouble would knock at my door again. Anyway, I couldn’t see any disadvantage to be the friend of an ambassador. So perhaps I finally had some good karma that this Edward Miller had walked by. After all, though many would love to know an ambassador, how many ever have the opportunity? Therefore, I was not going to give up mine.
I changed my expression from sweet innocence to sad and vulnerable. “Sir, my name is Jasmine Chen.”
So as not to hesitate in saying my alias, I had practiced it in advance. I did not want to accidently blurt out “Camilla,” as I had made it a familiar name in Shanghai. Though I doubted he heard about it since clearly he was new here and I’d been gone for more than three months.
I went on. “A pickpocket bumped into me and took my money.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Jasmine. How much did you lose?”
Of course I was not going to let him know that it was five hundred, that I was rich. “Forty, but that’s all I have.”
“Poor girl. Don’t worry, I can pay you that—”
“Sir, I can’t accept this!”
“It’s okay, Jasmine, it’s only forty, not five hundred. As a Consul General I think I can afford that.” He smiled.
“But, sir, we hardly know each other….”
“All right, then what about your family, you want me to take you back home?”
Damn. Make up something, quick!
I avoided answering his question. “Sir, I’m not feeling well and starving. Can I have something to eat first? Then I’ll tell you about myself.”
He looked at his watch. “Of course. I have to be at a meeting in two hours. I’ll take you for high tea, how’s that? My favorite is the Heavenly Tune café on the roof of the Wing On department store. Have you been there?”
What a question. If I were a poor girl, how would I have the chance to go to an expensive place like that? That’s why Chinese always deem the Americans naive, sometimes even stupid. Of course, we Chinese have had five thousand years of history to build up our cunning. But I wasn’t complaining, because his naïveté was to my advantage.
As The Art of War teaches:


Pursue profit and advantage.

Seize the moment.

This is the winning strategy.

The way of war is the way of deception

To maintain the advantage, feign inability.




We think the Americans naive, but I know how they think of us Chinese: backward, superstitious, barbaric, dog-and-cat-eaters!
Of course, I had been to the famous café, but my answer was, “No, how could a poor student like me have this kind of chance?”
His smile was gentle and his eyes tender, like silk. “Jasmine, I’m sorry if I… Anyway, I’m sure you’ll enjoy it. Let’s go.”
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Heavenly Tune Café and Bright Moon Nightclub


Edward Miller led me to where his driver was waiting in his car; then we rode to the café on the busy Nanking Road. I didn’t feel very comfortable exposing myself in this popular café, but I didn’t want to suggest somewhere else in case he got suspicious why I’d turn down such a generous offer.
The open-air rooftop café provided a panoramic view of Nanking Road—Xin Xin department store, Intercontinental Hotel, the China Peace Insurance company, and the famous horse-racing track nearby. I looked around; to my relief, there were only a few customers, probably because it was still early for high tea. All seemed absorbed in their own business—or their own troubles—or both.
Since I was pretending that I’d never been here, I had to feign excitement. I inhaled deeply the fresh air and exclaimed, “Ambassador Miller, this place is like heaven!”
He smiled his American naive smile. “Glad you like it here, Jasmine.”
Then he led me to sit down at a corner table. Good. Less likely anyone would notice us, that is, me. We ordered—him black coffee, me orange juice, then mini sandwiches for both of us.
After the drink and food arrived, he raised his cup to tap mine. “To our encounter.”
I smiled back but remained silent.
The Consul General took a generous sip of his black coffee. “Now tell me why such a pretty young girl would be crying inside an alley.”
If only he knew what I’d been doing!
I suddenly remembered I should be hungry. So I took a big bite of my sandwich and washed it down with an equally big gulp of my orange juice.
After that, I asked an irrelevant question: “Mr. Ambassador, do you like Shanghai?”
“I can’t really tell yet; I’ve just been here for a few weeks.”
Good. Since he was new here, maybe he hadn’t heard about the gang war three months ago and all the juicy gossip about Camilla the Heavenly Songbird.
He went on. “Now, Jasmine, tell me about yourself. Why were you crying?”
Quick! Think of a good answer.
“Ambassador Miller—”
“Please call me Edward.”
“But—”
“There’s no but.”
“Edward, I live in an orphanage.” I lowered my head to stare at my hands, exuding sadness and humiliation.
One of his bushy brows was raised in question.
I went on. “But I’m not an orphan in the sense that my parents abandoned me. On the contrary, my parents loved me very much. My father was a high-school teacher, but he died four years ago when I was fifteen. A year later, my mother, a kindergarten teacher, also passed away. That’s how I ended up living in an orphanage.”
He covered my hand with his. “What about your relatives, why didn’t they take you in?”
“I’m already too old. Besides, my grandparents were all dead. An uncle from my father’s side has eight children himself.”
“Jasmine, I know I cannot take away your pain, but if I can help you in any way, please let me know and I’ll try my best.” He tenderly squeezed my hand one more time before withdrawing it.
I smiled coyly. “Edward, I’ve been very independent after spending two years in a heartless institution. So I think I’m doing all right. But I appreciate very much your kind offer.”
“I believe you. But don’t hesitate to call on me.”
I nodded.
He took a bite of his ham sandwich. “Did the orphanage also pay for your study?”
“Yes, I graduated from its own high school. The school is not good, but its library is, though rarely used, because the girls don’t like to study. They only like to flirt, hoping to be adopted into a rich family.”
I went on. “But I also learned to cook, sew, even dance and sing. And I’m very good at the latter.”
“I hope I have a chance to hear you sing someday.”
“I hope so too.”
He thought for a while. “Jasmine, why are you still living in the orphanage?”
“I left the orphanage last year for a while. At eighteen, we’re considered adults, so we’re expected to leave.”
I took a year off from my age so I was now nineteen instead of twenty. I hoped I’d seem more vulnerable and innocent, although I was anything but.
“Then what do you do?”
“The orphanage found me a job as a live-in private tutor and babysitter for a well-off family.” I put up a sad expression. “But the master…” I stopped, as if unable to go on.
Of course, he already guessed what I was to say. What else besides being harassed or even raped by the lascivious master? Maybe even getting pregnant with an illegitimate child and being ruined.
He leaned toward me from across the table and looked into my eyes. “Jasmine, don’t be shy. You can trust me and tell me.”
Was this naive, nice-looking American already falling for me—or my made-up story? But what I’d told him were not exactly lies, were they? Since I was an orphan growing up in a horrible orphanage, and the truth about my life was even more appalling than what I’d just told him.
I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. He immediately took a white handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to me. I buried my face in the ambassador’s scented silk.
“Please tell me, Jasmine.”
I gradually raised my brown eyes to meet his blue ones, remaining silent with a somber expression. I peeked around me; fortunately, no one seemed curious about us. An old couple leisurely sipped tea or coffee while appreciating the breathtaking, panoramic scene below. Two pairs of expensively suited men talked intensely with animated gestures. Children ate ravenously under their parents’ doting eyes.
He asked hesitantly. “Did he…”
I again dabbed my eyes without replying.
“Jasmine, how can I help you? If you tell me his name and address, maybe I can use my position to do something.”
“No, I’m all right, Edward. He bothered me, but never… more.”
He looked a little relieved. I was pretty sure he’d already fallen for me even further—just in less than an hour. So my flair for scheming and lying had not turned rusty even though I’d stopped practicing for three months. Now I might as well make the most of his compassion. As the Chinese saying goes, “When there is wind, open your sail to its fullest.”
I went on. “The master threatened that if I dared tell anyone, he’d tell his wife that I’d tried to seduce him.”
“Oh, how horrible. I’m so sorry…”
“So I just left without saying a word to anyone.”
Again, he reached to squeeze my hand with his big one. “What were you doing when I saw you?”
“I had just finished an interview for another tutoring position. Then when I walked back to the main street, a man robbed me.”
“Are you hurt?”
I pathetically shook my head.
“Poor girl, how sad you had to go through all this!” He hesitated before he blurted out, “Do you have a place to stay?”
Would he invite me to stay at his place? But I didn’t want that, because then my freedom to go anywhere anytime would be limited.
“Don’t worry, Edward, the orphanage is housing me while I look for another job.”
“There’s plenty of room. The house provided by the consulate is huge. Besides, I have my son, Henry, and my governess, Emily, who’s a very nice lady and takes very good care of me and my little boy…” He paused for seconds, then continued, “Since my wife left me.”
I was curious to know about his son and what had happened with his wife, but didn’t want to seem too inquisitive.
He spoke again. “I’m thinking… would you consider teaching Henry Chinese?”
I was not going to waste my time that way, but I couldn’t think how to turn down what for “Jasmine” would be a generous offer. So I gave an evasive answer. “Thank you, that’s a very nice offer. But I’m afraid I would do a bad job. I’ve never taught a foreigner Chinese.”
He looked disappointed and was silent for a few moments. He sipped more coffee, then asked, “Can you give me the name and address of the orphanage so I can take you back later?”
I quickly made up a name. “It’s Compassionate Light, a few miles outside Shanghai. So you needn’t bother to take me all the way home. Besides, I can’t be seen coming back with a man, especially a foreigner. But if you like, I can contact you.”
“Please, I’d love to see you again, Jasmine.”
Just then my favorite Western song—Carmen’s “Habanera” taught to me by Madame Lewinsky—wafted into my ears.
Without thinking, I sang along softly with the lyrics.
While I sang, the Consul General looked at me as if I’d transformed into a different person, or maybe even an immortal descending onto this Red Dust.
When I finished, he exclaimed, “Jasmine, I didn’t realize you have such a beautiful voice! How did you learn to sing so well?”
“Thank you. From my father. He was an English and music teacher. In the orphanage, musicians also come to coach the girls singing and dancing so they can perform for charities during holidays and festivals. Since they think I have a good voice, I’m the only girl they allowed to sing solo.”
He took a long, meditative sip of his coffee, then said, “I have a garden party next week. Would you like to come and sing for us?”
“But—”
“Don’t worry, if you can come, I’ll make sure you’ll feel at home.”
Should I accept the invitation so I could meet some more important people there? But I might also run into someone I didn’t want to see!
Before I made up my mind, my head was already knocking like a pecking bird. “Thank you, Edward. I am honored to be invited to sing at an ambassador’s house.”
“Ambassador or not, I’m also like anyone else. Good, so it’ll be next Wednesday at six in the evening. I’ll ask my driver to pick you up. But you have to give me the address of the orphanage.”
“Please don’t. I can go to your place by myself.”
“Can you at least give me their phone number in case I need to contact you?”
Reluctantly, I wrote down the phone number on a napkin and gave it to him. “But, Edward, please don’t call and get me into trouble. I’ll call you two, three times a week, how’s that?”
He didn’t look very happy. “All right, if that’s what you want.” Then he wrote down a phone number and the name Emily Andrews. “If you call, dial this number. Emily is the governess and takes care of my personal stuff.”
“Thank you. But, Edward, I don’t have any decent clothes to wear….”
“Don’t worry, I’ll tell Emily to find a dress for you. Just arrive an hour early at four-thirty and show the guard my card.”
He picked up the card, signed it, then gave it back to me.

Back in the hotel that night, I couldn’t decide if it would be good luck or bad luck to sing at this ambassador’s party. But I knew it wouldn’t be bad to know someone that important. Anyway, if it turned out that I didn’t need him, I could just waft away from his life like a summer breeze. And he’d find another girl, possibly on the street like me, or wherever his karma led him.
After my encounter with Edward Miller, I kept thinking I should disappear from his life now when he was unlikely to go looking for me. But the opportunity seemed too good to pass up, so I decided I’d go sing at his garden party and hope my luck would hold.
Waiting for Wednesday’s party, I didn’t do much except lie around in my hotel room, consume food, and read the Shanghai newspapers. I was almost disappointed that there was nothing about the gangs or myself. Had even my die-hard fans already forgotten about their beloved Songbird? Or had another pretty, talented girl been discovered to take over my place at the Bright Moon Nightclub? I decided to visit my former establishment to see if I could find any news of my old acquaintances, possibly even Madame Lewinsky.
Bright Moon, Shanghai’s most fashionable and expensive entertainment establishment, was located in the International Concession between Yuyuan Road—the Fool’s Garden—and Fanhuangdu Road—the Emperor’s Crossing. The nightclub had a gaudily lit circular façade topped with a torchlike cylindrical tower. Inside was a huge hall with tables surrounding a polished dance floor. Above was a mezzanine from which the VIPs could watch those equally rich but less important.
Though three months had passed—which seemed like an entire incarnation—nothing seemed to have changed inside the fashionable nightclub. Under the chandeliers, an impeccable Filipino band was playing a waltz tune. The richest and most powerful continued to have a good time side by side with the most evil, chugging down expensive wine or liquor and scraping their mirror-polished shoes on the nightclub’s famous glass floor. But there was one curious fact. As the men aged, their women remained forever young—still beautiful, flirtatious, and scheming.
I asked to be seated in a far corner shunned by the glitterati so I could observe without being observed. That everything looked so familiar after all that happened surprised me. I was back here not as the Heavenly Songbird Camilla, but in my new incarnation as an unknown young lad. This strategy is called jieshi huanhun, “borrowing the corpse to re-instill the soul.”
Who would have guessed that the young man sitting at a dim corner was the same person who, only three months ago, had taken the center stage of Shanghai’s most famous nightclub endorsed by the most powerful gangster head?
Since I dressed like the men in a fashionable white suit with half-matching black and white leather shoes, I didn’t think I’d arouse any men’s attention. But that didn’t guarantee the many lonely tai tai, society ladies, wouldn’t harass my boyish face and delicate frame with their wandering eyes.
The main singer, who’d replaced me, was about my size and age, pretty with a goose-egg face and twinkling eyes. However, I was relieved that both her appearance and her singing were far beneath mine. Because of the narrow range of her barely trained voice, she could only sing within a single octave. To cover up this flaw, she gestured and smiled a lot, with bobbing breasts and a slutty manner that were extremely annoying, at least to me.
Obviously she was the sort of girl who cared only to attract a rich man to marry, or if he’s already married, at least become his kept woman. These so-called singers spent their time flirting and conniving instead of practicing. I did all these, too, and thanks to my spy training, I did them better. But because I genuinely loved music, I also practiced hard. So though I’d been trained to be rid of feelings, I rediscovered them through my singing.
But these feelings didn’t emerge right away, only little by little, like flour seeping through a sieve. Big Brother Wang always taught that a spy’s feelings are equivalent to an incurable disease. In contrast, having no feelings protects against danger and might save your life. But I could not help but love singing, and the emotions it evoked progressively grew within me like a baby inside its mother’s womb.
To my disappointment, after sipping my drink and listening to the girl’s meowing for half an hour, except for one or two vaguely familiar faces, I didn’t see anyone I knew. Where had they all gone? Could it be they used to come only to hear my voice and now did not care to listen to this talentless girl?
The front table in the middle was empty. Only Master Lung and his entourage dared to sit there—his right-hand man Mr. Zhu, his son, Jinying, his bodyguard Gao, and me. The table, once fully occupied with laughing and shouting, now looked forlorn, like a jilted mistress or a discarded gown after a ball.
Now I’d been sitting here for almost an hour with the lazy singer’s voice buzzing in my ears but had not detected anything useful. I was wondering if I should just get up and leave, when something happened that I could never have anticipated: my former boss Big Brother Wang was striding into the club with an entourage of eager lackeys, looming bodyguards, elegantly suited business partners, and expensive women.
In all the time I had sung here and hung out with Master Lung as his number one woman, Big Brother Wang had never once shown his face in Bright Moon. Not that he wouldn’t want to push his way into his rival’s favorite night spot, but because he wasn’t ready to set off a war. Nor could he risk Lung noticing any sign that I recognized his arch enemy.
So, what was my former boss doing here?
My heart froze. If he recognized me, a moment later I’d be a bloody corpse lying on the glass floor. Because I betrayed him during the shoot-out at Lung’s secret villa. And he may have guessed that I had stolen his rival’s money and treasures, which my boss thought he was rightfully entitled to steal himself.
Heads turned as the nightclub manager and waiters dashed to greet Wang and his people. Then, to my utter surprise, the entourage was led to sit at Master Lung’s table!
To all of us who were regulars at Bright Moon, that table was sacred and untouchable, to only be occupied by Master Lung or at his invitation. This could only mean that the configuration of Shanghai’s underworld had finally shifted. Were Master Lung and his Flying Dragons gang now just one more finished chapter in Shanghai’s unsavory history?
It was definitely time for me to leave. I tossed a few bills on the table, pulled up my collar, and hurried out.
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The Garden Party


The following Wednesday, I put on a simple dress and hired a car, then changed to a rickshaw to bring me to Edward Miller’s mansion between Jiangxi Road (West of the River) and Fuzhou Road (Lucky Prefecture), inside the American Settlement. Although in the past, as Shanghai’s famous Heavenly Songbird, I’d been invited to many rich people’s houses, the invitation from a foreign Consul General was something new for me. I felt both nervous and elated.
The rickshaw let me off in front of a tall black gate with the American Eagle insignia. For a moment, I just gaped at the imposing building. It loomed before me, intimidating and aristocratic with its red fence, white walls, and blue-uniformed guards standing ramrod straight. Outside the gate, there was a grassy area enclosed with shrubs and trees—for dog walking or resting horses, I guessed. Since I was an hour early, there seemed to be no other arriving guests.
One of the guards saw me and came over. I announced my name, handed him Miller’s signed name card, and told him I was here to sing at the party. The guard went inside and returned with a fortyish, red-faced foreign woman. I assumed she was the governess Emily Andrews, whom Miller had mentioned during our high tea.
She smiled warmly. “Welcome, Miss Jasmine Chen, please come in. I’m Mrs. Emily Andrews, the governess.”
At my most polite, I replied, “It’s so nice to meet you, Mrs. Andrews. General Miller has already told me about you.”
I suddenly realized we were speaking English. I’d learned a little of the language during my training as a spy. Though I had no problem with simple conversation, I hoped I would not need it in a complicated situation.
I followed the motherly figure through the gate, then walked along the path toward the entrance. Unexpectedly, Andrews led me around the building to a side door—the servant’s entrance, I supposed.
Inside, she continued to lead me along branching corridors and closed rooms until we reached a long flight of stairs and ascended to the first floor. After some more walking, the governess stopped in front of a plain wooden door and opened it for me. Inside, the small room contained but a single bed, a desk, and a closet. Given the grandeur of the building, this plain room must have been intended for a minor guest or a servant. On the bed were laid out a dark blue silk dress and pair of lace gloves. Neatly placed on the floor was a pair of matching blue high heels.
The governess smiled. “These are all for you, dear. You want to take a hot bath first?”
Yes, why not? Although I’d already washed before I came here, why not another bath served by a foreigner inside an ambassador’s fancy house? Besides, as a spy, I was used to nosing around, even, or especially, in bathrooms where people like to hide their secret things.
I nodded. “I’d love to.”
“Good. I’ll take you.”
She led me out of the “servant’s” room and took me to another floor.
“Here is the bathroom. Go ahead in and get ready. I’ll send in the maid, Abigail, to help you.”
Unlike the plain room, the bathroom was spacious and nicely decorated with clawed bathtub, gold-framed, full-length mirror, a Chinese blue and white vase with fresh flowers. This must be for an honorable guest’s bath.
The maid, a rather dowdy girl probably fresh from the countryside, entered and took my clothes to hand up as I undressed. Then she took my arm and helped me lower myself into the steaming water.
She asked, “Miss Chen, is that your perfume? Smells really good.”
I smiled mysteriously but without responding.
So she went on in another direction. “Here, we have hot water available for twenty-four hours!”
I nodded again without replying. I wanted to focus on enjoying an ambassador’s comfortable tub, the steaming water, and the pleasant squishing of the sponge as the maid gently scrubbed my bare back, a comfort I’d missed since I was no longer Master Lung’s mistress.
When finished, Abigail said, “Oh, I need to bring you some clean towels. Stay here, ma’am, I’ll be right back.”
After she left, I splashed water on my face, neck, shoulders, and, enjoying being alone for a few moments, raised my arms and legs and bent them into the perverse, titillating poses I’d used in my contortion act. I wanted to feel daring, as if I were really the pampered hostess of this grand mansion.
Just when I was arching my back with abandon, the door opened and in plunged the Consul General himself!
I tried to grab something to cover myself up, but there was nothing nearby except my arms.
The handsome general looked completely stunned. “Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t know that Emily took you here. So sorry.”
In fact, I’d have been sorrier if he missed the chance to see me naked. Because now that he’d had a glimpse of what I had to offer, I guessed he’d be like a leashed dog, straining to grasp its dream bone. But if it turned out that I did not need his help, our encounter would be but a memory to unsettle his solitary nights.
Just then Abigail came back with the towels and Miller withdrew awkwardly. With a barely suppressed smirk, the maid held out a towel to dry me. She must have sensed that I was not the least embarrassed. Of course, she could not know that I was the famous skeleton woman who would have sex with a man—or woman—even in the most perverse, contortionist positions. I was sure she could have no idea of the wicked skills that my young body had been forced to learn in order to seduce and captivate Master Lung. After she had finished drying me, Abigail held out a robe and helped me into it. Then she led me back to my room, where Emily was waiting.
“I hope you had a nice bath, dear,” she said in her motherly voice.
I thought: Instead of treating me like a child, she should start to worry for her boss!
Refreshed by the bath, I put on makeup, then slipped into the new dress.
The governess gave me an admiring look as I inspected myself in the mirror.
“Miss Chen, the dress looks very nice on you. But what a tiny waist! When you eat, where does all the food go?” She laughed and added, “How can I have a waist like yours?
I was pleased that I could still inspire appreciation, but I feared this might be unduly risky. What if some of the Consul General’s guests recognized me as the Heavenly Songbird with her famous twenty-one-inch waist? I could only hope that my new hairdo—short, straight, and with bangs covering my forehead—would also cover up my true identity. But they still might recognize my voice. All I could do was omit the high notes that I was famous for.
As a last touch, on my head Emily placed a large hat with a solitary pink flower. She fussed around until the hat slanted in an artistically balanced and pleasing angle. Good. Because this hat would also shield part of my once-celebrated face.
But I was still thinking, would it turn out to be a terrible mistake to have come here? However, it was too late to act, or rather, to not act—like the hidden dragon in the beginning of the Book of Changes. So all I could do was go with the flow. Hopefully, like the hidden dragon, when the right time came, I would soar to the nine fold heaven.
Emily led me down into the main hallway, then out to the garden. Even I could just glimpse the interior, its glittering chandelier, gold and marble pillars, and fresco-like oil paintings proclaimed to all that this was the abode of power.
The twilight lent the garden a dreamy quality. Flowers nestled in luxuriant vegetation gave out intoxicating fragrances. Colorful lanterns hung in midair like stars descending to Earth for the pleasure of us mortals. A small live orchestra, partly hidden under sprays of pink blossoms, played soothing tunes. Guests, all foreigners, clustered here and there, sipped champagne, nibbled at hors d’oeuvres, and chatted. A few spotted me, politely nodded, then went straight back to their interesting—or obligatory—conversations. Suddenly, I thought, despite all this luxury, how boring this kind of life must be, after the initial thrill.
Emily excused herself, then Miller materialized beside me and handed me a class of champagne. He scrutinized me from head to toe and then back from toe to head.
“Jasmine, you look absolutely stunning! And smell intoxicating,” he exclaimed, then cast me a suspicious look. “What kind of perfume did Emily give you?”
“There’s no perfume, sir. I was born with this natural fragrance.”
“Is that so?” He studied me with an unbelievable expression. “I never heard of a person with natural fragrance. Is that possible?”
I smiled, without negating or affirming.
“You are a unique young lady, you know that, Jasmine?”
“Thank you, Mr. Ambassador.”
“Edward, please.”
“Yes, Edward.”
Just then a five- or six-year-old, very cute little boy dashed to the ambassador and rubbed his head against the man’s leg.
“Daddy, when can we eat?”
Miller caressed the boy lovingly, then turned to me. “Jasmine, meet my son, Henry.” Then he said to the boy, “Henry, say hello to Miss Jasmine, in Chinese.”
Henry smiled shyly. “Ni Hao, Jasmine, Ah Yi?” (“How are you, Aunty Jasmine?”)
I smiled back, touching his cheek. “I’m fine, Henry. You’re a very handsome boy.”
“Wo zhidao, Ah Yi.” (“I know, aunty.”)
I turned to his father. “Edward, your son is such an adorable little boy!”
The father smiled proudly.
I asked, “So, Henry is already learning Chinese?”
“Yes, in school.”
“He is hen ke ai.”
“Daddy, what is henkeai?” Henry asked his father in English.
“That means you are very lovely and likeable.”
The boy turned to give me a big smile. “You henkeai, too, Aunty Jasmine.”
Edward laughed as he affectionately patted his son’s head.
Henry pulled at my dress. “Aunty Jasmine, please come play with me!”
“Henry, Jasmine Ah Yi is too busy to play with you now. She needs to get ready to sing for us.”
“But, Daddy, I want to play with henkeai Jasmine Ah Yi!”
Edward turned to me, “I hope you don’t mind. I’ll be back in a moment.”
The ambassador left to greet the distinguished guests who kept streaming into the garden. I was relieved that none of these people was likely to recognize me—they were mostly foreigners, probably rich businessmen, influential politicians, prominent professionals.
Henry pulled out two plastic cars from his pants pocket, put them on the ground, and made roooom, rooom noises.
Seconds later, Emily appeared and said to the boy, “Henry, stop bothering Miss Chen, let me take you to the kitchen.”
Then she turned to me. “Excuse us, Jasmine, I need to get something for Henry to eat. He’s hungry.”
Happy to be left alone for a moment, I began to walk around discreetly to see if I could eavesdrop anything useful.
A bespectacled gentleman with a hat and suit said loudly, “When will the shipment of cigarettes arrive in Hong Kong?”
Another one in a suit and bow tie exclaimed, “The Charter bank has just doubled its profit and its stock keeps shooting up!”
Yet another one described to his lady friend how he had his portrait done by the first Chinese oil painter in Shanghai.
Except for a few curious glances from the ladies, probably hoping for some juicy gossip, it seemed no one was paying me much attention. I guessed that the honorable guests assumed I was insignificant—either a maid, a young cousin, or maybe even a mistress. And if I were a mistress, then people would politely pretend I did not exist. For my part, I was in accord with the saying, “It’s better to be silently seen than loudly talked about.”
Soon, I became bored listening to the rich and powerful, because I had no interest in politics or business. So I sat down by a corner and sipped my drink. But my hope for a few moments of relaxation was broken by hearing a plump man with a bulbous nose talking loudly to his small group of listeners.
“I’ve heard that the execution will take place on Sunday at the execution ground outside the city.”
A plump woman exclaimed in her high-pitched voice, “Oh, how horrible! Who’d be the unlucky guy?”
“I forget his name, but it’s some gangster.”
My heart almost stopped at the word gangster. Because they were, in a way, my people. I was trained by them, surrounded by them, worked for them, and made love to them—until I finally succeeded in ruining some of them. But now I had to run away from those I had not ruined.
One of the group, a man holding an elegantly carved walking stick asked, “What did the poor chap do wrong?”
“Who knows? Maybe he didn’t do anything wrong at all. Just bad luck. But you know, I plan to go have a look. I’ve never seen an actual execution. It’s my opportunity, since the Chinese are so uncivilized as to do it in public. Anyone care to join me?”
A gangster was to be executed. I needed to know who it was. But I kept quiet about my rather morbid curiosity. Then I was thinking. Could this man be someone I knew? Could it be Master Lung? Unlikely, for either he was now burning in hell or, if alive, hidden away, tasting the bitterness of his own karma. And it certainly wasn’t Big Brother Wang, because I’d just seen him at Bright Moon Nightclub, gloating at Lung’s specially reserved table. What about Gao, Lung’s bodyguard and my one-time lover? This thought sent a chill down my spine.
Then the chill spread through my whole body when I suddenly realized—I, too, was wanted by the police for murder! Would the ax fall on my head, too, someday?
I took several gulps of my champagne, though hardly in a celebratory mood. Then I thought of my host and decided I’d better capitalize on my good luck at having been “rescued” by him. Because, if I were headed for serious trouble, who better to have on my side than an influential foreigner?
Just then Miller came over to me. “Jasmine, sorry that I’ve been neglecting you. There are so many people I need to greet. Now, can you sing us a few songs when appetizers are served?”
I hoped this was not the only purpose that he’d invited me here—to provide free entertainment. I thought he genuinely appreciated my singing, but hoped that his interest in me did not stop there.
I scrutinized the guests again. Some already eating their salad, while others still chatting with drinks in their hands. As far as I could tell, there were no Chinese at the party. Feeling relieved that no one would recognize me, it was time to show off my singing, the better to lure the Consul General further into my skeleton net.
“All right, Edward. What do you want me to sing?”
He pointed to the live orchestra under the sprays of pink blossoms.” I already told them you sing Carmen beautifully, so they’re prepared. After that, I hope you can also sing a few Chinese songs. As you see tonight, most of my guests are British, French, and American. Some are new here like me. I’m sure they’d love to hear something local and authentic.”
Talking, he led me to stand in front of the orchestra. Before anything could be said to introduce me, the players had sounded the first notes of the aria.
I half closed my eyes and meditated. Seconds later, I sank my qi to my dantian, then drew it back up to my chest and head before I delicately exhaled the first words. I did my best to make it sound innocent, vulnerable, and heart-melting like a baby’s breath.


Love is a gypsy’s child,

It has never, ever, recognized the law.

If I love you, you’d best beware!

The bird you hope to catch,

Will beat its wings and fly away….

Love stays away, making you wait and wait.

Then, when least expected, there it is!




While I continued to sing, before my eyes reeled bitter memories like a flickering silent movie. I remembered Lewinsky’s warning that love might jump out at me from behind a corner, when I least expected it. Once I’d felt so hopeless about life that I attempted suicide, and Jinying rescued me from drowning in the Seine. When my little Jinjin, whom I’d never met, came into my dreams to comfort me. But now only three months later, they had vanished. Were they all hiding in this sleepless city—or were some already residing with the King of Hell?
Remembering, I sang with such passion and depth that they even surprised me.
When I finished, enthusiastic applause broke out, and for the first time in months I had the thrill of being the center of attention again. Bowing and scanning the audience, I saw Edward clapping especially loudly, looking like a teenage boy struck by the lightning called “love.” Now I had no doubt that he had fallen for me. A pretty orphan with a beautiful voice.
At a corner, Emily and little Henry smiled happily as they clapped. I caught tidbits of conversation from the few in the front table.
“Who is this Chinese girl?”
“She’s so good; how come we’ve never heard of her?”
“How did our new Consul General find her to bring her here?”
But instead of enjoying the attention, I could only hope these rich and privileged foreigners would forget about me soon after the party.
Edward spoke up. “Now some Chinese songs please, Miss Chen.”
All the guest ganged up with him. “Yes, we want Chinese songs!”
Someone shouted, “What about ‘A Wandering Songstress’?”
I felt a wave of anxiety. Was it coincidence this man asked for my signature song, or had he seen through my disguise?
I smiled coyly to the audience. “Sorry, ladies and gentlemen, I don’t think the orchestra plays anything Chinese.”
But I was wrong.
The young conductor piped up. “We can do a few, at least the ‘Wandering Songstress’ and ‘Nighttime Shanghai.’”
Someone exclaimed, “Sing it!”
Since I didn’t have a choice now, I again rooted my qi in my dantian and filled every word with a bittersweet melancholy.


At the edge of the sky and farthest corner of the sea,

I search and search…

My love, I remember you played the fiddle as I sang.

In the days when we were of one heart and one mind.

Now I long for my homeland, in the far north.

Tears streak down my hollow cheeks,

Thinking of our happier days together….




Singing, I watched Edward’s mesmerized expression and the happy faces on the others. Then I segued into “Nighttime Shanghai” to bring my performance to a cheerful climax.
As I was completely immersed in my singing, suddenly a light flashed from the audience, blinding my eyes. Distracted, I made a wrong note. Fortunately, most people turned to see where the flash came from and didn’t seem to notice my mistake.
Finally, I finished. As I bowed, the audience shouted out for more.
But Edward stood up and said, “Ladies and gentleman, let’s thank Miss Jasmine Chen for her wonderful performance and now let her rest so we can all eat?”
A few still called out for an encore, but soon everyone was eating and absorbed in their chatter. Edward came up to me, took my arm, and steered me through the crowd, past a grand living room into another spacious room filled with books.
“Jasmine, what can I say? Tonight you conquered everyone’s heart.”
I smiled but said nothing.
“Jasmine…” He paused, looking uneasy.
“Yes?”
“I would like to know you more.”
I didn’t respond, and he went on. “I can tell from your singing that you’ve suffered immensely. And I hope you can trust me enough to open up your heart. Of course I don’t mean now since we’ve just gotten to know each other. But I hope we can be friends.”
Again, I smiled but didn’t respond.
He lifted my hand and pressed his lips against it. “I can tell you’re exhausted not by your singing, but by the emotions the songs brought back to you. You don’t need to go back to the orphanage tonight; you’re welcome to spend the night here. There are ten guest rooms and I can ask Abigail to prepare one for you. If not, I can take you home. But then you have to wait for a while till all the guests left.”
But, of course, I was not going to stay. Keeping men in suspense creates mystery and increases desire. This is one of the Thirty-six Stratagems, yuqin guzong, “release in order to capture.” More to the point is the Ming dynasty’s Guide for Whores, which says, “Wives are less tempting than concubines, concubines are less tempting than prostitutes, prostitutes are less tempting than someone else’s wife, but most alluring of all is the woman you failed to seduce.”
The more doses of mystery you feed a man, the harder he’d fall for you. But why was I even thinking about this? The reason I returned here was to find my true love, Jinying, and our son, Jinjin. Maybe that was my training, or even my nature, that I’d try to seduce any man, or woman, who might be useful to me.
Can a woman love more than one man at the same time? Well, why not, considering what men do? Chinese history is filled with famous scholars who deemed themselves fengliu caizi, “followers of the wind,” artistic men who bestowed their love on not just one, but a whole entourage of talented, beautiful ladies.
A good example was the Ming dynasty scholar Qian Qianyi, who, bored with his dull wife, took for his concubine the beautiful and brilliant Liu Rushi, who not only graced his bed but helped him compose his books on Chinese history. Then there was the high official Hong Wenqing, ambassador to four countries, who took the courtesan Sai Jinhua, a politically brilliant woman who once saved the Empress Dowager from an invading army. And many men whose inamorata may not have been particularly talented but brought them happiness anyway. And yet all these men did not entirely lose their affection for their first wives, who, after all, had run their households and borne their children.
Unlike the first wives selected by the man’s parents, these women were spirited and unconventional. They interacted freely with men, enjoyed wine, traveled on horseback, could entertain by singing, dancing, or playing musical instruments—and excelled in the arts of the bedchamber.
If a man can love different women, why can’t a woman have more than one love? Not because she doesn’t want to, or cannot, but because society will denounce her. And worse, her own man-poisoned mind will not let her.
But I was not a proper, decent, or married woman. The rules didn’t apply to a rootless, homeless, relentless skeleton woman like me. So I could follow my heart’s desires wherever they led me.
But on this occasion, following my heart meant stringing Miller along for a while longer. So when the party finished, I politely turned down his offer to stay overnight at the consulate but agreed to let him drive me back. Not all the way to the orphanage, but let off a few blocks away. My reason was the usual—I couldn’t afford to be seen with a foreigner.
After Miller pulled up at the corner, he leaned over to kiss me. Although his lips merely brushed mine, I could feel the heat of his desire as if he imagined it was my nipples that he kissed. One more man had fallen into my trap. But though I was proud that I had not lost my touch, I felt not so much excited as confused, not knowing if seducing yet another man would be good karma or bad.
The sensation of the kiss clung to my lips like an insect that could not be brushed away.
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River Cruise


The next morning, I was jolted when I read Rainbow Chang’s Leisure News gossip column:

Has the Heavenly Songbird Alighted?

Yesterday, one of my Pink Skeleton girls reported back to me some exciting news!

At the American Consul General’s garden reception, a young Chinese singer surprised the partygoers with her beautiful voice. My source said that this singer looked a lot like our beloved, but disappeared, Heavenly Songbird Camilla. But how could it be her?

If Camilla, the ultimate cunning skeleton woman, flew away from Shanghai, why would she come back?

Curious, isn’t it, that she disappeared right after her patron Master Lung’s Flying Dragons shoot some still-unidentified victims? Can this be the strategy of mantian guohai, “crossing the sea to fool heaven”? Did her departure for places unknown have something to do with the shoot-out that left many of Shanghai’s eminent gangsters in pools of their own blood?

Police speculate that Lung’s safe was opened and some valuables taken. If the police are right, then who took Lung’s valuables? Can it be that someone is now living in newfound luxury somewhere? If yes, then why would this person return to the scene of the crime?

One of my sources says that the singer Jasmine Chen looks very much like Camilla, but another says her hair is too straight and her chin too pointed. We’d all know if the photo of Jasmine Chen taken by my Pink Skeleton girl had not been confiscated by the consulate’s guard.

But I have my sources, so more to follow….

Rainbow Chang


This was most alarming. Why would Rainbow Chang send her girls to spy at the ambassador’s party in the first place? Did she get wind of my return? If so, from whom?
There were no answers for now, so I went on to read the other newspapers. I felt relieved that besides Rainbow’s column, there was no mention of me in the other papers. But, of course, that didn’t mean I could let my guard down. Rainbow was on to me, even if she didn’t quite come out and say it. No secret was safe from her and her girls—they’d even infiltrated the American Consul’s garden party!
But then my attention was caught by a small headline in the Shen News:

Gangster to Be Executed

Hong Bin, a gangster and spy, will be publicly executed outside Shanghai—a mile from the Xu Jiahui Station—this Sunday at noon. After a thorough investigation by the police and a trial, the gangster confessed that he has been spying and gathering information for the Communist party.


I suddenly realized this execution must be the same one brought up by one of Miller’s guests at the garden party. I wondered who this Hong Bin was and what gang he belonged to. There were so many gangsters and spies in Shanghai, including me!
Faced with death, a gangster would likely make a deal to betray his own gang and take refuge with another one. But relationships in Shanghai’s underworld were even more complicated than the fate-determining, crisscrossing lines of our palms. So I wondered what was happening between this Hong Bin and his gang that his boss didn’t just spread some bribes around to set him free.
I decided to go see the execution. I was curious to know who this ill-fated man was and I hoped that, like me so far, he would somehow escape the hopeless situation.
But in the meantime a more pleasant event awaited me. After the garden party, Emily told me that her boss would like me to join him for a day on his yacht down the Huangpu River. As I set out for the harbor, the day was pleasant with clouds crossing in the afternoon sky like fishes swimming leisurely in a gigantic tank.
I arrived at the pier right on time, punctuality being one of my “virtues” as a spy. Edward was already waiting, leaning on a piling on the dock. He waved as he saw me approach, planted a kiss on my cheek, and took my hand. Then he led me to his yacht nestled at the dock among several others floating on the sparkling turquoise river.
“Welcome aboard!” He enthused, looking very charming in whites—shirt, shorts, shoes.
He took my arm and helped me on board. Two Chinese in crisp white uniforms stood on either side as we stepped onto the deck, undulating slightly in the gentle swell. After introducing me to the two sailors, he gave me a tour. I didn’t have much experience of boats, but this one seemed to be a cozy little paradise with almost everything. There were deck chairs near the bow and a comfortable cockpit aft with cushions along the benches. Down below was a cozy salon with a small but well-equipped galley including a bar. A door led to a curtained bedroom with a broad bunk. Though I liked his boat and was sure it had cost a lot, it did not seem so impressive compared to the rich men’s mansions I had visited.
But I said excitedly, “Oh, heaven! It’s so beautiful. I’ve never been in a sea palace like this!”
Edward gave me an appreciative once-over, his eyes lingering on my breasts and slim waist conspicuous under my simple, crocheted top and blue slacks. Then he took my hand and led me back onto the deck. We leaned on the railing, silently inhaling the fresh air while appreciating our expansive view of the river with its scattered junks, boats, and ships weaving back and forth in front of the city’s skyline.
“Jasmine, I’m glad you like it. I use this for both business and pleasure. People feel more relaxed out on the water and thus speak their minds more freely. Sometimes I also come here by myself to think or meditate on the flowing river.”
“How interesting,” I said, calmed by the rhythmically undulating waves, “I also used to come here to sing to the rising sun and its reflection on the water.”
“Did you?” he cast me a curious look, “When? You mean you could just leave the orphanage and come here?”
Damn. I’d forgotten Confucius’s famous precept, “A refined person is careful in speech.”
Fortunately, I had to learn early in life to make up answers quickly.
“Of course not, they’d never let me do that when I was in the orphanage. It was after I left.”
The crew already cast us off from the dock and we were now under way, the engine throbbing quietly, making it easy to change the subject.
“So today there’ll be only the two of us?”
“Just us, and, of course, my captain and his mate. I like to steer the boat myself, but this way I can enjoy your company.”
“It’s fine with me, Edward.” I smiled mysteriously. “No one from the orphanage is going to see me here with you.”
“Jasmine, I’ll be right back.” He returned with two flutes of champagne. “To our wonderful cruise,” he said, smiling handsomely while tapping my flute with his.
I returned his toast with a coyly flirtatious smile. “To our cruise, Edward.”
My diplomat friend went on enthusiastically. “We will be passing some of Shanghai’s most scenic spots: the Bund’s Western-style skyscrapers, the Customs House with its bell tower, Shasun Mansion with its pyramid top, the Garden bridge at Suzhou Creek, and many more. I’m sure we’ll have a good time.”
From behind his back, Edward produced an orange orchid and put it above my ear.
Staring at a few sea gulls gliding above the waves, I thought of a poem and began to recite it for Edward:


Last year the plum blossom failed to bloom,

This year it bloomed aplenty.

Every year the petals unfurl to welcome Spring,

How many times to appreciate a flower,

even if you live to a hundred?

Why busy oneself rushing in all directions?




After I finished, he exclaimed, “What a lovely poem! And how well you recite it!”
“You flatter me too much, Mr. Ambassador. Poetry is just a hobby for me. And, Edward, you know so much about Chinese culture!”
“Jasmine, from the first time I met you I knew you were different from the others. As the Chinese say, ‘After one look at the loftiest mountain, all the other hills look flat.’”
What a naive foreigner, and a Consul General at that! If only he knew how different I was: That I could throw knives with deadly accuracy. That I was skilled in having sex in the most contorted positions possible. That I was indeed an orphan but rescued from the orphanage, not because of anyone’s compassion, but, on the contrary, to be trained as an assassin.
After more compliments bouncing back and forth between us like Ping-Pong balls, Edward suggested we go down into the salon for a late lunch. From the galley he took a platter of cold snacks, placed them on the center table, and we began to eat. When he was busy consuming his shrimp, chicken, beef, or whatnot, I took the chance to look around.
The room was decorated with old charts and paintings of Chinese junks. A wooden shelf was filled with books, held in by an elastic cord. On one wall was mounted a miniature Chinese dragon boat.
The dragon boat reminded me of what I had read about the Chinese luxury boats of the past. The wealthy would invite a select few to enjoy their aquatic paradise. The guest list might include close friends, celebrities, high monks, talented scholars, beauties, and honest merchants. The last category always amused me. If there are “honest” merchants, are there also “sincere” spies like me, “on the house,” or on the boat, courtesans, “compassionate” gangsters? What about “spiritual” monks, who ate meat, drank wine, and seduced women?
These rich people’s boats were lavishly decorated with lanterns, ribbons, and latticed windows. In these pleasant surroundings, the honorable guests would engage in sipping aromatic tea, or expensive wine, dancing, doing calligraphy, reciting poetry, and meditating on the ever-changing waves. The boats were given names based on their unique shapes, like Gourd or Banana Leaf, or poetic images, like Swallow’s Garden, Jade Pavilion, Pine Grove….
I wondered, in a past life, was I a courtesan entertaining on one of these luxurious boats? Had my past karma led me to be gliding over the water with a high official on his beautiful yacht? I inhaled the clean air, imagining myself living in the purity of tall mountains, far away from this dusty world. But sadly, reality always paints a different picture.
My life was a boat drifting on a limitless expanse of water—when would it land on the shore?
Miller seemed to be enjoying himself so much that he was oblivious to my sadness. As we ate and drank, he rambled on about the city and the sights we were passing. I mostly listened, fearing the more I talked, the more chance I would reveal more of myself than was prudent. I didn’t want to spoil this seemingly pure, innocent encounter. Or was it? Maybe he had more in mind than simply rescuing a poor orphan girl from her horrible fate.
But I put this out of my mind for the moment as the rocking of the boat, soothing in its monotonous rhythm, gave me a sense of peace and security. It was a little cooler now, and the setting sun was casting golden highlights on the waves. Feeling mesmerized and nostalgic, a song involuntarily slipped from my mouth.


Everyone has parents, but I don’t.

Where are you hiding, dear mama and baba?

When, if ever, will we meet?

Would we recognize each other,

Or merely rub shoulders as we pass?




To my surprise, after I finished, my host was blinking back tears.
I asked. “Edward, are you all right?”
He took a small meditative sip of his wine, then softly put down the glass. “It’s your singing. It makes me sad, for you—and also for myself.”
“How’s that?”
He spoke slowly, his tone sad. “I also consider myself an orphan.”
I was surprised to hear this and quickly put on a sympathetic expression. “What do you mean?”
“My parents were missionaries in Shanghai years ago. When I was fifteen, our house burned down and they were killed.”
“What a horrible accident!”
“It wasn’t an accident; it was murder.”
“Murder! But who would want to murder harmless missionaries?”
I was not at all sure that missionaries are absolutely harmless, and didn’t feel much about his parents, since I would never meet them. But I knew I should sound sympathetic.
He shook his head, his blond hair glistening under the yacht’s yellowish light, rendering him still handsome but now sad, and vulnerable.
“It was gangsters.”
My heart skipped a beat. “They were killed by gangsters?”
What I really wanted to know was whether they’d been killed by the Flying Dragons or the Red Demons.
He split a bitter smile. “My parents did nothing but preach God’s good deeds. I think this offended the gangsters because they believe only in their own gods, who don’t mind illegal deeds.”
To my surprise, my hand had already reached to touch his. “Edward, I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through.” I paused, then, “At least now you have a good life.”
I suddenly realized why this privileged American ambassador took an interest in me. Because he and I shared the same fate, though he’d known his parents, but I hadn’t.
I was starting to worry. Although I constantly reminded myself to stay emotionless, was I starting to feel more for this man than was safe for me?
Edward gently lifted my hand and put it to his lips. Not knowing how to react, I left it there for seconds before I tactfully withdrew it.
He went on. “When I was at school, someone burned down the house.”
“Then what happened?”
“I was fifteen when they died. The church brought me back to live with relatives.” He sipped more wine. “It must be more than coincidence that fate brought us together.” He studied me with his penetrating eyes. “Jasmine, let’s heal together.”
I feigned a smile. “Thank you for your concern, Edward, but I’m fine, really.”
“You can trust me with the truth. I can tell you’re hiding things from the world, and also from yourself.”
I might or might not be hiding things from myself, but I was certainly hiding a lot from the world.
“Edward, not now please, maybe later.”
“All right, if that’s what you want.”
Finally realizing that he would not get anything more from me about this, he changed the subject with another startling announcement. “Henry is adopted.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I decided not to comment on his son’s adopted status, but instead offered, “Henry is so adorable.”
This time I really meant what I said. Of course the little boy was adorable, but so are many other little boys. I knew well that the main reason I liked Henry was because except in dreams, I could not express my love for my own Jinjin. I longed for someone to give my motherly love.
Now Edward took a sip of his bitter coffee, then, “Yes, I love him very much. But he is a reason that my wife and I divorced.”
“How’s that?”
“Miranda never wanted to adopt. She thinks it’s because of me that we could not have children of our own. I was the one who insisted on the adoption, and she always resented Henry.
“Henry was in an orphanage. A couple almost adopted him but at the last minute they changed their mind, so I was lucky.“
I was very tempted to ask why Henry’s parents gave him up, but suppressed the urge. I didn’t want the ambassador to ask me the same question.
But he asked another equally unwelcome one. “What is your orphanage?”
“Edward, it’s Compassionate Light. But please, you cannot come there asking for me.”
I knew the easiest way to take his mind off this subject. I placed my hand on his arm and stroked it gently.
“Edward, I am sure you have more important things to think about than a poor girl’s troubles.”
Anyway, my best strategy for now was to keep him interested in me so that someday, if it became necessary, he’d turn my savior.
He cast me a piercing look. “You know, Jasmine, you’re a talented, beautiful, mysterious woman. And your fragrance…”
So he had noticed that. But what man wouldn’t? Women pay a lot for perfume, but I had no need for it, because I was endowed with this natural fragrance. Actually, it was not “natural” because I hadn’t been born with it. Big Brother Wang had made me drink an expensive concoction from an imperial recipe. The esoteric formula consisted of honey mixed with morning dew to which were added chrysanthemum, lily, and ground pearl powder, plus some secret roots from a famous herbalist.
Once in a while there was a little white arsenic in the mixture. Although white arsenic is used as a poison, a small dose keeps one’s skin tight and wrinkle free. It also gets rid of excess liquid so you don’t look fat, and it warms your blood.
I’d been forced to drink the concoction by Big Brother Wang so I could bewitch and kill his rival Master Lung. Since I’d escaped to Hong Kong, I’d stopped taking it, because the rumor goes that a woman’s life will be shortened if she drinks this concoction for too long. However, I knew that the “natural” fragrance would still linger.
Of course, I was not going to divulge the secret of my irresistible body fragrance. Let him think that I was like the famous Emperor Qianlong’s concubine Xiang Xiang, or Fragrance, who bathed only in milk, flowers, and herbs.
Miller’s cheeks glowed with a pinkish flush, matching the twilight visible through the porthole. Was it the wine, or did he feel suddenly shy in front of a woman he was so strongly attracted to?
He moved next to me, gently pulled me to him, and pressed his lips against mine.
I found this man likable and attractive, but not irresistible. He seemed too reserved and decent. How many men, or women, made names for themselves for being decent? History tells us that it is the bad who get the fame and the women, and the good usually get killed for their efforts.
Then I realized my top had slipped down, and the ambassador was kissing my bare shoulder, then my breasts, so that my nipples swelled like the rising tide. Now my pants, as if having a plan of their own, kept slipping lower to reveal my narrow waist and my navel, below which lay the dense vegetation surrounding my mysterious fertility.
Outside the porthole, the rising moon seemed to wink at me, encouraging me to reveal even more. Hmm, I thought… why not? Though I didn’t think I felt anything like love for this foreigner. However, I did enjoy the chance to play my game of seduction, which had been out of practice lately.
As his hands caressed, he murmured, “Jasmine, you smell wonderful… so wonderful…”
But when he tried to slide my pants all the way down, suddenly Jinying’s loving face flashed vividly, but sadly, across my mind.
I gently removed his urgent hand. “Please don’t…”
The American looked shocked and puzzled. “Jasmine, did I offend you?”
I shook my head, buried it in my hands, and quietly sobbed.
“Oh, I’m so sorry. Tell me what’s wrong, please.”
“I am sorry, Edward. I… I… never had any experience with men.”
He gently pulled me against his broad chest and rested his head on mine. “Jasmine, I’m sorry, I should have thought of that. Please forgive me.”



PART THREE
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The Execution


Three days after the cruise, the execution was to take place. I hated to think what it would be like, but I felt I had no choice as it was a chance to find out what was happening with the Shanghai gangs. Since executions are popular as free entertainment in Shanghai, I had to arrive an hour early to have any chance of finding a place.
To make it as easy as possible for myself, after I got off the train at Xu Jiahui Station, I took a taxi to take me all the way to the unhappy site—a deserted area a mile from the train station. On the way, I slumped down so as to lessen the chance I would be seen.
Again, I had disguised myself as a man, wearing the ubiquitous common worker’s outfit of gray cotton jacket and pants. After I paid and got out of the taxi, I slipped cautiously through the crowd toward the execution ground. I took the precaution of concealing a pair of knives under my jacket, in case I suddenly needed my skill in knife-throwing. Crowds at these bloody events could turn bloodthirsty themselves.
However, the weapons, though cruel, were also beautiful, inscribed with a Chinese saying in elegant calligraphy: A sword worthy of a hero, for a hero worthy of a beauty.
I carried the knife and possessed the beauty, but my heroes were gone.
Approaching the ominous area, I saw thick ropes holding back the raucous crowd, from which wafted a pungent odor composed of sweat, rotten vegetation, and other less mentionable substances. To my surprise, some men even carried their children on their shoulders to enjoy an unobstructed view. Free entertainment for the poor and the perverse. To add to their enjoyment of this special outing, working their way through the crowd, were vendors selling food and drink.
“Aromatic tea-soaked eggs, get two and the third one for free!”
“Sweet soy milk, good for health and longevity!”
“Fresh crispy doughnut; if not crispy, get your money back!”
Inside the ropes a few yards in front of me, muscular and fierce-looking men in uniform were standing guard. Next to them was a wooden cage inside which knelt a man. Who was he? I quietly squeezed, pushed, and meandered my way to the front. Because of my delicate frame, no one seemed to notice me or react to my maneuvering.
Finally, I was right next to the rope, but the guards, the executioner, and the criminal on the other side were still some distance away. I leaned forward and craned my neck, trying to take a better look at this ill-fated gangster Hong Bin. He seemed too big to be my former boss Big Brother Wang. Anyway, only a few days ago, Wang was enjoying himself at the Bright Moon Nightclub.
The crowd was growing restless, finding it excruciating to have to wait to see someone die an excruciating death. The executioner, dress in black and with his head covered by a black mask, was a towering man filled with shaqi, “murderous energy.” Like the audience, he also seemed to be eager for the about-to-come, blood-squirting thrill. To my surprise, he was not holding a gun, but an ax. Obviously, he was about to chop off the criminal’s head, a barbaric act I thought had been eliminated a few decades ago. But obviously not. Or maybe the one who’d ordered the execution was especially vengeful and spiteful. So his victim would meet the King of Hell as a headless ghost.
Finally, fifteen minutes before two in the afternoon, a hush came over the onlookers as a shiny black car materialized like a huge, ghostly cat. A guard dashed to open the door. A uniformed man alighted, and all the guards raised their hands to their foreheads and clicked their heels. It was Police Chief Li, the very same man who had also been hunting for me! I instinctively averted my face.
Li waved away the guards and approached the execution space, which was marked by a big circle. I supposed the big wooden basin placed in the middle was to receive the squirting blood and the criminal’s head. Nearby, a long, narrow pit had been dug. It must be the burial site for Hong Bin’s body, once it had parted ways with his head. Even though the sun was hot, the sight sent a shiver down my spine.
Around me people were craning necks and straining eyes, some whispering heatedly, others watching intensely with almost protruding eyes. A woman put her hand across her eyes—I supposed instead of having a full view, she’d see only the splattered blood and rolling head through the cracks of her fingers, thus minimizing her guilt at her act of voyeurism. However, like a married man on his way to the prostitution house, guilt does not win over the anticipation of a “good” time.
On my left, a child was clapping on his father’s shoulders with a happy expression. Maybe he thought he was about to see a circus act. Good, because everyone was so focused on what was about to happen that no one was paying me any attention.
Now, one attendant handed Police Chief Li a piece of paper. Li took it, cast murderous, bullet-like glances at the onlookers, and cleared his throat.
“Good day, ladies and gentleman!”
I almost burst out laughing. Good day? What a joke! But it was a good day for Li, since he’d scored another conviction and was that much closer to another promotion.
He went on with a pompous expression. “Today we finally bring an evil man to justice and send an important message to all criminals in Shanghai!”
The onlookers clapped enthusiastically.
“Yes, kill him!”
“The evil always get their evil end; if he doesn’t, sooner or later their time will arrive!”
Li paused to cast us another blood-curdling look, then said, “This man did nothing but evil. He is a spy, a traitor, a murderer!”
This time I had to bit my lip hard. Who could be more evil than this police chief himself, the biggest criminal of all?!
Criminal Li smiled an evil smile. “Don’t worry, he’ll meet his end, in five minutes, I promise!”
People burst into loud laughing and clapping.
Two young people nearby were already laying down their bets.
The skinny one said, “Twenty on his death, anyone want to take my bet?”
His friend said in a harsh whisper, “I’ll bet a hundred for his escape.”
The whole group laughed. “Then you’re a sure loser!”
Just then one of the guards opened the wooden cage and dragged the criminal out. His arms were bent to his back, tied with thick ropes cutting deeply into his blood-smeared wrists. Another round of shouting exploded in the murderous air. The man was very tall, at least six feet. Lean, big-boned, and seemingly muscular underneath his gray, loose “execution” outfit. His face looked sunken and his hair long and dirty. But I couldn’t tell if he was someone I knew, because his face was turned away from us and he was blindfolded.
Li exclaimed with an authoritative air. “Now we announce the execution of Hong Bin, spy, traitor, and a communist!”
“Hao!” many of the onlookers shouted, itchy for blood.
He turned to ask the man: “You have any last words?”
The man tilted his head, shouting, “Be struck by lightning, you turtlehead!”
No one dared to say anything. I yelled inside. “You have guts, man!”
Li, his face crimson, kicked the criminal’s head. To everyone’s surprise, the victim didn’t scream, or even moan, as blood trickled down his face.
Li turned to shout at the executioner. “Ready!”
The executioner picked up his ax and raised it in midair, ready for action. Another guard pushed the criminal to kneel on the floor, then twisted his head so he was now facing the onlookers.
Chief Li shouted again. “Take off this man’s blindfold so he can witness his own death!”
I stared at the bloody face as my heart froze and a chill scurried down my spine like a street rat. The intended to be soon entering-a-coffin-and-turning-a-corpse man was none other than Master Lung’s bodyguard—my secret lover, Gao! How fortune’s wheel turns. Not too long ago, this man was making passionate love to me a few feet from his master’s stateroom as we crossed the Atlantic on our way to Paris.
I pressed my hand across my mouth so no scream would escape.
Gao must have lost at least twenty pounds since then, but still looked tough and handsome. I suddenly realized that Hong Bin must be his real name, and Gao the one given by the Flying Dragons after his initiation.
Now Gao cast a contemptuous look at the evil officers, then at us. Suddenly he spat with full force.
One of the guards kicked him in the face, yelling. “What’s the matter with you, dead man?”
Then he pushed Gao’s head down till it touched the ground—an extreme insult and humiliation.
A few young women, who may have fallen in love with him on the spot, dabbed their eyes with handkerchiefs, one even sobbed. But crying can’t help, only action does. And from my experience as a spy, I’d learned that with action, one must watch the timing, especially when you plan to kill somebody.
I was well aware that Buddhism teaches wisdom and compassion. However, this did not apply to me, for, if I were compassionate, I’d have died a horrible death a long time ago. Kindness only works when it encounters another kindness. But when kindness meets cruelty, it’s the path to defeat. That’s why the Chinese say, “Use poison to get rid of poison.”
Cautiously my hand reached into my pocket to feel the hard handle of my knife. Knife-throwing was part of my training to be an assassin for Big Brother Wang. Though I threw knives with great accuracy as part of my stage act, I’d never had the occasion to use them in a fight. I thought of how it had been Gao’s job to search me thoroughly before I’d be let inside his boss’s room. I couldn’t say I minded this. Gao had always been good to me—tender and protective. But I couldn’t love him completely, because there was Jinying, our boss’s son, and the father of my child.
I knew well that executing Gao as a spy was a way for Chief Li to do a favor for Big Brother Wang. Since Lung, dead or disappeared, was now out of the way, Big Brother Wang had finally attained his goal of being the number one gangster in Shanghai. So Li was now eager to collaborate with the new number one.
Li’s thunderous voice woke me from my reflections. “What are we waiting for? Chop this criminal’s head off, right now!”
To everyone’s surprise, Gao raised his head and shouted, “Wait!”
Li sneered. “All right, let’s hear what’s the last wish of a dying man. If it’s not unreasonable, I might as well grant it to accumulate some good karma for myself. Don’t you think?”
A collective “Yes!” burst among the onlookers.
Again, to everyone’s surprise, Gao’s question was, “Is my outfit buttoned in the correct way?”
The onlookers burst into hilarious laughter, as if they were watching a comedy, not a killing.
Someone yelled, “Ha! You’re going to report to the King of Hell in seconds, you think he‘ll care about your outfit, huh? Or are you a member of the Severed Sleeve Club?”
More raucous laughter exploded.
Severed Sleeve refers to men who love other men. One time when Emperor Ai of the Han dynasty woke up next to his favorite male concubine, he found the latter asleep with his head on the emperor’s dragon sleeve. Having no heart to wake up his lover, the emperor cut off his sleeve.
Chief Li looked amused. Since Gao was the fish trapped inside his urn, he could take his own sweet time before letting the ax fall.
He asked sarcastically, “All right, just out of curiosity, why do you want to know if your buttons are in the right holes?”
Gao spat. “I’d like to look respectable on my last, solitary journey to meet with the King of Hell.” He paused, then spat out vehemently. “And you bet you’ll ask the same question when I’m back!”
That was an ominous remark, implying that he’d come back to Chief Li as a vengeful ghost!
As if heaven also heard what Gao had just said, all of a sudden there was a clap of thunder followed by a sudden downpour. Some ran to take refuge under the few nearby trees; others pulled up their jacket to cover their heads.
The young man next to me said to his friends, “I think heaven disapproves of the execution. We should go, I don’t want to be part of this. Leave before heaven looks in our direction and recognizes our faces, quick!”
A guard immediately held a huge umbrella over Police Chief Li. Then the boss made a chopping gesture with his gloved hand. Was the glove to keep the blood from staining his murderous hand?
Then he addressed the crowd, “Please stay calm, it’ll be over in a moment; then you can all go home to relax or to a restaurant to have a big meal!”
As the man in the black mask raised the ax high to strike, I slid the knife from my pocket and hurled it with full force. As expected, the knife buried itself in the executioner’s thick arm.
Blood squirted in his eyes and ran down the mask to his chest as he screamed out painfully. “Aiya!”
The ax dropped to the floor as more rain poured down.
Someone yelled, “Let the man go free!
“Don’t you realize that heaven does not want him to die?!”
Chief Li raised his voice against the thunder and the calls of the crowd. “This man is a heartless criminal and will meet his long-deserved death!”
But no one listened to him, because they believed he had been overruled by heaven.
Li shouted, veins bulging on his temples. “I’m the police chief and I order you all to stay, right now!”
But there was mass confusion. Ignoring the disorderly crowd, he turned to ordered the executioner. “Strike, now!”
But Gao was nowhere to be seen.
As unobtrusively as possible, I squeezed through the stampeding crowd and left this place of horror. I’d left behind my precious knife but saved an even more precious life.
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Forbidden Love


That night I slept restlessly, terrible images flitting through my distorted awareness. Finally, I fell into a deep, troubled sleep and did not awaken in my hotel room until it was already afternoon, the sheets clammy with my sweat. I soaked for a long time in the bathtub, then rested until evening, when I finally summoned the energy to go out. Not wanting to be alone, I decided to visit Edward Miller, hoping he could soothe my chilled and exhausted mind and body. I hoped the ambassador would be at home, but I knew that diplomats like him spend many evenings out at dinners or receptions with politicians, businessmen, or celebrities.
As usual, I asked the driver to let me off some distance from Miller’s house. Then I walked through the nearby wooded area to the gate of his compound. The guards would look me over and question me before informing their boss that I had arrived and allowing me to enter.
Under the moonlight, in the midst of the thicket of trees, from the corner of my eye I spotted a figure a few yards from me. He seemed to be hesitating, uncertain if he should continue. My spy’s mind immediately wondered if I should run to the guards and alert them to a possible intruder. But there was too much distance between me and the guards. So I put my hand on my knife, the one I still had, just in case.
“Who are you?” I called out.
The ghostly figure approached me, branches cracking under his feet. Then in the moonlight, to my utter shock, I saw Gao, the man I had just rescued from hell!
His expression was equally shocked when he realized who I was.
“Camilla?!”
“Shhh… Gao, keep your voice down.”
He seemed to make a tremendous effort to do so. “Camilla… can it really be you?”
I said in a heated whisper, “Yes, it’s me, Gao. And I’m so glad that you are alive!”
A great pain rose in my heart when I saw Gao was still in his torn, blood-stained “execution” outfit. His once bright eyes were now covered with red threads and his cheeks were so sunken that I believed they could hold water.
“What are you doing here?” we each asked simultaneously.
I signaled for him to go first.
But instead of answering me and before I could think, he pulled me to his broad chest and kissed me hard on my lips. I was not prepared for the intensity of my feelings. But, of course, ours was an after-near-death reunion!
When we finally released each other, he paused to study my face as if he were a museum curator appreciating the unexpected return of stolen artwork.
“I never thought I’d have a chance to see you again in this life, Camilla. Did you reach Hong Kong after I took you to the ship? Why have you come back? It is very dangerous for you here. Tell me everything.”
I didn’t answer him right away but pulled him back so that we were hidden behind a big tree. I ran my fingers down his scared, bony face with all the tenderness I could gather.
”Gao, it’s been… I had to come back from Hong Kong.” I didn’t want to mention Jinjin—or Jinying. “Later, I’ll tell you later.”
“But, Camilla… tell me now. Who knows if we’ll ever see each other again?”
I remained silent. If we were not going to see each other, what did it matter?
Knowing that he wouldn’t get any information from me, he stroked my cheek and changed the subject. “Camilla, it had to be you who threw the knife and saved my life!”
“How do you know?”
“Camilla, who else? In Shanghai, you’re the famous knife thrower.”
Damn. “Gao, then do you think Police Chief Li will also figure out it was me?”
“Most probably.”
“But would he expect that I had come back to Shanghai to offer myself at the tiger’s mouth?”
“He probably doesn’t care. He just wants to catch you.”
“Then should I run for my life?’
“Yes—run with me.”
I was moved by his invitation to escape. At the moment it would have been easy for me just to run away with him. But what about the rest of my life? Though I did feel love for this rough man whom I had just saved from the ax, I knew I could not stay with him. I had to find Jinying and our baby, Jinjin.
Unsure what to say, this time I changed the subject. “Why did you come here?”
“Camilla, I really have no place to go. Haven’t you heard that the Americans are more humane and more willing to help? That’s why I’m here.”
“But with what excuse? The consul people must already know that you’re the ‘traitor’ to be executed.”
“Exactly, then they should also know that the government never gave me a fair trial, just ordered that I be executed.” His voice was losing its qi under the dim light of the crescent moon bathing us through the foliage.
My once-muscular bodyguard-lover now looked gaunt and weak as a withered tree. He must have suffered tremendously. Horrible images of beating, flesh slicing, finger crushing, toe hammering… forced themselves into my mind. However, despite his longer, matted hair, his eyes were sharp and bright like torches. He was no less handsome, just different.
I took his hands. As I expected, they were all scarred. “Gao, did they…”
He nodded. “But no more talk about this, Camilla.”
After a few moments of silence, I blurted out, “Where did you hide? Were you with Lung? How did they find you?”
“After I got you on the ship, I went to an unlicensed doctor who used to treat Master Lung’s men. He took out the bullet and sewed me up. He has reason to avoid the police, too, so he hid me while I recovered.”
“He was really kind.“
He chuckled. “Ha! Not that simple, Camilla. It’s because he got so many favors and was paid so much by Master Lung that he can’t afford to refuse me, in case Lung is still alive somewhere. If Lung makes his comeback someday, a lot of heads will no longer be on their shoulders.”
“Then how did Chief Li find you?”
“One day when the doctor was away, a group of policemen broke into his office and arrested me. I suspected it was a setup. The doctor might have been pressured by the police to sell me out.”
“It’s horrible. I’m so sorry, Gao.”
“Don’t worry about me, Camilla. I’ve always managed to get by. Now, what about you? I’m sure they know it was you who rescued me. If anything happens, I’m not sure I can help you anymore. Do you think there’s any chance that the Americans will give us protection? Is that the reason you came here too?”
I nodded. “Yes, in case something bad happens…” My voice trailed off.
Suddenly, it was all too complicated, so I just thrust my small torso against his big one and hugged him tightly like an octopus its prey.
He kissed me with a tenderness one would never expect from a brutal bodyguard.
“Camilla, you’re the only good thing in my miserable life. And you risked your own life to save mine.”
“But, Gao…” I moved strands of his hair away so I could take a good look at his gaunt face. “You took a bullet for me, and—”
He cut me off. “I know you think you’re bad, but I know that’s not your true nature—you’re forced to do things. I am too. But when I am with you, I feel it could be different… for both of us. “
“How could it be different? We are both fugitives.”
“Camilla, I just hope for something better. To not have to be on guard all the time. To not worry if you will be alive at the end of each day.”
“Gao, I owe my life to you….”
He looked into my eyes. “Then what about… him?”
“Who?”
“You know who I mean.”
Of course he was referring to his boss’s son, who was my other lover, Jinying.
I made my answer short and vague. “You know where he is?”
He shook his head. “I’ve been staying out of sight.” Then a desolate expression spread over his sunken face. “Camilla, is there any chance that I’m the father of your baby?”
“Sorry, Gao, but I don’t think so.”
“How are you so sure?”
“Because little Jinjin came to me in my dreams. And he just looks like the young master. I’m so sorry….”
“So you’re coming back for him and your son? But isn’t he…”
I knew he didn’t have the heart to say the word dead.
“Gao, I also came back to be sure you’re all right.”
“You’re telling the truth?”
I nodded, taking out my last, most precious and treasured knife. “Gao, please keep this for protection and as my token of love for you.”
Among the few knives I had, this was special. It was decorated with silver, gold, and precious gems—ruby, crystal, malachite. Lung had given it to me—I suspected, though he never admitted it, that it had come from the body of one of his many victims. Sometimes I thought of the knife as itself like a beautiful skeleton woman, able to destroy men and topple countries. I could not stay with Gao, yet I hoped that my knife would both help him defend himself and remind him of our love.
The bodyguard’s face lit up as he caressed the knife’s hilt. “Camilla, I will keep this with me every day that I live. Even if I’m destitute, I’ll never pawn or sell it. I will treasure this as I have treasured you.”
Fascinated by the sharp blade, he suddenly spun and stabbed it into the tree trunk he had been leaning on.
Then he touched my cheek with his big, rough hand. “You heard the saying that a hero will protect three villages, a dog its three neighbors? As long as I’m still breathing on this earth, I’ll love and protect you as much as I can.”
I was greatly moved by this sentiment. Not that I thought he could really protect me from all the evil people now out to get me, but because he was so unlike the others who cared for me only if I could be useful in their tortuous schemes. In my world, decency was unexpected. Life, as the Chinese phrase it, is like “a broad landscape with winding bridges and tall mountains”—one never knows what is around the next turn.
Gao took the knife and put it inside his pocket. He held his hand out to help me up onto a big boulder underneath the tree, then sat beside me. It was getting dark and chilly, so I tightened my thin blouse around my chest. Poor Gao looked upset that he didn’t have anything to offer me to protect myself from the cold. So he wrapped his arm around my shoulder. We remained silent, savoring these moments, wondering if they would be our last ones together.
The consulate building stood silent and majestic in the distance. Its many lights resembled spying eyes, watching Gao’s and my every move.
But I ignored the spying and asked, “Gao, I’ve always wondered, how come you’re still alone? I’m sure lots of women have wanted you.”
He sighed. “Camilla, you’re the only woman I care about. My wife’s very cold, distant, and proper—”
“I didn’t know that you’re married!”
“It was an arranged marriage. I never loved her and she knew that from the beginning. My family tried to get me a second wife, but none of the girls were to my taste. Too young and frightened, as if I might torture them at any moment. I’m married, but I also live like a single man.”
“Did you… go to the turquoise pavilions?”
Turquoise pavilions were high-class establishments where the ladies, though available, were well versed in the four literary arts of music, poetry, painting, and calligraphy.
“I did. But never after I met you. I just lost interest in these women who have lost their hearts.”
“But, Gao, I, too, am a bad person, very bad.” Although I love two men—not only you, but Jinying—I was also intimate with an ambassador only a few days ago. But I swallowed my self-accusation.
He pulled me to him and kissed me deeply; then his hand reached to pull up my dress.
I was mumbling between his mouthful attacks. “Gao, stop, what do think you’re doing? This is not a safe place and we’ve already let our guard down. Someone might come out from the building anytime to take a walk here.”
But the bodyguard ignored my warning.
“Camilla,” he went on, unzipping his pants, “we have no idea if we’ll see each other again, nor how long we’ll live….”
His voice trailed off as I felt his ballooning sex, like a mischievous snake slithering around the hole to which it wanted desperately to return. Soon we were lying on the mud and grass kissing, groping, squeezing, shaking, as in the midst of our living hell we entered our temporary sexual paradise.
Just after we finished our frantic pleasure, an explosion slashed the night air, followed by the sounds of shattering glass and collapsing walls. My ears rang as they had during the shoot-out in Master Lung’s villa. We quickly pulled on our clothes and looked around to see where the startling bang had come from.
Gao whispered heatedly to my ear. “Camilla, leave right now before it’s too late!”
“But what about you?”
“I’ll take care of myself, leave.” He gave me a push, but I stalled.
“Gao… don’t do this to me again, I beg you…”
I was referring to my previous escape from Shanghai when he’d just pushed me onto the ship and driven away.
He gave me another push, this time harder. “Go. Now.”
I was becoming hysterical. “But why, Gao? Didn’t you just ask me to run away with you?”
“Not now. Someone may have guessed that I would come to the consulate for protection. And they do this to threaten the consulate not to take me in.”
Just then another loud sound—it could only be a bomb to be so loud—followed by firing of guns.
I screamed, “Gao, Gao!”
But amidst the clamor, Lung’s former bodyguard had already vanished into the dense smoke, making it hopeless for me to find him. Nor did it seem like a good idea to visit my friend, the Consul General. Because of the bombing, the place would be swarming with police and reporters. So I took advantage of the darkness to sneak out of the wooded area, walk a short distance, then climb onto a rickshaw, my collar pulled up over my face as if to keep out the smoke.

The next morning, I flipped through several newspapers and ran across Rainbow Chang’s article:

Explosions at the American Consulate

Last night’s bombing at the American Consulate has police out in full force to investigate. Who could possibly be behind an embassy bombing? It is very unlikely it was our government, for they are trying to be friends with the Americans, not to provoke them by starting a war.

There are only two possibilities: It’s either a random act of communists or anarchists, or gangsters who don’t like the new Consul General Edward Miller’s idea of cleaning up Shanghai.

Girls from my Pink Skeleton Empire and I are on the case.

More to follow…

Rainbow Chang


As I read this, a chill descended my spine. If Rainbow was right, did it mean that the life of my possible savior, Edward Miller, was in danger?
Fortunately, none of the newspapers wrote about the other day’s failed execution and Hong Bin’s, that is, Gao’s, disappearance. I figured that Police Chief Li blocked the story. Li would shoot himself in the face if the news leaked out to make him lose face.
There was no mention of Gao in Rainbow’s story neither. Had he been able, like me, to slip away unnoticed, or had he been caught by the police? What was my chance of ever seeing him again, or even learning his fate? I buried my face in the pillow and sobbed.
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Vanished Children on the Wall


Since there was nothing I could do to find out if Gao was all right, the next step was to see about Edward. So the following morning I made my way to the Consul General’s mansion, only to find that the whole building was cordoned off. Consulate staff, guards, and reporters milled around under the watchful eyes of policemen, who occupied themselves scribbling notes, snapping pictures, or yelling at onlookers to step back. There was no hope of getting close to the building, let alone being allowed in.
Back in the hotel, I called Emily and asked about her boss.
The governess’s worried voice brushed my eardrum. “Miss Chen, so glad to hear from you!”
“Emily, I’m also glad that you are all right. I read in the newspaper about the bombing, just want to know if General Miller is also all right.”
“Yes and no.”
“What do you mean?”
“He is fine, because he was out for business last night. But Henry is hurt.”
“Oh, heaven, what happened? I hope it’s nothing serious?”
“The doctor said though his life is not in danger, he’s in shock.”
“That’s horrible, I am so sorry to hear about this. Is General Miller with him?”
“He’s extremely occupied for now with meetings, but he has been visiting Henry in the hospital whenever he can. I’ll be leaving to stay with him soon.”
Of course I was not in the position to say that I’d also visit Henry. So I said, “Could you tell General Miller and Henry that I called?”
“Of course. Miss Chen, General Miller did tell me if you call, tell you that he’s fine and that he wants to see you next week, when things are calmer. Could you call back in a few days to arrange this?”
“Of course. Was anyone else hurt? How bad is the damage?”
“Actually, it’s not bad. I mean physically. But it’s alarming to us that someone would do such a thing. We guess it must be some crazy people who hate foreigners and want us all to leave China. Since the bomb was not powerful, the guards believe it was homemade by an amateur.”
“Hope they’re right.”
“I hope so too. But some of our Chinese staff think it’s a black society. I heard that two months ago they threw bombs at the garden of the Chinese Supreme Court. This was to threaten the judges to take their side. So maybe now they want to scare the Americans too.”
It seemed pretty clear to me that it was one of the gangs, but as to which one, I was not going to further inquire.
I hung up, surprised at how upset I was by the news that young Henry was in shock. Was I carrying some curse that all the males in my life, young and old, good and bad, seemed to disappear? My little Jinjin, gone before I’d even met him, his father, Jinying, Gao, Master Lung—all gone. Even Edward Miller, after the bombing, would he come back into my life?
I thought of the Chinese saying, “Moss likes to hang on to trees,” which means women seek important men to take care of them. Especially women like me, who live on the fringe. Similarly, children enslaved to harsh labor will never disobey or run away. Because even as children, they know that once outside, they will be even worse off.
I’d been rescued by Big Brother Wang, but only because he saw in me the way to assassinate Master Lung. It was never my choice to serve Wang, nor be Lung’s mistress and would-be assassin, but this had been my karma. So I risked my life by escaping to taste life as a free woman. Now I was finding that if freedom meant a life without anyone I could depend on—a mentor, an admirer, or a benefactor—that was nearly as scary as being under the gangster’s thumb.
Not that my lot was unusual. For thousands of years, only a few lucky women escaped having their lives controlled by men. There were all those famous courtesans. Yes, they were able to live a glamorous life outside the traditional, stern Confucian household. So they didn’t have to serve husbands, mothers-in-law, and even worse, the array of family ancestors whose dead, malevolent eyes watch from high on the ancestral altar.
These courtesans could do what Confucian propriety forbade to proper housewives: display their beauty and talent to their heart’s content, put on makeup, wear sexy clothes, learn “trivial” arts like music and dance, and even enjoy witty conversations with men. They were not stuck with just one man chosen by a matchmaker, while a wife had to serve her husband and his parents even after they were dead!
So it seems that the courtesans’ life was much better because they had the freedom coveted by the downtrodden housewives. But alas, their freedom was only superficial. Because their whole livelihood still depended on their patrons—who were men. It is only because of the celebrity scholars or high government officials who visited their turquoise pavilions and wrote poems about them that their names are still known. So these women, talented and beautiful as they were, had to please their powerful patrons, just as the proper, Confucian wives had to please theirs.
Depressed by these reflections, I stopped going out for days. I was desperate to start looking for Jinjin, but so demoralized that all I could do was stay in my room and try to think up a plan. However, I soon tired of thinking up plans that could not be put into action. I felt like a prisoner in Shanghai, unable to go around freely, yet I would not leave until I found out the truth about my baby.
There was still no news about Gao, neither in the newspaper nor on the radio. Since I didn’t work for any gang anymore, I couldn’t even eavesdrop on rumors of his whereabouts. And there was Jinying. Was he really in Hong Kong or back in Shanghai?
One night into my dream came my little Jinjin.

The first thing he said to me was, “What happened Mama? I haven’t seen you for a while, so I worry about you.”
But my baby looked so cute and healthy that instead of answering him, I stared at him admiringly.
He went on. “Every day I eat and grow. Now I can even say a few words. I am happy, but I am also unhappy because I don’t know where you are and can’t visit you, so I here I am.”
I spread my arms wide. “Jinjin, give your mother a hug first.”
This time he ignored my affectionate requet and went on in a scolding tone. “Where’s Baba? I worry about him too. I know you two are not together. This makes me very sad. I don’t want to be a sad baby anymore. I want you, Baba, and me all to be a happy family together. So, Mama, make that happen, chop, chop!”
As he was running away on his chubby feet, he threw down the words. “You don’t want me to be your sometimes happy and sometimes unhappy baby, do you?”

After I woke up from this dream, I made a decision. I would overcome my lassitude and go to the Compassionate Grace Orphanage to look for Jinjin, though I knew that the chance he’d be there was slight. But so long as there was still a glimpse of hope, I would not give up. I was born parentless, so I did not want to die friendless, husbandless, childless.

The next morning, I dressed like an ordinary housewife, carrying a wicker basket loaded with a few fruits and vegetables to enhance the realism. Then I hired a rickshaw to the Compassionate Grace Orphanage farther out on a much quieter section of Avenue Joffre. This was the place where I was left to grow up, until I was rescued, but, as it turned out, by a gangster who intended to use me as a spy. From my years at Compassionate Grace, I couldn’t recall any compassion, nor any grace either. But such as it was, this was my home during my childhood.
Set back from the wide, tree-lined boulevard, the long, three-storied compound looked morose and indifferent at the same time. I stood across from the building, watching to see if anyone was bringing babies in or out. But how could I possibly recognize Jinjin, whom I’d never seen? Maybe Jinjin would come again in a dream to tell me how to find him?
Since it was still early in the morning, outside the orphanage I saw mostly basket-carrying housewives passing by in a hurry or elderly people out for a leisurely stroll. Occasionally, a woman would stop to stare at the orphanage wall, which was covered with posters. What they were reading seemed to be even juicier than Rainbow Chang’s column. After a couple of minutes, they would hurry on to do their marketing.
Now almost twenty minutes had passed without my seeing any babies. I needed to go in and take a look, even ask if anyone knew about my son. But if I didn’t know what my son looked like, how could I describe him to the staff? They’d either treat me as a would-be kidnapper or simply think that I, having lost my child, had also lost my mind.
Soon I had crossed the street and stood next to the entrance. Then I saw that the flyers pasted on the outside wall all had headlines like, MISSING SON; MISSING DAUGHTER; LOOKING FOR MY BABY SON; or HAVE YOU SEEN MY LITTLE DAUGHTER? It was these that the women had been reading!
My heart began to pound as I wondered why these flyers were here and who had posted them. One that was unusually long caught my attention. Attached was a picture of a girl of three or four, smiling sweetly into the camera. Her hair was fastened by a ribbon on the top of her head, then spilled in all directions like the branches of a coconut tree. Big Chinese characters were embroidered on her dress: Lucky child.
The flyer read:

Ho Meili, girl, our four-year-old little darling, has been missing since November 12 last year. We had taken her shopping for toys at the Sincere department store on Nanking Road

Meili picked out a doll she wanted. After we paid, we turned around to give Meili the doll, but she had disappeared. The manager and the police searched everywhere, but our darling girl could not be found. Now we both cry whenever we look at the doll.

Meili is a beautiful, bubbly, happy child dearly loved by us and doted on by her grandparents—many people envied us having this little girl with her angelic face. She loved to sing, dance, and draw.

Since her disappearance, Meili’s grandparents have become depressed, and we fear they may be suicidal. Now we have to hide all Meili’s things so as not to remind them.

Please, if anyone has seen Meili or heard about a lost little girl, please contact us immediately. We will offer a big sum of money, and heaven will bless you with good fortune and longevity for saving not only a little girl, but also her parents and grandparents. Thank you.

If you have seen her, please visit or write to the address below….


In the past, when I read or heard bad news like this, I’d have said nonchalantly, “So sad,” and left it at that. But now I was a mother, even though I’d never seen my son. However, both his presence—in my dreams—and absence—in my life—had unexpectedly awakened in me a love I could never have imagined I could feel.
Therefore, it was hard for me to believe that now I actually felt a great sympathy surging from my heart. But it was the second poster that was truly heartbreaking.

Our adorable son, Yang Ming, five years old, together with our precious daughter and Yang Ming’s twin sister, Yang Feng, both vanished like the morning dew. This happened July 10th when my wife and I took them to the Guohua Elementary School.

With our very eyes, my wife and I saw our precious dragon and phoenix twins walk hand in hand through the school’s entrance, smiling at us as they let the door close behind them. It was the last smile of theirs that we would ever see.

I remembered that as we were waiting with her in front of the school, our little girl’s butterfly hair pin fell to the ground and one of her classmates picked it up and handed it back to her.

But alas, when we went to pick them up after school in the afternoon, the teachers and staff said they never saw them at school that day. Not even Yang Feng’s classmate the little girl who picked up my daughter’s hair pin, who said she did not remember at all. They all acted like we were crazy.

But that was not the end of our tragedy. One day a man responded to our flyer and called to tell us he knew where our son and daughter are. Needless to say we were elated beyond words and would be more than happy to pay his exorbitant fee.

Alas, we were puzzled when he took us to a bridge. The man pointed to the distance. “See, your children are there, now pay me and you can reunite with them.”

We paid him, then dashed toward the two small, half-naked children. Then we saw that they were kneeling with a big bowl in front of them. They were not our children, but two pathetic little beggars asking for money and food! We were even more shocked to realize that the girl’s leg was bent and the boy was blind!

Later, we were told that children are kidnapped and sold to black societies that control Shanghai’s beggar ring. The gangsters would maim the children so they could beg better for them—and no one would want to adopt them.

After we learned about this racket, we looked at begging children all over Shanghai, in case our two little treasures were among them. But we never found them. When we asked again for the police to help, they warned us that we better not waste their time and effort by calling again.

We know we will probably not see our dragon and phoenix again in this life. So our only hope is to have a union with them in our next.

Please wish us good luck.


With a heavy heart, I kept looking over the posters until my attention was drawn to a tattered one stuck to the low corner of the wall. It looked as if it had been written some time ago. The calligraphy looked surprisingly refined—and familiar! I was astonished to read:

Dear Jinjin,

Where are you and your mother? Are you inside this institution or in the other world? I asked here several times, but nobody seems to care. Their answer is either there’s no one with this name, so look for your son elsewhere, or we are not the city’s information center, so stop bothering us.

So anyone please, if you know the whereabouts of Lung Jinjin, please write to me at this PO Box address. I’ll pay whatever you ask.

A father


I felt my heart almost stop beating. Was this really Jinying looking for our love son, Jinjin? Or was it another child who shared the same name with my baby? But I was pretty sure that the “father” was Jinying because it was his handwriting. He must not have signed his name because he didn’t want others to know who he was—the Flying Dragons’ boss’s son—and that he secretly had a son.
If the “father” was Jinying, that meant he also suspected or even had news that our son was still alive, possibly living an anonymous and miserable life inside this horrible institution. What to do? Should I go in and ask? But had they given him a different name? Jinjin was the name Master Lung gave to his grandson; besides him, only Jinying and myself knew it. My singing teacher Madame Lewinsky, who’d helped me give birth to Jinjin but told me that he was stillborn, would have picked a name for him herself.
I had never even seen Jinjin, so even if he was inside this institution, I didn’t think I’d recognize him. And I couldn’t ask him into my dreams—for it was totally up to him when he would visit me. Even if he did, how could a baby describe his whereabouts?
I burst into tears. Maybe soon it would be my turn to post something desperate and tragic on this wall to vent my hopelessness. I took out a handkerchief and dabbed my eyes.
A woman’s voice rose in the air, giving me a jolt. “Miss, is your child one of these?”
Alarmed that anyone might know about my secret, I immediately stopped crying and conjured up a sweet, friendly smile. “Oh, no, just reading.”
The stranger was in her late twenties, with a plain, easily forgettable face and a skinny figure.
She cast me a curious once-over. “But then why are you crying?”
I chuckled a little. “Oh, because they are so heartbreaking. In fact, I’m looking for my best friend’s child.”
This time I gave her a once-over. She definitely didn’t have the distraught look of a mother searching for a lost child.
“Then is your child one of these, miss?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I’m a journalist, just come here to find something to write about.”
“Have you?”
“Sort of, I can cook up a pretty heart-wrenching story based on these flyers.”
Yes, making money based on someone else’s sufferings. But I was no one to criticize. My whole life had been with gangsters who did just that.
But I asked, “Do you know why are these flyers put here, where not many people will see them?”
She looked around, then lowered her voice. “Oh, you never heard of the rumor?”
I shook my head. My ears perked as my curiosity was pricked.
She pulled me away from the wall to a corner as a passing old woman cast us a suspicious look.
She again talked in a heated whisper. “The rumors goes that this orphanage, instead of raising the babies in compassion and grace as their name implies—”
“They ill-treat the children?” I pretended ignorance. Since I grew up here, I knew exactly what they did.
“Of course they do. But it’s even worse. They secretly sell the unadoptable children to black societies for high prices.”
“What? But what for?” I feigned shock, though the answer was obvious.
“The girls would be sent to prostitution houses and the boys to be beggars. You know, the black societies also control the beggar ring. And it’s no use to report to the police,” she chuckled nervously, “since they are on the take from the gangs.”
“That’s terrible. Can’t anything be done?”
“That’s why… if I write about this in the newspaper, I hope the article will put some pressure on the orphanage.”
“But what newspaper is willing to print your story? You mean they’re not afraid of the police and gangsters?”
“We publish our newspaper secretly. Anyway, I’ve got to go. Could you ask your friend with the lost child to contact me?” She took something out from her pocket. “Here’s my card, please call or write.”
“Thank you, I will.”
I pointed to the flyers. “Why doesn’t the orphanage tear these down?”
“They did, but new ones pop up all the time. Sometimes you can’t fight the wrath of the people. Anyway, this orphanage will be doomed. When all their bad deeds come out, the police, in spite of the bribes, will stop protecting them. Miss, I’ve really got to go now. Let me know if you hear anything.”
I watched this skinny woman’s back vanish behind a tree as a sigh escaped from my mouth.
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Compassionate Grace


After the reporter left, I decided to go inside the orphanage. Though I had mixed feelings about once again seeing the place where I had grown up. But even if I somehow recognized my little Jinjin, could I just snatch him and get away?
Inside the lobby, I saw an amah sweeping the floor and a middle-aged woman talking on the phone at the reception area. Memories of my childhood rushed back. A decade ago in Compassionate Grace, I was considered the most beautiful orphan, but also the most unhappy—always wondering why no one showed any interest in adopting me. Only later did I realize I had been set aside for Big Brother Wang.
Now, since no one was paying me any attention, I quickly turned a corner and dashed upstairs. On the second floor was the nursery. Inside the big room with dirty, crumpling walls was only one indifferent attendant. She rested her feet on a stool, smoking as she stared out the window. If she had heard me walk in, she showed no sign of it. So I began to walk by the cribs one by one, as if I could somehow recognize Jinjin. All the infants were sound asleep. Of course, they must have been drugged so they wouldn’t cry and make demands. Besides, this saved money for the orphanage because they could get by with fewer staff.
I carefully inspected all the babies who looked like they were about eight months—Jinjin’s age. But none of the sleeping little faces struck me as being my own flesh and blood. If only Jinjin had some kind of birthmark like a mole or a small red patch so I could identify him. But even if he had, I had no way to know since Lewinsky had never told me, nor even let me see him.
Unwilling to give up, I forced my tired feet to carry me into the hall and through the door to the next room. Once I had stepped across the threshold, I noticed something different, even eerie, but couldn’t pinpoint what that was—except it came with an unpleasant smell. Instead of rows of cribs as in the other room, this one had only one single large bed in which was what looked like a huge lump covered with a black cloud. I couldn’t tell what it was in the distance, but it was heaving like a collective heartbeat. I went up to take a close look.
To my horror and disgust, as I approached, the dark cloud lifted and under it I saw several babies sleeping—or dying! It took me a few seconds to realize the black clouds were flies, hungry ones.
I slapped a hand across my nose and mouth, but to no avail as I threw up right on the floor. I didn’t dare to look more but dashed out of the room. Not until I reached the window at the end of the corridor was I able to catch my breath and try to calm myself, still retching. It seemed, since I’d left this orphanage a decade ago, it had deteriorated even further, though it had not been pleasant to begin with. However, I didn’t remember anything as horrible as this.
To get as much distance as possible from this chamber of death, I walked up to the third floor, where the older children stayed. At the top of the staircase, I took big gulps of air, then walked down the hall toward the window. As I stood looking out at the sky with the color of pale ink, I felt a pull at my sleeve. Turning, I saw a girl of seven or eight smiling at me. I was amazed—an orphan able to smile in this horrible place, a place where babies were drugged and left to die. So either this girl was a little slow or she was completely oblivious of the happenings around her. Her face was in the shade, so all I could make out of her features was her chopping-board-thick glasses.
“You want something, little one?”
She nodded. “Big Sister, can you take me to the restroom?”
“Do you live here?”
She nodded again.
“And you don’t know where it is?”
“Sometimes I get lost.”
“Follow me.” Of course I still remembered where the bathroom was.
After she finished her business, she said, “Now can we go to play?”
It was a strange request. “But what game do you want to play, and where?”
“The backyard, where nobody goes.”
“But, little friend, aren’t you supposed to go back to the workroom to help out?”
Unlike the babies and toddlers, children her age had to work; the orphanage did not feed us for free. When the girls were not cleaning they had to embroider, weave, or sew. Boys would be sent out for manual labor like farming, planting, and harvesting. In the winter, they made furniture they would never have a chance to use. Our wages, if there were any, went into someone’s pockets, but not ours.
I said softly to the girl, “Sorry, my little friend, not today.”
“But why not?”
I was surprised by her challenge but intrigued by her spirit.
Before I could respond, she asked, “Big Sister, can you keep a secret?”
Another strange request.
“I’m very good at keeping secrets, so you can tell me.”
“Nobody’s in the workroom today.”
“Really, why?”
“Mrs. Chen is having a party to celebrate her son’s birthday.”
“Who’s Mrs. Chen?”
“Our director.”
“So she’s giving everyone a day off for her child?” I thought, While other women’s babies are eaten alive by flies.
The little girl nodded. “Yes, but Auntie Zhang stayed to look after the babies.”
I did not want to think about only one person left to look after all the babies and children. So I asked the girl, “Where’s the birthday party?”
“Some restaurant in the French Concession. So please, can you come play with me now?”
Her voice emitted a sweet quality rarely heard in the orphanage, and her face and manner were strangely appealing.
“All right, but not too long.”
She took my hand and dragged me along excitedly, bumping into furniture and corners. Suddenly, I realized that this little girl was nearly blind and that this was the reason for the thick glasses.
Now I took more care to guide her along, descending the stairs and out the back door until we finally reached a deserted area of the yard that was hidden behind rocks and trees.
I’d never noticed it during my years here. Perhaps because my favorite place was the library, which was equally deserted since few of the orphans had any interest in reading. They put all their effort into learning to act polite and cute in the hope that they’d be adopted by a good, preferably rich, family. But sadly, this was mostly fantasy, because no rich people ever came here looking for sons or daughters to adopt.
I looked around the courtyard. Stinking of rotten vegetation, it was surrounded by short walls along which crawled withered branches with a few leaves struggling to hang on. Discarded cartons and broken furniture were scattered here and there.
I asked, “Little friend, but there’s nothing here, so how do you want to play? You have some game in mind?”
Her answer surprised me yet again. “I’ll sing you a song.”
I led her to sit with me on an empty bench under a few malnourished branches.
“All right, little friend. Go ahead.”
She stood back up, struck a pose like a professional singer, tilted her head toward the gloomy sky, and began:


At the edge of the sky and farthest corner of the sea,

I search and search…

My love, I remember you played the fiddle as I sang.

In the days when we were of one heart and one mind.

Now I long for my homeland, in the far north.

Tears streak down my hollow cheeks,

Thinking of our happier days together….




After this, she went on to sing another one:


Nighttime Shanghai, nighttime Shanghai

A city of sleepless nights

Lights dazzling, cars hustling,

Crooning songs and flirtatious dances filling up the night…




I felt a shock of recognition—these were my two signature songs from Bright Moon Nightclub! How could she possibly have heard them? But her voice was so pleasing and the nostalgic feeling so pleasant that I half closed my eyes to let the soothing tunes wrap me like a silk cocoon.
Unaware of my reaction, the little girl continued to sing with full force, until she came to the final lines:


My years are spent in dissipation.

When someday I finally awaken,

I will still love Shanghai at night.




When she finished, I felt touched beyond words. Not only she was singing my two most popular songs, she imitated my voice almost to perfection! Just liked I imitated my teacher Madame Lewinsky’s. Of course, this little girl could have no idea what the words meant. I turned so she wouldn’t see me blinking back tears, thinking of how her innocence would one day be lost. But I was a little worried, too; if she recognized I was the heavenly songbird whose voice she was imitating and told any of the adults at the orphanage, I’d be in serious trouble.
I calmed myself and asked, “Little friend, your singing is beautiful. Anyone teaches you to sing like this?”
She shook her head. “I learned it from listening.”
“Listening? To whom?”
“Records.”
“But you’re an orphan here, how could you have a gramophone?”
In Shanghai, owning a gramophone was a rare luxury enjoyed only by the rich.
“Director Chen’s office. She always asks me to do chores there.”
“Do you know who this singer is?”
“Of course,” she was not looking at me when she talked, but in the distance, “she is the famous Heavenly Songbird Camilla! Director Chen has all her records and plays them all the time. She also said that Miss Camilla used to live right here in this orphanage. Director Chen is very proud of her. I hope someday I can be a famous singer, too, just like Camilla!”
I said, “Little friend, you have a beautiful voice like Camilla’s. I’m also a great fan of hers and know all her songs—”
“You do?” she asked excitedly, still not looking at me.
“Yes.” I paused, then said, “Little friend, I’ve got to go now.”
I felt bad right after I said this. I knew I could bring this poor, lonely child a few moments of happiness by singing for her, but I didn’t feel I could take the chance.
So I just said, “Good luck with your singing, little friend.”
But could there be any good luck in this appalling institution? The best one could hope for was dreary days with enough food and no punishment.
She pulled at my sleeve. “No, Big Sister, please don’t leave me like this!”
Wah, what a demanding child.
She kept tugging on my sleeve. “Please, you have to sing me a song.”
“What makes you think that I can sing?”
“Of course you can.”
“How are you so sure?”
“From your voice. Please, Big Sister.”
“Sorry, my friend, but I think I should go.”
“There’s no one here. Please, I know you can sing.”
She looked so eager and miserable at the same time. So I decided to grant her this one wish, since not many wishes are granted in an orphanage. Anyway, I wouldn’t be seeing her again.
I looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. “All right, little friend, any particular song you want to hear?”
“‘Everyone Has Parents, But I Don’t.’”
I was surprised by her choice. “Why would you want to hear this one?”
“You know why.”
Yes, what a stupid question. Of course, because she was an orphan who missed her parents.
I meditated, circulated my internal qi through my body, then slowly began:


Everyone has parents, but I don’t.

Where are you hiding, dear mama and baba?

When, if ever, will we meet?

Would we recognize each other,

Or merely rub shoulders as we pass?




After I finished, the little girl immediately followed by singing another of my popular songs: “It’s Rare We Can Be Together.”


Can there be a time we will meet each other?

On the path of love, there will be wind and rain,

Let them keep you company.

There will be laughter and tears,

Let them be part of you….




Then we sang together:


The clouds disperse and the moon shines,

Tonight is for reunions.

In the pond, a pair of Mandarin ducks frolic.

The lotus flowers bloom,

Always in pairs…

The world is full of love and tender sentiments….




A little orphan and the Heavenly Songbird singing together, with our qi blending harmoniously!
“Little friend, what’s your name and how old are you?”
“Peiling. I’m twelve.”
Probably because of not getting enough food, she looked much younger, maybe eight or nine.
“Peiling, you’re a very good girl and a wonderful singer. But you can sing even better.”
“So, are you going to teach me?”
Somehow her straightforwardness both surprised and impressed me. Only a short time together, I already felt a bond with her—a pleasant feeling, but for me a dangerous one. I could not forget the lessons of my spy training—never let yourself develop feelings for anyone or anything.
So I said, “Peiling, I’m afraid I don’t have time.”
But little as she was, she would not take no for an answer. “Please, Big Sister, it’s very lonely and miserable here…” Her voice trailed off like the wisps of incense smoke in an empty temple.
How could I turn down this request from the little girl who, like me, might be saved by her talent for singing? What other chance would she have if I did not encourage her? So I’d do her this one favor.
“All right.”
So I told her how to sink her qi to her dantian, then bring it back up to her chest, throat, even her head. How I had used the rising sun and its reflection on the river to inspire my singing.
In the past, after I’d finished singing at Bright Moon Nightclub, I would take a nap, then walk to the Bund and sing to the sun as it rose, then to its reflection on the Huangpu River. This way my voice would absorb the powerful yang energy from the rising sun and the yin energy from the softly flowing river. Together, the yang and yin would expand my range up to heaven and down to the sea bottom. So that when I reached the highest register, instead of cracking, my voice would be as soothing as the morning sun. And when it reached the lowest register, it wouldn’t disappear, but would be as deep and fathomless as the ocean.
This was a secret no one knew about and if they did, didn’t care, because most nightclub singers’ goal is not to improve their arts, but to get rich and famous as quickly and easily as possible. Or even better, get a rich and famous husband. That’s why they don’t bother to practice much.
After I demonstrated my special method to the little girl, her answer surprised me.
“But I can’t do this.”
“Have you ever been to the Huangpu River to watch the rising sun? Or”—I pointed to the sky seen through the thin foliage and crisscrossing branches—“can you feel the sun’s warmth?”
Her answer was, “I’ve been to the river but couldn’t see the sun.”
“How come?”
“Because I can’t… see things. I am blind.”
Of course. Somehow I’d not been thinking about this, did not want to admit to myself how helpless she really was. She seemed to have eyes like the rest of us, except that they were semi-hidden underneath her thick glasses. Though I’d seen her bump around, it was all too sad for me to think about.
“I’m so sorry, my little friend—”
“That’s why I am here. My parents are dead. My whole family was in a bus accident.” She paused to inhale deeply, then said, “And my glasses broke and stuck in my eyes.”
“How terrible… I’m so sorry.”
“It’s all right.”
I was amazed to hear her say this.
“How?”
“I sing a lot better since I couldn’t see. I listen to Camilla’s singing whenever I can. I want to be like her.”
I almost blurted out, “No, don’t try to be her! Her life is harder than you can imagine!” But I stopped myself just in time.
“Big Sister, tell me your name and why are you here?”
“Just call me Big Sister, Peiling. Be a good girl now because I have to go.”
“Please stay, Miss Camilla.”
Could this child be clairvoyant? Or maybe she lied that she was blind and could actually see me?!
“No, I’m not Camilla. Like you, I’m her fan and I try to sing like her.”
She didn’t respond, just stared at me through her thick glasses with her near-sightless eyes.
Fearing that she’d insist that I was Camilla, a truth I had to vehemently deny, I hugged her frail little body. “Peiling, I have to go.”
“Promise you’ll come back to visit.”
“I’ll try,” I said, while having no intention to do so. Another trip here would make it all the more likely that my identity would be discovered.
“Big Sister…” Suddenly, she changed the subject. “I’m not that lonely here because I have Baobao to play with. We like each other so much we play together all the time.”
Many Chinese like to call their child Bao—meaning “treasure”—then they double it to Baobao for double treasure. This piqued my curiosity, because no one was treated like a treasure here.
“Who’s Baobao? Why are you not with him?”
“Please wait. I’ll go get him right away.”
Before I could stop her, she hurriedly left, then soon returned with a sleeping baby in her arms.
I asked tentatively, “Is this… your baby?”
She smiled. “Oh, no. I just love to take care of Baobao. He’s so cute and such a good baby.”
“You mean no one takes care of him here except you?”
She nodded. “One time I heard a baby crying for a long time and no one did anything. So I followed the sound to his crib, picked him up, and rocked him. Then I gave him water with some sugar I had been saving, and put it in his mouth. He looked very happy, waving his little arms and legs. From then on he’s been a very good baby when I hold him, but he cries when others try to pick him up. So Director Chen assigned me to care for him. The staff here are happy that I help them do their job—”
I interrupted. “But, Peiling, you’re… blind, so how can you…”
“Big Sister, blind people have to be much more careful than those who can see. Because we listen, really listen. Anyway, I really love Baobao and I think he loves me too. Even though he’s been here only a few weeks.”
I was not really listening but thinking of my own baby, Jinjin. Because Jinjin would be the same age and I imagined he was as nice looking as Baobao. Baobao had Peiling to take care of him and keep him company, but what about my Jinjin? Wherever he was, did he have anyone to play with him and love him?
“Peiling, what’s Baobao’s last name?”
“I don’t know. Everyone just calls him Baobao,” Peiling said, her expression turning sad. “The staff told me that I can’t take care of him anymore once Baobao starts to walk.”
“But why not?”
“Because I’m blind, no matter how careful I am with him, I can’t watch him and he’ll get into trouble.”
I cast the baby another look. “All right, Peiling, have a good time with Baobao, I really need to go.”
Peiling lifted the baby’s hand and waved. “Baobao, say good-bye to Big Sister and ask her to come back.”
Then she threw me a startling question. “Big Sister, can you take me with you?”
“But why do you want to come with me?”
“Because then we could sing together to the rising sun by the Huangpu River and be happy.”
I laughed out loud. “Then what about your Baobao, I thought you and him are inseparable?”
“Of course I’ll take him with me too.”
An impossible dream, I thought, but kept it to myself.
What she said next startled me. “So we could be a happy family.”
“But what about if I already have one?”
“No, you don’t.”
“How are you so sure?”
“Because you don’t think about Baobao starting to walk soon.”

For the next few days, thinking about Peiling at the Compassionate Grace Orphanage left me off balance. It was creepy that a child so young could sing my songs, especially someone who, like me, was abandoned to an orphanage. I kept remembering how it had felt to hug her little body and see her pick up Baobao. It was almost as if she were my reincarnation, except that I was alive, at least for the moment.
Then I thought of Baobao. I knew that orphanages are so understaffed and underfunded that babies were left lying in cribs for days without being touched. So this Baobao was a lucky little guy to have someone paying him personal attention.
Despite now being able to afford beautiful clothes, expensive jewelry, and meals at any expensive restaurant, suddenly I felt as impoverished as the orphans.

That evening, my baby, Jinjin, again entered my dream.

He was running toward me wearing a red stomach cover which made him look unbearably cute. Before I had chance to say a word, he was already talking.
“Mama, sorry that I will not be able to see you for too long. I can’t tell you what I have been doing. Because if I do, you heart would be broken. Although you’re expert in breaking others’ hearts, including my baba’s, Uncle Gao’s, Aunty Shadow’s, as well as mine. But you are my mama and so I will always love you—”
I reached to touch him, but he immediately stepped back.
“Mama! Please listen to me till I finish.”
“All right son, go on.”
“Every day I visit Uncle King of Hell to serve him—cooking him tea, preparing him snacks, combing his hair, massaging his shoulders that get sore from torturing people all day. But he’s nice to me because I amuse him by jumping around and looking cute.
“You know why I do this? So he’d have mercy on me, release me back to the yang world so I can see you!
“Mama, I hope you’ll do something good so you don’t waste your life, or mine. I want to be a normal baby, not a heartbroken one anymore!”
After that, he disappeared.

A strange and disturbing dream. Was it really Jinjin or just my imagination? Was he somewhere in this world, or in the next?
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Sacred Heart


I willed myself to stop thinking of Peiling and “her” baby. I needed to look for Jinjin, not wallow in the sentimentality of a little blind girl who could sing like me. Visiting the Compassionate Grace Orphanage had not yielded any information and it would be dangerous to go back, now that Peiling had recognized my voice and the new director was a fan of mine.
The only hope I had for finding my son was through Madame Lewinsky. Since she was no longer living in the same apartment, the only way I could try to locate her was to ask around in the small Russian community inside the French Concession.
So the next day I took the tram to “Little Russia.” I walked along with the other pedestrians, passing a church, an herbalist’s shop, a restaurant, a bank, the Paris Theater, the Cathay movie theater, and banners advertising instruction in Russian, music, and mathematics. Finally, I stood in front of a tea house a few blocks from where Madame Lewinsky used to live.
I had noticed this place, simply, but appropriately, called Russian Tea House, when I’d come to this area to take lessons from my teacher. Visiting her had given me almost the only relief I had from the tension of my life among gangsters. I remembered the little luxury of drinking sweet tea with cream from her dainty cups decorated with blue flowers.
I braced myself to enter the tea house. Not that I feared I might be recognized by the Russians, but that I’d be unable to get news of Lewinsky’s whereabouts.
Inside, it was a cozy little place decorated with small paintings and delicate tea sets on shelves. Russian folk music flooded the place, probably to make us forget that we were still in Shanghai. Russians, with a few Chinese here and there, were drinking, snacking, and chatting. A language I didn’t understand filled the air accompanied by animated gestures. Now I was no longer the heavily made-up and lavishly dressed-up Heavenly Songbird Camilla, but a student in a white blouse studying philosophy or literature. I even carried my favorite book, Sunzi’s The Art of War, as a prop. Only a couple of foreigners bothered to look at me.
I settled at the counter and ordered tea and a cake. After eating my cake and reading for a while, I looked around, ready to make conversation. I ordered a second cup of tea, then, speaking Shanghainese, asked a middle-aged Russian man at the counter, “Mister, do you happen to know a Madame Julie Lewinsky?”
He made a gesture to indicate he didn’t understand much what I said. Then he beckoned to a fiftyish woman with gray hair tied up in a bun.
I repeated my question to the woman, who cast me a strange look. “So you’re looking for Lewinsky?”
Good, as I’d hoped, she could converse sufficiently in my language. I nodded.
“Who are you?”
“A friend’s friend.” I made the relationship vague. “You know where she is?”
She nodded. “Yes, she came here often to have her afternoon tea.” The gray-haired woman cast me another look. “You took lessons from her?”
“Yes, I used to. I have something for her.”
“Then that’s too bad. She’s been very sick. She moved out of her apartment, maybe went back to Russia.”
“What about her baby?”
She thought for a moment, then split a smile, “Oh, you mean the Chinese baby? Very cute. She said the baby’s mother died.”
“What happened to the baby after Lewinsky moved out?”
“That I don’t know. But wait… one time she mentioned the Sacred Heart Convent. You know the place not too far from the big orphanage? Maybe you could go there and ask the sisters, they might be able to help you.”
But I was not so sure. I’d never known any nuns, but without any husband it seemed they must have only yin in their life but no yang for balance. I had also heard that they could be very severe if you don’t act just right to them. But I had not much choice, so I got directions to the Sacred Heart Convent.
I thanked the Russian lady, gave her some lucky money, and quickly left.
I wondered, though, why would an “orphaned” baby be taken to a convent instead of an orphanage, especially when one was so close by. Then a disturbing thought flashed across my mind: Would a nun, depressed at her childlessness, take my baby to raise as her own?

To visit the nunnery, this time I again dressed like a student with a white shirt, black skirt, but with a new twist—two short, bouncing pigtails. I’d thought to disguise myself as a man but realized it might make it more difficult to deal with the nuns. I wondered if some didn’t secretly fancy a warm, muscular body next to their own, forcing them to conceal their emotions, while resisting the demon inside. Or maybe they genuinely didn’t want men, I had no idea.
Both the orphanage and the nunnery were on Avenue Joffre, but a mile or two apart. They shared the same architectural style, which was grand but ominous. Entering the grounds, I spotted white-attired nuns pacing around the yard. I didn’t know much about their religion except that they believed in an Almighty God who could strike you down by lightning at his whim. I also heard that He is always angry. There’s always good reason to be angry with people, but why God was not used to all the bad things we do, I didn’t know.
Unfortunately, though, I didn’t believe in this Western God, neither did I believe in any of the Chinese ones either, including Buddha, Guan Yin the Goddess of Compassion, the whole plethora of Daoist gods and goddesses, or even Laozi, the old sage, and Confucius, the great teacher.
In my twenty years of life, I’d been taught to believe in one thing and one thing only—my mission, which was to eliminate Master Lung, a task I could not expect any god to help me with. If I had gods, they were cunning, scheming, ruthless. However, now that I had escaped from the black societies, I just wanted to find my son, Jinjin, and his father, Jinying. I’d found Gao by chance, but sadly, lost him again.
An older nun saw me and asked, wrinkling her face with a smile, “Young lady, what can I help you with?”
“Sister, I’m here looking for someone,” I said respectfully, and bowed slightly.
“May I know your name?”
“Jasmine Chen, Sister.”
“And whom may be the person you’re looking for, Miss Chen?”
“Madame Julie Lewinsky, a singing teacher.”
“Hmm… I think we know her. Why don’t you come in and follow me to our abbess’s office, she may be able to tell you more. Abbess has books that record of all our visitors. Please come with me.”
I listened to the scraping of her cloth shoes as we turned corners and passed empty rooms. Finally, she stopped in front of an office and knocked softy, head bowed, like a sinner about to make her humble confession.
“Sister Stone, you have a visitor, may I bring her in?”
A voice boomed from behind the door. “Yes, please come in!”
The sister introduced me to the abbess. “This young lady is Miss Jasmine Chen and she’s looking for a Madame Julie Lewinsky.”
She signaled me to sit across from the older nun, then quietly left.
The room was nearly bare. Besides the wooden desk, a few chairs, and a tall metal cabinet, the only decoration was a wooden cross with a little person spreading his arms on it, looking sleepy with his drooped head. I recognized this man and knew that his name was Jesus. I also knew that all the nuns here, and elsewhere, were his collective wives.
The sixtyish, plain-faced nun studied me with suspicion. “Why are you asking for Madame Lewinsky, and what is your relationship with her?”
The intimidating-looking nun had a few wisps of gray hair escaping from underneath her hood like wayward desires.
“I am doing a favor for a friend who was one of Madame Lewinsky’s old students. She had a letter for her, but when she tried to deliver it, she found that Lewinsky had moved out and heard she was here. Unfortunately, my friend had to leave for Hong Kong, so she asked me to visit her teacher for her.”
The abbess got up and went to a metal cabinet. She took a large ring of keys from her habit, picked one, and used it to open a drawer. She came back with a thick book, set on the desk in front of her, then put on a pair of rimless glasses.
She wet her thumb and began to flip the pages. “Yes, Miss Lewinsky visited many times.” Then she raised one thin eye brow. “Hmm… in fact, a few months ago, she began to stay in our infirmary.”
My heart began to pound. So Lewinsky was here and I could see her, and possibly my little Jinjin, soon, maybe even in a few minutes! I tried but failed to suppress the corners of my lips from lifting like curtains.
“So, Sister Stone, can I… see her now?”
She lowered her head to give me a suspicious look over the rim of her glasses. “Be patient, young lady. Who are you?”
I repeated what I’d already told her. “My friend was her former student and I am going to deliver a letter.”
“What is the letter?”
Damn. I was not prepared for this sort of interrogation and I didn’t actually have any letter.
Seeing that I didn’t respond, she asked, “Then why didn’t your friend just send it?”
“She did, but it was returned, so she asked me to find Madame Lewinsky’s whereabouts and give this letter to her personally.”
“Then why didn’t your friend come to it deliver herself?”
“Because she’s already left Shanghai.”
She tried to penetrate my eyes with her wolflike ones. “But you can’t do that.”
“Excuse me? Can’t do what?”
“See Julie Lewinsky.”
I found myself getting annoyed at this nun with her obtrusive questioning. So I dared her. “But why not?”
“Because she’s already favored by God’s loving call.”
“What do you mean?”
She shook her head, letting out a heavy sigh. “Another unreached Chinese. Have you never heard God’s word or read the Bible?”
What I’d heard about God and the Bible wasn’t good. Most of us Chinese didn’t want the foreigners’ God trespassing in our territory.
The abbess went on. “So let me be direct—she’s passed away.”
“What?” My brain froze for a moment. This was the last thing I’d imagined could happen—the one person who for sure knew Jinjin’s fate was dead! After all I had been through, could fate be so cruel?
I blurted out, “You’re sure?”
She looked at me with an authoritative look, as if she represented God. “I am a Christian. We do not use our Lord’s name in vain.”
“Of course not. I’m so sorry, Sister Abbess Stone. I apologize and please forgive my audacity.”
In fact, I didn’t understand what she was gibbering about that Lewinsky was summoned by God’s boundless, privileged love or using the Lord’s name in vain. I didn’t know anything about this Western Lord, only our Chinese Lord Guan. Or General Guan, who didn’t say much, but then would cut people in half if they annoyed him!
The abbess nodded. “I accept your apology. To forgive is the great lesson taught by Christ. If someone slaps you on the right cheek, you should turn your left one to receive the same.”
I wondered, if I slapped her sunken cheek right now, would she turn the other one?
But I ignored the itch on my hand and instead politely asked. “Where is Madame Lewinsky buried?”
“Why would you want to know that?”
“So I can pay respect to her for my friend, and hope she’d have a closure. I can also burn my friend’s letter as an offering to her former teacher so she can read it in heaven.”
“If I tell you, you must promise not to do any such superstitious thing. She is in God’s hands.”
There wasn’t any letter to burn anyway, so I nodded. The abbess scribbled on a piece of paper, then handed it to me.
“Here’s the address of the cemetery. I will offer a prayer for her, you should too.”
“How did it happen, I mean, Madame Lewinsky’s passing?”
“How? She came to us in her final days by the grace of God. According to the file, she came here a few months ago with a baby. She expressed her wish to live with our order as a lay sister to repent for the terrible sin she had committed. What her sin was, only Father Ricci and God know. But since she brought this little fellow along, I knew instantly the sin had to do with the baby. But the infant was Chinese, not Eurasian, and didn’t look like her a bit, so it couldn’t possibly be adultery. What she did is for God to judge, not us mortals, we are but His humble servants.”
Now I could barely restrain myself as I listened to her pious chattering. So Jinjin was really alive! And this not very friendly nun might know where he was. I knew if I seemed overly eager, she would become suspicious and probably clam up.
So I made use of all my training to appear emotionless. “What happened to the baby?”
For the first time I saw something resembling a smile on the face of this childless woman who was married to God. “A very cute, healthy, and handsome boy, I should say. So he was soon adopted.”
I felt my heart almost jump out of my chest. “What, adopted? By whom?”
“An American couple.”
“You know their name and where are they?”
“But why on earth do you want to know, young miss?”
“Hmm… nothing, just curious. Just thought I might know them—I know a lot of Americans.”
“This was a private adoption, so we can’t release any information. Young miss, you must learn to curb your overzealous curiosity. Omniscience only rests with God, not us mortals.” She scrutinized me with her elongated eyes. “Miss Chen, just who are you and why are you so curious about Julie Lewinsky and her Chinese baby?”
I blurted out, “Because HE IS MY BABY AND I WANT HIM BACK!”
Her jaw dropped as she stared back at me. “If that is true, you must notify the police immediately.”
Confused and agitated, I jumped up and ran from the room.
No one interfered with me when I rushed out of the convent. I then paced for more than an hour to try to calm myself before flagging a rickshaw.

That night I flip-flopped in the hotel bed, thinking of the strange workings of fate. Then, as if on cue, my little Jinjin came into my dream.

“Mama, I’ve been doing very well, so don’t you worry about me.”
“Son, what have you been doing?”
“Eating, sleeping, playing, and learning.”
“What have you learnt?’
“Some words.”
“Can you tell me what they are?”
“Love and karma. Mama, I am not sure you know what love means, but probably you know what karma is. I know what love means, because when I think of you and Baba, I feel warmth in my heart. So, can you tell me about karma?”
I didn’t want to answer his question, but I also didn’t want him to be unhappy.
“Jinjin, karma is because we all do good and bad things.”
“But, Mama, I hear you only do bad things.”
“Where do you hear this?”
“You know, what you read in the newspapers.”
“It’s not all true. Maybe before, but not anymore. I miss you and your father terribly. Recently, I also saved your Uncle Gao’s life… Jinjin, I hear you’re still alive, so stop teasing your mother! I can’t take this anymore!”
My baby retorted, “Sometimes I can’t take you anymore!”
“Jinjin, stop it!”
“Mama, you stop it! Or I won’t come back to see you in your dreams anymore. And I’ll stay with Mama Lewinsky!” Then his voice softened. “Remember, Mama, I’m your son, whether in hell, heaven, or the Red Dust.”
And with this, he vanished.

I sat up in bed, more troubled than ever. Despite what she had done, I felt sad about Madame Lewinsky’s death. I decided I should visit her grave to pay my respects and bid her a final farewell. She’d stolen my baby to raise as her own, but she had cared for him, after all. She had delivered him and, most important, through her singing lessons, she had taught me how to feel.
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The Cemetery


So the next day I bought a bouquet of white orchids, my teacher’s favorite flower, and took a car to the graveyard a few miles north of Shanghai. The cemetery had a sentimental name: Returning Home. The phrase, though trite, stirred up deep feelings in me. The Chinese say, “Falling leaves return to their roots,” meaning that regardless of our situation, eventually we wish to find our way home. But I didn’t really have an earthly home to go back to and, of course, I was not ready to return to my heavenly home!
Unfortunately, having to live as a spy among gangsters meant that I was always aware that the door to the eternal home might open for me at any moment. And I had almost gone through that door when I impulsively jumped into the Seine. The suicidal thought had been triggered by Puccini’s opera Madame Butterfly, when Cio-Cio San’s husband, Captain Pinkerton, came back from America, but with a new American wife. Heartbroken, Cio-Cio San sent her young son to another room, then plunged a knife into her own heart. Imagine how great her pain that she would step onto the path from which no one returns, despite her son playing innocently next door, oblivious that he was now an orphan….
Bracing myself, I pushed open the iron gate and walked in. Graves laid peacefully, yet portentously, in rows, marked by the inevitable stone tablet. The dead wait patiently and uncomplainingly for us who are still living to pay our respects and burn paper offerings. But as I looked around, I was the only one of the living here to honor these invisible beings of the other realm.
I walked up to a tiny booth by the entrance and saw a puny man slumping on the desk.
I lowered my voice like a ghost’s. “Sir?”
No response. Was he imitating his neighbor’s silence?
So I projected my heavenly songbird’s high soprano voice. “Good day, sir!”
Still no response. I put a finger underneath his nose to feel his breath. Yes, this corpse looked like he was still breathing. I used the same finger to dig hard into his shoulder. Suddenly, like a vampire awoke from the other world, he jumped up from his chair.
“Help heaven! I never did anything wrong. Leave me alone!”
I could not help but laugh. He must have thought I was one of the neighbors, angry at having died a terrible death, now coming back for revenge.
“Relax, sir, I’m here to pay respect to a friend. Could you give me a little help?”
He stared at me intensely before the color finally crept back to his cheeks.
“Miss, you scared me halfway to hell! What do you want?”
“I need to find a friend’s grave.”
He sat up straight, adjusted his jacket’s collar, and smoothed his hair. Then he poured tea from his thermos, took a sip, cleared his throat, and gave me a once-over.
“All right, what’s the name of the deceased?”
“Madame Julie Lewinsky.”
He chuckled. “So a foreign ghost? Ha, so she was a ghost, then died to become a real ghost?”
Chinese refer to foreigner as gweilo, “ghost people,” because of their strangely colored eyes, and their pale, colorless, or ghostlike complexion.
He took out a book, flipped the pages till his skeletal, mud-rimmed finger landed on a page. “Here! Julie Lewinsky! The third to the fifth row. Go out here, turn right, walk about five minutes and you’ll see. Good luck.”
“Thank you.” But I didn’t ask what the “good luck” was for. Was it to find a ghost, or not find one?
Outside his little “office,” I heard him shout to my back. “Miss, take your time. I’ll be off duty soon. So when you leave, just close the gate. It’s never locked anyway. Nobody comes here and no one comes out, ha, ha, ha!”
I did not share his amusement, so I nodded to him and continued walking.
I passed gravestones to which were attached pictures of the deceased and descriptions of their life. I finally reached the one I’d been looking for, Lewinsky’s marked only with a small tablet with the inscription:

Now I am mute, but once sang with such a powerful voice that I could lure birds down from the trees, and the fish up from the sea.

Though I was sad when my dear husband, Sergi, left me without a good-bye, now I am glad, for we sing together in our heavenly life.

Someday we will all join in heaven when our baby, Anton Lewinsky’s, life is done.

Until then we await our happy reunion on the other side.


My first thought, upon reading this, was how come my former teacher had never mentioned that she had a son here in Shanghai? She’d always told me how sad she was being childless. Then I suddenly realized, Anton Lewinsky was my own son, Jinjin, whom she’s taken from me to raise as her own! She must have written this epitaph herself and then asked the nuns to have it inscribed on her grave after her passing.
I sighed, but then I thought, at least now I have a name to look for, even if it wasn’t Jinjin’s right one. Just then I realized I hadn’t even set down the flowers that I’d brought for my teacher. So I laid down the bouquet and, according to traditional Chinese customs, swept the grave—wiping dust from the tablet, pulling out weeds, and arranging the flowers I’d bought.
After that, I said to my teacher’s grave as if she were alive in front of me, “Madame Lewinsky, of course I am bitterly angry that you stole from me what a mother values more than her own life. But now you can’t hear me because you’re dead. I won’t forgive you. But instead of spitting on your grave, I’ll say a prayer to help send your soul to the Western Paradise so you can live in peace. But there will be no reunion with him for you. I will find Jinjin—who is not your Anton Lewinsky—and he’ll know his real mother.”
I was about to recite a prayer for my former teacher, when I suddenly realized I didn’t know any. Growing up in an orphanage, I was never a religious person and, never bothered to learn any prayers or sutras. So finally I just recited the ubiquitous Namo Ami-tuofo, Hail to the Buddha, as the best I could do to aid her soul.
Soon the sky was the color of pale ink and the weather was turning chilly. I pulled my thin jacket across my chest and hurried back to the gate. Damn, now I might not be able to get any vehicle in this deserted area to take me back to my hotel.
It began to drizzle as I walked outside the cemetery. On the dirt road, there was no sign of any car or pedestrian. Maybe there were a few ghosts out for an evening stroll, but fortunately or unfortunately, I didn’t possess the yin eyes to see them.
Imagining the yin creatures might be arising from their residences as night approached, I felt a deep chill and quickened my pace. If I couldn’t get a car, it would be at least a forty-five-minute walk to reach the main road.
Just as I braced myself for the long walk, I heard honking and turned to see a black car, dust spraying from under its wheels. Should I wave for them to stop and ask for a ride back to the city? What about if it was not a real car but one from the other realm?
The car screeched to a wailing stop. A young woman’s head stuck out. “Miss, please come in, we can give you a ride.”
Figuring it would be safer to get inside a car with humans than to remain behind with ghosts, I crawled in just as the drizzle turned into pouring rain. Inside were the driver and two other women, all in trench coats, probably anticipating the rain.
“Thank you so much for stopping. I just need to go back to the city so I can take the tram home.”
The driver cast me a look from the rearview mirror. “No problem, miss, wherever you want.”
After that, no one talked and the air became eerily silent.
To my surprise, when the car entered the city, the driver didn’t stop at the tram station but continued south.
I asked, “Ma’am, please stop and let me off here, thank you.”
To my surprise, she pressed her foot on the gas pedal instead. The car sped off pass the tram station.
I placed my hand on the driver’s shoulder. “We’re at the tram station, so please let me off. “
She didn’t respond, so I turned to the other two girls next to me. “Can you tell…”
They all smiled darkly. It was then that I realized these three women were abducting me. “Let me off, or I’ll—”
The driver turned to me. “What, call the police? Ha! Don’t make me laugh! I’m sure you know you are the number one fugitive they want!”
“Who are you people?” I asked, my voice shaking.
“You mean you don’t know?” The driver scoffed.
The two girls at the back seat next to me took off their trench coats, revealing pink dresses. I realized they were the girls from the gossip columnist Rainbow Chang’s Pink Skeleton Empire!
“What do you people want from me?”
“We have plans for you. It took us a long time to track you down, and we are not going to let you slip through our fingers again,” one of the Pink Skeleton girls said, casting me a condescending look.
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Pink Skeleton Women and a Mission


Soon the car arrived at Rainbow Chang’s residence in the French Concession. The girl to my right got out and held the door open for me. I recognized Rainbow’s mansion from the time I’d visited it once as Shanghai’s celebrity Heavenly Songbird.
Inside, as before, the gossip columnist sat like royalty, leaning against the golden arm of her ivory-colored sofa. Several of her pink-clad skeleton girls—her bodyguards, informants, seductresses—were scattered around the living room. Some were sipping champagne from flutes, others chatted, yet others simply sat in elegantly seductive postures. Once Rainbow spotted me, she went up to kiss me on the lips.
“Welcome back to Shanghai, Camilla!”
I was well aware that this was, in fact, a threat disguised as a welcome. The unspoken message was, “You think anyone could escape the girls from my Pink Skeleton Empire, even you? You’re back when you should have stayed away!”
She went on. “But I am glad you’ve come to see me. Come sit with me so we can chat over a glass of champagne.”
She took my hand, invited me to sit beside her on the gold-framed white sofa, and signaled one of the girls to pour two flutes of the golden, bubbly wine.
Rainbow Chang gave me an appreciative once-over with her long-lashed, heavily mascaraed, purple-lidded eyes. “What wind blows you back to Shanghai, Camilla?”
“How do you know that I’m back? Maybe I was here all along.”
“But you weren’t,” she said, flicking her long cigarette’s ashes onto a silver ashtray.
“If you and your girls already know everything, why waste your time to ask?”
She smiled triumphantly. “Just to start a difficult conversation with a pleasantry, what else?”
“All right.” I took a sip of my champagne only to savor the bubbles ambushing my mouth. “Then let’s open the window and look at the mountain. What do you want?”
She tilted her face and sneered. “Ha! A beautiful woman who is also blunt and full of surprises, I love that.” She took another long inhalation of her murderous, pink cigarette, then said, “All right, Camilla, I want to protect you.”
“But I don’t need any protection. Anyway, why would you want to?”
“Everyone in Shanghai needs protection, Camilla, even if you think you don’t. You see the crowds inside the temples? What are they doing there, making friends with the gods and goddesses? Yes, so they’ll protect them.”
“Why would you think I need protection, from you or anyone else? I’m just fine.”
“Because you’re on the run and your life is at risk.”
I didn’t respond, because she was right. To make me feel even worse, now all the Pink Skeleton girls stopped what they’d been doing—drinking, chatting, smoking—to stare at me with pitiful expressions.
The gossip columnist went on. “Camilla, you’re an extremely cunning woman. So if you were already safe somewhere outside Shanghai, why come back? Only because you had to, even at the risk of your life. Am I not right?”
Scared, I remained adamantly silent.
She paused to sip her drink, then spoke again. “You must have done something wrong, something unspeakable, and that’s what I’m going to find out.”
I almost blurted out, “It’s none of your business!” but realized this was exactly what it was. As a gossip columnist, digging up dirt was her business.
Before I decided what to say, Rainbow was speaking again. “You were behind the war between Flying Dragons and Red Demons, am I not right?”
This time I inadvertently blurted out, “How do you know about Big Brother Wang?”
She tilted her head and laughed. “Ha-ha! Just guessing and I’m right!”
Damn! That’s why the Chinese say, “Through the mouth sickness comes in and misfortune comes out.” That’s why the great Daoist sage Zhuangzi said over two thousand years ago, “To know the truth is easy, not to talk about it is hard.” I’d momentarily forgotten that to protect myself, I must keep my mouth shut. Rainbow had only been guessing and I’d let the truth slip out!
“So you’ve been working as a spy?” The gossip columnist encroached another inch into my forbidden territory.
If I told her the truth, would she be my protectress? My mind was whirring like a ceiling fan. Could I somehow regain the upper hand?
But instead of answering her question, I threw her another. “What about Big Brother Wang now?”
“He’s mostly taken over Master Lung’s number one position.”
“Then how come it’s not in the newspapers?”
“If Big Brother Wang has replaced Master Lung, that means he is now Police Chief Li’s best friend. So you think Li wants this all over the newspapers?” She paused to sip her champagne, leaving on the flute a red lipstick mark that looked to me like a capsized boat smeared with blood.
“Then why don’t you write something about it, your column has always been fearless.” But this was not the time to offend Rainbow, so I swallowed the rest of my sentence, “And making things up anyway in order to sell more papers.”
Her answer surprised me. “Because I’m protecting you.”
“How?”
“Obvious. “If I fan the flames of this drama in my column, Chief Li will definitely use all his means to find and kill you.”
”But why would he do that?”
“To please his new partner, your old boss Big Brother Wang.”
“Then why hasn’t he already done so?”
“Because there’s no extradition law in Hong Kong. So he would be wasting his time to try to get you. But now you’re back…” She paused to give me a significant look, to suggest that I was stupid or that I was under her total mercy—or both.
I took a big gulp of my champagne to soothe my tightened nerve. “So you’re not going to write about—?”
“You think I have the heart to harm you, Camilla?” she said, her eyes filled with tenderness, or an imitation of it. “Have you heard of the saying, ‘A knife’s sharp tooth but a tofu heart’?”
This means though a person’s speech is vicious, her heart is tender.
“Then what do you want?”
“You know what I always want.”
Damn, of course I knew. She’d tried her best to seduce me in the past.
“Rainbow, but that’s not going to work and you know it.”
“Who’s talking about eternity here? Nothing is going to last forever anyway. As you well know, having studied the Book of Changes. But that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy a few moments together, does it?”
I definitely didn’t want to have sex with her and even less to become her kept woman as the price of her keeping my secrets. But maybe I would have to until I could find a better way out. Anyway, as a spy, I’d had to endure far worse. In my life, the question was never right or wrong, but surviving. Compared to what I had been through earlier in my life, having sex with one more person, man or woman, should not be a big deal.
She went on. “As you well know, love cannot prevail against power. Believe me, Camilla, there’s no exception to this. You must have read stories of the high government scholar-officials who fell in love with the wrong woman? The courtesans would bewitch the besotted man with singing, dancing, playing music, and frolicking in bed. Everything that the scholar’s wrinkled old wife could never imitate. However, at the end, who’d be at this man’s deathbed? The wrinkled old wife, of course, whose rival would either go back to the prostitution house or enter a nunnery.”
“Rainbow,” I was getting impatient, “just tell me what you want to say instead of beating around the bush.”
She held up her champagne flute and looked at the bubbles, to create suspense, I supposed, or to annoy me. Then her next statement gave me a jolt.
“Camilla, I want you to be my spy.”
I’d planned so long and worked so hard to cut myself off from my former life, I was not going back to it under any circumstances!
“Is this a joke?”
“You came back to Shanghai. It’s your own fault.”
“Who could I possibly spy on?”
“Your new lover Edward Miller.”
“What?!”
“Don’t act so shocked, Camilla. If you could spy on a gangster, surely you won’t have any problem spying on an ambassador. Besides, he’s infatuated with you, so it should be an easy job.”
“How did you find—”
She smiled triumphantly. “Our spying Pink Skeleton Empire doesn’t get its name for nothing.”
“But I’m not going to harm him.”
“Relax. No one is going to harm anyone. You heard of the bombing at the embassy?”
I nodded. I did not tell her I had also witnessed it.
She went on. “Someone is not happy with the ambassador. Miller is new here and quite decent—really, I should say naive, or even stupid, for a diplomat. His predecessors, including the last one who had a heart attack and dropped dead, all reached accommodation with the black societies and made out rather handsomely as a result.
“But this Edward Miller wants to clean things up, especially the gambling. Can you imagine how many enemies he’s already making, eh?! Worse, he’s not even a real ambassador, only an acting consul! Why doesn’t he just have a good time here, including enjoying a few pretty Chinese girls, then go home to his erotic memories and his profits?”
I suppressed the itch on my hand, which was longing to give her a slap, but instead calmly asked, “So what do you want me to do?”
“See what his plans are and persuade him not to pull the tiger’s whiskers.”
“I don’t think I have that kind of power.”
“Don’t underestimate your power over him. Many less beautiful than you have toppled whole countries. You know the Thirty-six Stratagems—one of the best is the Beauty Trap. It worked on Master Lung, right? All you have to do now is get some information from a lonely American who happens to be the Consul General, or at least the acting one. That’ll be a piece of moon cake, right? Anyway, the gambling business has been going downhill for a while, so it’s time to profit from it while we can. You understand?”
I nodded. “Yes. But why do you care? Gambling and Edward Miller have nothing to do with you.”
“I have some interests here. I loan money to some of the gentlemen who gamble. But no one can know about this.”
”You’re not afraid that I’ll tell?”
She laughed. “Not at all. You shouldn’t forget that I have my poisonous pen.” She paused, then made a sweeping gesture. “And my Pink Skeleton girls.”
I sighed inside. Now I could feel the nails of the tiger’s paw.
She spoke again. “If Miller stops his silly crusade against the gambling dens, he can go home rich and it will be a win-win situation for all parties. If not”—here she stopped and gave me a direct look—“I don’t want to imagine the consequences.”
Raising one immaculately painted brow, the gossip columnist patted my hand sympathetically. “Now, go get some rest, Camilla, you look tired. You like Miller anyway, so you can have a good time while you carry out your assignment.”
I nodded. As if I had a choice.

It was not until almost two weeks after the bombing that Edward Miller had time for me. Because the consulate was still being heavily guarded by the Shanghai police, he suggested we meet at his governess Emily’s place.
“Jasmine.” Edward kissed me after we sat on the governess’s floral-patterned sofa. “Sorry that I couldn’t see you earlier. There were so many things to take care of after the bombing.”
“Do you know who did this?”
“Someone very evil. Just think about it, who has the guts to bomb a consulate? Of course, it could be the anarchists. Since I am new in Shanghai, this whole thing really alarms me. What goes on here is impossible for a foreigner to figure out. There are wheels within wheels. China is so complicated and entangled. Anyway, let’s not talk about unpleasant things.”
The ambassador tilted my chin and looked into my eyes. “Jasmine, tell me how have you been?”
Of course I wasn’t going to tell him I’d actually witnessed the bombing with my old lover, Gao. Nor about my search for Jinying. And certainly not that I was now being forced to spy on him.
“I’ve been worried about you, Edward. But things are fine with me,” I lied. “What about you?”
“Jasmine, don’t you worry about me. Henry and I are fine too. Only that I might not be able to see you as much as I want to. There are so many meetings and things to take care of.”
“It must be boring to be in meetings all the time.” I wanted to probe but not awaken any suspicion.
“It is. I am sure you wouldn’t be interested. Anyway, I can’t tell you.”
I nodded. “Edward—”
I really didn’t know where to start to warn him about his danger with the gangs without giving myself away. So instead, I asked, “Do you fear another bombing?”
He nodded.
I went on. “I hear that the gangs… I just wish this was not their doing…” I hoped my warning was subtle yet effective.
“Jasmine, I’m not going to be intimidated.”
Unlike me, he had no idea about the power of Shanghai’s triads.
“Then how do you plan to deal with them?”
“Jasmine, you know I can’t tell you that. I haven’t seen you for a while, so let’s not talk about this and have something to drink.”
He poured each of us a glass of white wine, took a meditative sip, then spoke again. “Next Saturday, I am having a reception to entertain both foreign and Chinese guests. This is to soothe the tension after the bombing. I would like you to come and sing again. I’m sure your wonderful voice would put everyone at ease.”
I hesitated. I couldn’t do this again, not when Chinese were being invited. Someone was bound to realize my true identity. It was bad enough that Rainbow had. But she would keep my secret—until it was to her benefit to let it out.
I had to make up an excuse, so I said, “My voice. It’s not doing very well lately. I really need to rest. I’m afraid I can’t sing for a while.”
“That’s really too bad. Anything I can do? If you need a doctor, I know someone to recommend.”
“Edward, that’s not the problem…” I couldn’t believe that I’d just blurted out something stupid like this. But unfortunately I couldn’t take my words back.
“What’s wrong, Jasmine? Please tell me.”
And now I couldn’t say, “No, it’s nothing.” So I said, “Edward, I heard rumors that some criminals are not happy with you and the bombing was a warning.”
His bushy brows knitted. “Where did you hear this from?”
Fortunately, I came up with a simple explanation. “Some Chinese gossip newspapers you’ll never read.”
“Which one?”
Suddenly I remembered since he spoke Chinese fluently, he must be able to read it also.
“Can’t remember, I read it a while ago.”
“What did they say?” He looked anxious.
“I’m sorry, I should have saved it for you. It was something about the gambling houses. Anyway, there’s a lot of them angry at you because you’re meddling in their affairs.”
“Yes, because I don’t take bribes and I intend to clean things up!”
“Edward… do you really think you can change China?”
His face flushed and his voice turned angry. “Not all of China, we’re starting here in the foreign concessions.”
“Whatever you call it. But can you fight five thousand years of history?” Or bribery, I might have added.
His hand struck the table, causing a small earthquake that set Emily’s tea cups and saucers into a little nervous tango.
“That’s the problem. No one tries.”
Of course, he was right. We Chinese just accept the way things are. We follow the old proverb, “Sweep the snow from our own door and ignore the frost on other people’s roofs.”
He did not realize that no one would stand up for him.
“Edward, but you’re all alone….”
“I know. My colleagues want me to let things be. But if I…” His voice trailed off.
A brave man. But, of course, like everyone, he feared for his life.
I touched his face. “Edward…” But I didn’t know what more to say.
He took my hand and kissed it. “Jasmine, you are my comfort. My wife left me and I also fear for my son. I am not sure if I can win this war against the gangs. So if anything bad happens to me…”
“Edward, can’t you just leave everything behind and go back to—”
“No, it’s a matter of honor.”
“But that’s nothing to do with honor, it’s just… plain foolish.”
His face flushed as he raised his voice. “Jasmine, you don’t understand !”
“What don’t I understand?”
“I have never backed down from a challenge.”
“What about running away?” I was, in fact, asking this question for myself. I’d run away, but I had come back. And I still had no idea how it would end for me.
“Edward, maybe you’re right. But still I don’t want you to be…” I couldn’t say the word killed.
He pulled me to him and kissed me. “I won’t, Jasmine, I’ll be very careful.”
I didn’t know how to respond, so I remained silent. He tilted my head so we were looking into each other’s eyes. In my fear his eyes seemed to blur, as if he were looking at me from another world—a ghostly one.
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Shanghai Lily


Edward Miller seemed to be the sort of man who deemed honor the most important thing in life. I only hoped that his honor did not end up costing him his life. But there was little I could do if he was determined to persist in his vain hope of ending corruption. I’d hoped he could be my protector, but ironically, his situation now seemed even more dangerous than mine.
A few weeks later, when I called, Emily said her boss would like me to go to an opera with him. This presented a dilemma. If I dressed as a woman, I’d risk being recognized as Camilla the Heavenly Songbird. But with Miller, I certainly could not show up dressed as a man. So I suggested I’d much rather see a movie instead if her boss wouldn’t object. At least I’d be in the dark most of the time and the chance of being recognized would be much less.
So the following Monday, Edward picked me up at the street corner close to where I’d said I lived and drove us to the Cathay theater in the intersection between Huaihai Road and Maoming Road, “Sea of Huai and Prosperous Fame.”
Edward took one of his hands from the wheel to cover mine. “Jasmine, I’m so happy that you suggested to see a movie instead. I just never thought of that for a change. And the Art Deco Cathay theater, it was built by the famous Hungarian architect, C. H. Gonda, you know about him?”
I had never heard of this architect, so I didn’t respond, only put up a sweet smile.
He went on. “Gonda also designed the Bank of Communications Office and the Capitol Cinema—”
I had no interest in this sort of thing, nor did I care about Art Deco. So I interrupted. “Edward, I suddenly have stomach cramps, can you stop for a minute so I can use the bathroom?”
“Of course.” He turned to cast me a concerned look. “If you are not feeling well, we can go back to my place now.”
“I’m fine. Just need to use the bathroom.”
So Edward pulled up the car next to the first public restroom we saw. Of course, I didn’t have cramps and felt perfectly fine. I only wanted to delay until after the movie started so it would be dark when we entered the theater. Besides, I studied myself in the mirror to reassure myself that with short hair and minimal makeup, I looked very different from my former self.
When Edward and I finally entered the theater, the previews had already started and no one paid us any attention in the dark. People were busy chewing on peanuts or chicken bones, drinking tea, and commenting on the happenings on screen, laughing or cursing.
The movie was Shanghai Express, starring Marlene Dietrich and the Chinese actress Anna May Wong. It was an exciting story in which a prostitute saves the life of a doctor, her former lover, on a train after he had been taken hostage by a warlord. Other excitement as the train sped from Peking toward Shanghai included a kidnapping and soldiers searching for rebel spies.
The movie served up intense condiments of emotions in me. The two actresses played women who, like me, must “live by their wits,” because they had no one to fall back on. I admired these fictional women who pretended to have the kind of life I really did have.
On the train, the warlord condemned the two women, declaring, “Even though one is Chinese and the other is not, souls are evil…. Anyone with any sense can see that these two women are on this train to find victims.”
I hoped my soul was not yet completely rotten and that soon I could stop having to search for victims.
To me, the most touching part of the movie was that despite Marlene Dietrich’s character, Shanghai Lily, supposedly lacking moral sense, Doctor Harvey still loved her. Of course, it made me hope that Jinying, wherever he was, would come back and continue to love me in spite of my past. Right now, the only man I had in my life was the one next to me, covering my hand with his, but completely unaware of how rotten I really was.
Although I didn’t have deep feelings for Edward as I did for Jinying and Gao, I’d be very sad to think that someday he’d be gone too. But I sensed that my coming into his life might tear it apart like a tornado, because Edward was too decent a man to fall in love with a skeleton woman like me.
He whispered into my ear, waking me from my thoughts. “Jasmine, you like the movie?”
He had paid for the best seats, so I nodded.
“Good, I’m happy that you’re happy,” he whispered again, lifting my hand and pressing it to his lips.
There had been many men in my life, but each loved and touched me in a different way. Lung, Jinying, Gao, now this foreigner official. Hmm… what would be next for me? When would my drifting boat finally touch the shore?
Would I be like Shanghai Lily, who saved everyone from the evil warlord? At the beginning of the movie, she is alone, then by chance, her former lover, the military doctor Captain Harvey, is on the same train. His love for her is rekindled, even though she tells him, “I am the White Flower of China. If you’ve heard of me, you can believe what you’ve heard. It took more than one famous man for me to become Shanghai Lily.”
It also took more than one man—Lung, Jinying, Gao, and now Edward—to change my name from Camilla to Jasmine Chen.
In the climactic scene, an evil warlord forces the train to stop and takes Captain Harvey hostage. To save him, Shanghai Lily acts by her own code of honor to offer herself to the warlord for the release of her former lover and the other passengers.
In the end, Shanghai Lily and Captain Harvey walk together arm in arm, lovers once again.
A happy ending. Would mine be as happy as Shanghai Lily’s? Then who’d be the man sharing my happiness—Jinying, Gao, Edward Miller?

After the movie, Miller drove us to a small, empty garden, one I’d never known about.
“Jasmine, it’s beautiful here tonight, let’s take a stroll.”
We got off and began a leisurely stroll under the moonlight among the fragrant flowers. The Chinese say, “A swallow, though tiny, has all the five organs.” Similarly, this park had a small rose garden giving out a pleasant fragrance, rock formations in oddly elegant shapes, even an arched stone bridge over a small pond.
Edward grabbed my hand in his so tightly, as if he feared to let go. Was this real or a dream? I decided to quiet my spy’s inquisitive mind, let go of my suspicions, and enjoy this rare moment.
I did not want to say anything about the movie to Miller, as it would be too easy to let out personal details I wished to keep to myself. So like the fictional Chinese prostitute in the silent movie, I kept my own mouth shut so as not to spoil this magical moment with a romantically inclined ambassador and the equally amorous moon. As if feeling the same, Edward gently led me behind a thicket of shrubs and kissed me on my lips, at first tentatively and then, when he could tell I was not resisting, with growing intensity.
When we sat down on a rock and paused for breath, my American lover startled me with an unexpected question: “Jasmine Chen, who are you?”
“You know who I am, Edward.”
He shook his head. “No, you’re a total mystery to me. You never let me come to the orphanage where you told me you live. And you don’t seem to have any family or even friends whom I could invite for lunch or dinner—”
“Edward, I told you my parents are dead, and I didn’t get on very well with the other orphans.”
“Jasmine, you know I really like you. Or let me be direct. I’m falling in love with you. So please tell me the truth about yourself and don’t break my heart . Is Jasmine Chen even your real name?”
I lowered my head so I didn’t have to meet his intense gaze. But he tilted my head so his eyes could penetrate mine.
“Jasmine, I would like to know you more. Could you let me in?”
His question brought tears to my eyes. I tried but failed to blink them back, so they coursed down my cheeks like two rivulets. I was reminded of when Jinying, now gone from my miserable life, had said the exact opposite.
After one of my performances, Jinying complimented me on letting myself shine through, rather than hiding my heart like the other singers. Hard for me to tell who was right about me, perhaps both in their own way.
Now Edward pulled out a handkerchief to wipe my tears. But his loving act only provoked more rain from my eyes.
“Please, Jasmine, I am here and I can help you.”
“Can you really?”
“Yes, but I want you to tell me the truth—the entirety of it.”
Something I never thought I would do. And if I did, what would be the consequences? I looked around at the deserted garden, wondering if we were being spied upon, even in this tranquil-seeming place.
But this was my chance to warn him that the gangs were already plotting against him. If he really cared for me, maybe that would dissuade him from his doomed plan to crack down on the gambling dens. Maybe he’d even take me to America with him so I could leave all my bad memories, nightmares, and evil deeds behind… And, since his Henry was adopted, he probably wouldn’t mind adding my little waiting-to-be-found Jinjin.
“Edward, all I can tell is that I’m a bad woman.”
He chuckled nervously. “How bad, did you kill someone?”
Instead of answering him, I said, “Edward, I know more than you think. It is hopeless for you to fight against the gangs…”
He looked touched. “I know about the relationship between the gangs and the corrupt government. Only a few weeks ago, a package with a huge red, lucky money envelope was delivered to my office. I knew it was a bribe, so I sent it right back. Not only that, I also attached a letter telling them that I’d soon start an anti-gambling campaign.”
“But, Edward, that’s suicidal! Trust me, if these gangsters get you, it will be a relief when you finally die!”
“That’s the reason their power keep expanding! Everyone’s afraid and so no one stands up to them. I may be the first ambassador to return the bribe. But there’s got to be a first one. Please, Jasmine, I don’t want to talk about the gangsters. I want to know more about you.”
Before I could stop, I’d already blurted out the truth about myself, not all of it, of course, certainly not about Jinying or Gao. I told him how I’d been forced by Big Brother Wang to spy on Master Lung, leaving out any mention of the shoot-out at the villa. Maybe I let out what I had bottled up for so long because he was a foreigner and an ambassador. And I really believed he was a man of honor, just as he had said. So I sensed it was safe to reveal my secrets to him. And my true self—if I did have one.
Now there was no turning back, no time for regret. Only for figuring out my next move.
A long silence passed. He pulled me to him and hugged me tightly as if he feared even a slight breeze would blow me away.
The he kissed me with great tenderness. “Jasmine, is that true? You worked for one gang to help them eliminate the other?”
I didn’t reply.
“Does it mean that all you told me about yourself the first day wasn’t true?”
“No, Edward, it wasn’t lies.” I lied again. “I was molested by the Red Demons’ head. Only he didn’t kick me out, but instead forced me to be his spy.”
He sighed heavily. “Jade, how sad that a young girl like you had to endure all this suffering….”
I began to cry. “I’m scared, Edward. Now both gangs are after me.”
He thought for a while. “I don’t think so.”
“But why not?”
“Because the gangs are too busy killing each other to take the number one position. Jasmine, I am sure there are more important things on their minds than getting rid of a singer. They may want revenge, but they want money more.”
Of course, I’d been a minuscule bit of pretty fluff squeezed between two powerful machines. But I had even lost that status. Now I was out of sight and out of mind, at least I hoped that was all I was—just empty air between the two machines.
“So you don’t think my life is in danger?”
“Not if you’re telling me the whole story.”
Of course, I was too well trained to tell anyone everything, no matter what the circumstance. I’d left out a lot, not only my lovers and my baby, but also the large amount of money and jewelry I’d taken from Lung’s safe, and my escape to Hong Kong and return. And, most important, that my “real” name was Camilla.
I said, “But my boss has lost face. So he—”
“But since no one knows that you secretly worked for his rival, maybe he’s lost face to you, but not the public. Anyway, I’ll see what I can do.”
“Edward, I don’t think anything can be done.”
As if suddenly remembering something, he asked, “Jasmine, you never let me know your address. So, where have you been hiding?”
“Please, Edward, I really can’t tell you that.”
“Jasmine, I’ll try my best to protect you,” he sighed, then pressed his lips tenderly against mine.
Soon his tongue was writhing agonizingly inside my mouth; one of his hands held my waist as the other one lifted up my dress and began its search. Aroused by this foreigner’s passion, I responded by pressing my small body against his muscular one and kissing him back with equal intensity.
After long moments, we finally released each other and he said urgently, “Tonight, let’s go to my place, I want you to stay with me.”
Feeling completely overwhelmed by my lies and this man’s love, I willingly let myself be led to wherever his desire was pulling.
* * *
Outside the small garden, Edward opened the car door for me, then walked to the other side. As he was about to open the other door, I felt something was not quite right.
“Edward, I think I just saw someone…”
“Where?” He started to look around suspiciously.
“We better leave—”
Alas, before he could reply, a tall masked man dashed out from behind some trees.
“Edward, watch out!” I yelled.
Then a big fist struck my head and I collapsed to the ground.
I heard Edward cry out angrily, “You leave her alone!” followed by a thud and a grunt. There was more yelling, fists striking flesh, car doors slamming, and then the engine roaring and tires screeching.
After that, deadly silence.
As I struggled to get up, I realized that I’d just lost another man from my life—I’d warned him, but to no avail.
Through the tears stinging my cheeks, I saw that Edward’s car was still where he had left it. Fortunately for me, the kidnappers had been in too much hurry to take his keys, or perhaps assumed that a woman would be unable to drive.
My hands were still shaking when I arrived at the governess’s cottage to tell her the terrible news. Emily Andrews’s face looked as pale as if it had been snowed on.
“Oh, my God, Miss Chen, how horrible, what happened?”
I told her everything I knew, which was not much.
“Who would do something like this?”
I knew it was one of the warlords, most likely my former boss, Big Brother Wang. Or maybe even Rainbow Chang’s Pink Skeleton Empire. After all, she had not hesitated to have me snatched so she could try to intimidate me. And she wanted me to help to get Edward out of her way so he could not interfere with her lucrative loan sharking. But, of course, I was not going to share these speculations with Emily, lest she suspect me.
“Emily, there’s a kidnapping almost every day in Shanghai. So I guess it must be one of the general’s enemies. Can you think of who this might be?”
Emily looked horrified by my remark. “But General Miller is such a nice and decent man!”
“Emily, around here nice people stand out, and so they attract attention from the wrong kind of people and get hurt!”
“Oh, my God! I must call the police.”
“Don’t worry too much, Emily. I believe the general will be safe—probably all the kidnappers want is money.”
“I hope you’re right, Miss Chen.”
There was probably a lot more to it than this, but I did not want her to be alarmed. Or to call the police, as they were probably in on it.
“Emily, can I give you some advice?”
“What’s that?”
“Please call the police later, not now. And please don’t let them know that the general was with me.”
“But why not?”
“Emily, even if the general and my relationship is innocent, it’ll be a scandal all over the gossip news tomorrow. What could be juicier than the American Consul General being kidnapped when he was accompanied by a young Chinese woman? And these gossip columnists will add anything their wildest imaginations can cook up to make the story as sensational as it is untrue. You don’t want a scandal that will smear your boss’s reputation, do you?”
“Of course not, Miss Chen.”
“Then please do as I say. Call the police later to report that the general’s missing. But absolutely don’t mention that he was with anyone, for all of our reputations.”
“But you drove his car back here, so how could he—”
“You can say that he went out by himself and didn’t come back. Anyway, give as little information as possible. The more one talks, the more trouble they will cause.”
“You’re absolutely right, Miss Chen.”
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Farewell to Little Blind Girl


To my great sadness, there was no real news about where Edward was, or when he’d return, if he ever would. All the newspapers offered theories about who was behind his disappearance, but none said anything of substance. Of course, some of the papers were controlled by the gangsters and the rest were terrified of them.
Rainbow Chang’s column read:

The Ambassador Could Be Anywhere

The newly appointed acting American Consul General Edward Miller has been missing for more than forty-eight hours. He left home for a night out by himself and never returned.

You and I, dear reader, are asking ourselves: Where is our Consul General? Let’s hope we will not be seeing him soon in a funeral.

So it looks like—at least to me—that this is not going to be pretty. Ambassadors do not just vanish into thin air—even those who are “ghosts,” albeit white ones. So he must have been kidnapped. However, there has been no demand for ransom. So it is to be feared that what the kidnapper wants is his life—or his death.

But why would anyone want him dead? Because he got in the way of the wrong people, that’s why. We all know that Edward Miller wanted to “clean up” Shanghai. Alas, since he speaks Chinese, he should know the saying, “When the water is too clear, there’ll be no fish. When a man is too honest, he will have no friends.” On the other hand, “When a man is evil enough, no one will dare to be his enemy.”

Of course, these are no more than the conjectures of a silly gossip columnist. Maybe the general is, as you read this, perched on a mountaintop, meditating to calm his troubled mind, and will be back in Shanghai, unscathed and filled with the refreshing mountain energy. Who knows?

Things happen. But they can also not happen.

My dear readers, alive or dead, it’s your bet, so place it now!

More to follow…

Rainbow Chang


After I read the disquieting article, my heart galloped like a wild horse. I feared for Edward, but I was also relieved that Rainbow actually kept her promise not to reveal my relationship with the general in her column. I knew it was unlikely that Edward and I would ever see each other again. Whoever had taken him wanted him out of the way. And for myself, there was no assurance that Rainbow would not mention me in her next column. As she put it, things happen—or not happen, which was my hope.

A few days later, when I called Emily, someone at the consulate said she was gone but had left another number—an overseas one—if I wanted to reach her.
Something was very wrong.
I immediately took a rickshaw to the closest post office so I could place the call. A couple of minutes later, the operator handed me the phone.
Emily’s voice sounded so far and yet so close—like a dead person who’s here and not here at the same time.
She said, “Miss Chen, I’m so glad that you called. General Miller, Henry, and I flew on the China Clipper and are back in San Francisco.”
I knew that airplanes could go all the way to America in only a few days but was still surprised that she could be so far away so quickly. I was both relieved and sad that Edward had left China, but I knew that was the only safe option for him.
“But you must not tell anyone about this.”
“Trust me, Emily, I can keep a secret.”
She sighed. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter now that we’re back here to where we belong.” She paused to inhale deeply, then said, “The kidnappers were gangsters!”
“Oh, heaven!” I exclaimed, though this was no surprise.
“They bargained with the Americans to recall General Miller in exchange for not harming him.”
“And the general agreed?”
“We don’t believe they would dare to harm General Miller, but we can’t take a chance either.”
“I’m so sorry to hear this, Emily. Can I talk to him—”
I was cut off by the governess. “General Miller asked me to tell you how sorry he is that things turned out this way. His new assignment is in Egypt, so he won’t be back to Shanghai. I’m sorry.”
“Me too, Emily, but I understand.”
I was sorry, of course, but I thought that it solved one problem for me—how to get rid of Edward when I found Jinying.
But my relief was short-lived. Despite myself, I could not stop the image of Edward from making my mind revolve as memories of our brief affair came and went like a lantern on a merry-go-round.
The following days, I lost my appetite and could hardly sleep. Maybe this was my fate: That I had to suffer the loss of all the men who truly loved me. However, I felt some comfort that at least Edward had not been tortured and killed as I’d feared. But I was sadder than I’d expected to realize that we’d never see each other again in this life.
Then I thought of Rainbow Chang. Now that the ambassador was out of Shanghai, she needn’t worry that anyone would try to clean up the city’s gambling business. I decided to call her to tell her that Edward was gone and also see if she had any more useful information.
But what the gossip columnist said surprised me. “Ha-ha! Camilla, sorry, but you’re wrong. I heard something very different.”
“What is it?” Of course I didn’t tell her that I’d got my news directly from Miller’s governess.
Rainbow’s seductive alto voice went on. “The ambassador did go back to America…” She paused, then lowered her voice. “But as a corpse.”
“What?! Where did you hear this?”
“Sorry, I can’t tell you. Ha-ha!” She laughed again. “Everyone knows my pen can determine their fate, so they tell me anything I want.”
Even if it’s not true. If it’s bad, you believe it. And you make up the rest, I thought, but didn’t dare to say.
“How did he…?” The word die just refused to step out from my mouth.
“The gangs did not plan to kill him, just a warning to the Americans that they better not mess with the Chinese. They know that if Miller were to succeed with gambling, he’d go after other businesses, too—whores, smuggling, loans… anything he can stick his big, itchy nose in.
“After they snatched him, the foreign ghost struggled so hard and screamed so loud that one of the gangs lost his temper and strangled him. Then they decided to quickly bury him under the Maple Bridge where their car was passing.
“Then, after the gangsters threw the last shovelful down the freshly dug hole, they heard muffled sounds from below. They turned and ran, terrified it was the foreign ghost’s ghost—funny, isn’t it? But then one of the gangsters asked, what if the general was still alive? What if he could dig his way out?
“However, no one dared to shovel away the mud, so finally one of them fired his gun into the grave to make sure that what they had buried had really become a ghost….”
I pressed, my voice urgent. “Then what happened?! Did Miller…”
She went on excitedly. “Just then a bright light flashed across the dark sky.” Rainbow paused, for suspense, I supposed. “You know what that means?”
“No, Rainbow, just tell me.”
“When a great, virtuous person, like Buddha or Confucius, appears in the world, his birth and death are announced by unusual signs in the sky. So now the gangsters realized that the general was someone they shouldn’t have killed. They fear his ghost will come back to exact his bloody revenge. You know, like General Guan, by chopping them in half. Ha, ha, ha!”
When she finished enjoying her own imaginary revenge, I asked, “Rainbow, did you just make this all up?”
“Of course not.”
“Then how come you didn’t write it in your column?”
“Have you noticed that most newspapers are mum and vague about this? So why should I? Besides, I profit from his death anyway.”
“An ambassador’s death is big news. Why wasn’t it in the newspapers?”
“Let me tell you, Camilla, because none of the other foreigners are sorry to be rid of Edward Miller.”
“But why?”
“Because of him, they stopped getting ‘lucky money’ from the Chinese, that’s why. So even his close colleagues are happy that he went back home, I mean his eternal home.”
I was tempted to call Emily again to find out if Edward was alive but decided to leave the matter alone. I could not risk becoming further entangled. Emily was honest and Rainbow was a liar. But just in case it was Rainbow who was telling the truth, I decided to burn offerings and say a prayer for Edward, wherever he was, this world or the next.
Either way, I knew my affair with him was over and there was no possibility that we would see each other again. Worse, here in the city, the dangers that I faced had only increased. If the gangsters could send an ambassador to heaven, they sure could send a singer to hell. I was surprised that I had not been found by the gangs or the police. Of course, it could be that besides Rainbow Chang, no one knew I was back. Except that she could tip them off at any moment.
Though I had served Big Brother Wang, I was well aware that a spy is like a yehu, a “chamber pot”: When the master needs to pee, it is needed right away; but when he doesn’t, the pot is but a stinking eyesore. So I, once the most talented and beautiful singer, after I’d served my purpose, was but a stinking chamber pot! Or, as the Chinese say, “After the rabbits are caught, the hounds are cooked.”
I had served my purpose. So now that his rival Flying Dragons gang was disintegrating because of my doing, I had caught my rabbit. Maybe the reason Wang hadn’t tracked me down and killed me was because he had been too busy taking over all Lung’s evil businesses—gambling, opium, prostitution, loan sharking, and probably others I did not want to think about.
I feared I was running out of options. My little Jinjin had been adopted, his father Jinying had left Shanghai to look for me, and Gao was on the run, nowhere to be found. Shanghai didn’t seem like the right place for me to be right now.
Maybe I should go back to Hong Kong, to stay in relative safety while I thought things through. But I decided before I left I would go to the orphanage to keep my promise to see the little blind girl, this time to say my last good-bye.
So a few days later, I returned to the Compassionate Grace Orphanage. I walked past the receptionist, a bored-looking middle-aged woman who was absorbed in her newspaper. Once past her, I dashed up to the third floor where the older children lived. I peeked into each room. A few orphan girls stared back at me with sad eyes, their hands busy stitching some animal toys that they’d never have the chance to play with or dote on.
I asked no one in particular, “Little sisters, anyone of you know where Peiling is?”
One tilted her head toward the window.
“Thank you.”
Yes, maybe the blind girl was in her “secret” garden practicing her singing. So I hurried down the back stairs and out into the yard, which was still overgrown with weeds emitting an unpleasant stench. I looked around but didn’t see anyone. Then I heard talking, followed the sound, and found Peiling sitting behind a huge rock.
To my surprise, she was not alone, but talking to a baby. I hurried to her side.
“Peiling, you’re not singing today?”
She raised her head and looked toward me with her cloudy eyes. “Big Sister! I thought you’d never come back, I’m so happy!”
“I’m happy to see you too.” Then I sat next to her. “Who is this?”
Peiling had a stunned expression. “You don’t remember? He’s Baobao, my little treasure!”
In order not to hurt a blind girl’s feelings, I replied, “Of course I remember. How old is Baobao?”
“I don’t know exactly. No one will tell me anything. How old do you think he is?”
“Six or seven months maybe.”
I studied the baby and he gave me what seemed the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. I mussed his full head of black, curly hair. “Little baby, how are you?”
He giggled and reached his chubby arms out to me. I felt surprised and touched by this babyish move. Peiling let me hold him. He kept giggling and rubbing his round head against my chest.
Peiling asked, her eyes darting around. “Baobao, are you troubling Big Sister?”
Of course the baby didn’t respond, so I did for him. “No trouble, Little Sister.”
Peiling suddenly asked, “Miss Camilla, can you sing us a song? I’m sure Baobao would love your singing.”
I felt a jolt. “Peiling! I told you I’m not Camilla, but just a fan. My name is Jasmine Chen, please remember. Just call me Big Sister.”
“Yes, of course, you’re Jasmine Chen, Big Sister. So, now can you sing me and Baobao a song?”
A strong and demanding little girl!
With everything on my mind, I wasn’t in the mood for singing. But since this would be the last time I saw her and her Baobao, I agreed.
As I was about to put down the baby, he had fallen asleep in my arms, his saliva making a dark stain on my blouse, Peiling reached her hand to take Baobao and placed him in her lap.
“Which song would you like to hear?” I asked.
“‘Looking for You.’”
As usual, I imagined that I was staring at the Huangpu River and waiting for the morning sun to rise.


You are the floating cloud in the clear sky,

The fleeting star at midnight.

My heart is caught in a pool of passion.

How can I hold myself back,

Hold myself back from looking for you…




Though this is a romantic love song, it did suit my present situation looking for Jinjin and Jinying.
Peiling smiled happily. “Big Sister, your singing is so beautiful!”
“Thank you, Peiling. If you practice hard, someday maybe you’ll sing like me.”
“You think so?”
Just then Baobao woke up crying.
Peiling said, “Can you hold him for a while? Baobao’s hungry, let me get him something to eat,” she said, then walked away.
The little one rubbed his head on my chest, his lips found my breasts as if seeking milk. I caressed his head and planted a kiss on his chubby cheek. Such a handsome baby, why would his parents have the heart to leave him as an orphan?
Seconds later, Peiling came back with what looked like a leftover bit of bun. She put it in her mouth, chewed it briefly to soften it, then put it on her finger and then into Baobao’s mouth. Baobao sucked with all his strength.
“Sorry, little baby, that’s all I could find.”
After the baby finished eating, I said, “Peiling, I need to go now, please take very good care of yourself and Baobao.”
I took several bills from my handbag and secretly put them in her pocket.
“Can you come back soon to sing and hold Baobao?”
“I’ll try,” I said, blinking back tears.
I wish I could.



PART FIVE
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Goddess Behind the Secret Gate


After an uneventful voyage back to Hong Kong, I took a taxi straight back to my apartment, a small, inexpensive one in the Wanchai district, next to Victoria Harbor. The neighbors paid no notice of my leaving or coming back. It was a big building where people rented, sublet, even sub-sublet. Tenants tended to ignore each other and go about their own business like ghosts wandering in a cemetery.
So I found myself back in this run-down neighborhood of blue-collar workers, street vendors, shady businessmen, and families down on their luck. There was also a large contingent of foreigners, seeking the favors of the ladies of Hong Kong’s most famous red light district, especially those vagina-starved young men from the sea—American sailors. These transients sailed away soon after their nights of luxury between accommodating thighs, but left behind exotic, mixed-race children. In this atmosphere, a young single woman would not stand out as she might in a more respectable district.
My two-bedroom apartment had everything I needed, including a kitchen and even a flush toilet, so I didn’t have to share either the preparation of my food, or its end result, with denizens of the other apartments.
Lonely again, my only comfort in this place where I knew no one was gazing out my window overlooking Victoria Harbor. I liked to watch the fishing boats come and go, and steamships depart for remote places. In the mornings, when the ladies of the night were still asleep, I’d go out and take a walk, then either buy one of the long doughnuts or dim sum wrapped in yesterday’s newspaper.
Other times, I would go to a working men’s tea house and sit by myself amidst the din, reading my newspaper and enjoying a pork bun or flat rice noodles with shrimp. But my preoccupation was trying to figure out my next move. Unfortunately, there was not much news about Shanghai in the Hong Kong papers, so I still had no idea what had happened to the Shanghai gangs, my little Jinjin, his father, Jinying, and my other lover Gao, the bodyguard.
Jinying’s diary said he was in Hong Kong looking for me. But how could we find each other in this dense city of several million? We couldn’t put a missing person ad in a newspaper, or post flyers on lampposts and walls. Unless I used a fake name, but then how would he know it’s me?
The people close to my twenty-year-old life, whether enemies or loved ones, had vanished like the fogs above the Huangpu River. Feeling totally disheartened, I thought maybe I should just accept the fact and move on. But to where, and for what? I didn’t think my life would be complete without my Jinjin and his father.
I felt my life was like a train that kept rushing forward and never stopped at a station.
My young, torturous life that seemed to pass so quickly in Shanghai. Now in Hong Kong, it seemed to wobble along at the pace of a tortoise. I had to admit to myself that I missed the life I had striven so hard to escape.
Maybe I should take a break. Since I had money, why not explore Hong Kong while fate was giving me a respite? Maybe what I needed was some diversion to recharge my energy and give me some ideas as how to find my baby and his father. I’d never had a real vacation, or even thought it would be possible for me. True, I’d gone to Paris with Lung, Jinying, and Gao, but every moment was haunted by the possibility of Lung’s imminent murder.
So during the following weeks, I tried to put aside my worries and live in the here and now, letting myself do whatever I felt like: read, stroll, sleep, sing. Leisure was a luxury I’d never experienced before.
My life had seemed like a slippery fish always about to slide out of my grasp. Yet, now, after days of touring the city and the outlying islands in a tourist’s frame of mind, I began to think it might be possible to get a life, a normal one, even if only temporarily.
One day, flipping through a tourist guidebook, an area called Shek Tong Tsui caught my attention. A decade ago this place, which was close to Wanchai, not far from where I now lived, had been famous for prostitution houses. Like Shanghai Lily on the screen, Shek Tong Tsui’s night ladies had to “sell their smile,” meaning their body, to survive. Since I was an orphan and a spy, I felt a certain bond with women who live by love at society’s margins: prostitutes, mistresses, concubines.
I decided to visit this place where once lived these “goddesses behind the secret gate.”
So, on a pleasant, balmy evening, I found myself seated on the more expensive upper deck of a tram rumbling its way to Shek Tong Tsui. What you got from the extra ten cents difference was having a wide seat without being forced to rub your arms, back, and bottom against those of your fellow passengers, or of having their offensive body parts massage yours.
However, the young couple across from me who’d together splurged an extra twenty cents, only used the opportunity to rub against each other like their poorer comrades downstairs. A middle-aged man two rows in front of them was holding a radio from which spilled the song “When Will You Come Back?”


Flowers bloom but once,

Good times never last.

After our parting tonight,

When will you return?

Let me finish this glass of wine,

And the delicate dishes.

How many times in life can one get drunk?

If we don’t enjoy ourselves tonight,

Will there be another night?




The unexpected bittersweet tune brought tears to my eyes. Could this man be playing this song because he somehow knew what was in my heart?
I thought of how this song was composed. A woman, after her husband had been killed by the black society, escaped with her small child to Hong Kong. Having no friends or money, she had no choice but to work as a prostitute in Kowloon Walled City, a lawless district even the police were afraid to enter. Every morning after work, she would lean on the door and sing to her vanished husband, “I’ll always be waiting for you, why don’t you return?”
With this song ringing in my ears, my question was: “Jinying, when will you come back to me?”
Soon the tram reached Shek Tong Tsui and I quickly got off, leaving behind the heartbreaking melody, but not my broken heart. I walked slowly by the harbor to enjoy the salt-smelling breeze and the twilight on the waves. Along the roadside in front of dilapidated buildings, a few women leaned by doors, chatting, smoking, and throwing hopeful glances. Despite the British having recently banned prostitution in their colony, it was obvious that these gaudily dressed and flirtatiously acting women were not here to appreciate the view, but to practice women’s oldest profession.
Among them, a fortyish one, her face plastered with white powder like a geisha’s, yelled toward me, “Hey, little beauty, if you were a man, I’d give you a big discount!”
I smiled back but didn’t respond.
Her “colleague,” another past-her-prime goddess, laughed hilariously. “Ha! A discount? Are you joking? If Little Miss Beautiful were a man, it’d be free!”
A third grandmother echoed. “Free? How about I pay him for it?”
The whole group burst into thunderous laughter. Of course they were joking to make the best of their lot. Business was bad and they were bored. No man would pay for these pathetic women except the equally old, ugly, and poor. But once they had been young, pretty, and highly sought after.
I felt a chill. If I didn’t start to really plan for my future, near or far, would I end up like these women? I had some money, but what would my future be?
Just then, suddenly there appeared a group of fiftyish men in rags, smoking, stinking of alcohol, and talking loudly, their conversation mainly insults regarding each other’s parents’ sex organs.
Once the run-down goddesses saw the even more run-down coolies, instead of running away like ghosts from daylight, they flocked to them like moths toward light. But the coolies outnumbered the goddesses. So the former clustered around to wait for their turn.
I overheard one of the women say, “Three dollars for five minutes. Five for ten, and one hundred overnight.”
One coolie laughed. “Grandma, you have a mirror at home? If not, I’ll bring you one next time, on the house.”
Now all the coolies burst out laughing like there was no tomorrow.
I wondered about these women who were the age my mother would have been, had she lived. They all must have sad, convoluted tales of how they ended up on this ill-reputed street selling their smiles.
Seeing these near-destitute women, I wondered, had any been the beautiful mistresses of wealthy men? I had read so many tragic stories about courtesans who prospered from the scholar-officials and rich dandies who were infatuated with them, only to be discarded because of pressure from their lover’s powerful families. It seemed that no love, however deep, could survive the threat of disinheritance.
The women, once their looks had begun to fade, were abandoned, while the men, passion cooled, would marry proper women chosen by their parents. After years of tedium with an increasingly demanding wife, the man would be worn down with the pressures of supporting the family. All that was left of his earlier, seemingly unquenchable passion for the beautiful courtesan was mere memories. As more years went by, and his grandchildren were nearly grown, he’d begin to wonder if this love affair really happened, or was but a fragranced figment of his youthful imagination?
Of course, a young scholar might break off with his family and marry his beloved courtesan. And they would live happily ever after—for a few years. But sooner or later the money would run out and the man would have to work, perhaps as a tutor, or even by setting up a stall on a busy street to provide letter-writing services to the poor and illiterate. The wife would be forced to supplement his meager earnings as a maid or perhaps selling home-cooked food on the street. Even combined, their earnings would not pay for an amah to look after their children. So the wife would drag her brood along to her stall and the children would become street kids, taunted by the better-off children on their way home from school.
But no matter how hard the couple worked, their financial situation grew ever more dire. So the lovers who could never live without each other began to quarrel. As time went by and the exchanges of words became nastier, hate began to seep in. And now the man bitterly regretted that he hadn’t listened to his parents in the first place. And his wife began to ask herself, why did I waste my beauty and my life on this man, instead of staying with a rich patron?
I sighed inside. For I feared to think that Jinying’s love for me would be the same as these men’s. And that, if fate brought us back together, as the years passed, we’d forget the love we once cherished and end up hating each other.
I tried to suppress these unpleasant thoughts and continued to walk. Soon I entered the busy part of the street where crowds milled around shops and stalls. I felt some relief becoming one of the crowd—like a drop of water in the sea.
Happy for the distraction, I enjoyed the sights: street vendors selling cigarettes, chestnuts, bowls of steaming red bean soup, towels, blouses, underwear, mahjong sets, and anything else one imagine one needed. For the better off there were restaurants, Cantonese opera theaters, gold stores, and many others.
At the red bean soup stall, a young mother was feeding her child by first sloshing the hot liquid in her own mouth, then spewing it between her toddler’s lips. This way the hot soup cooled more quickly, I assumed.
At one stall a child about ten stood by herself, selling something sticky, gooey, but strangely appealing.
I walked up to her and asked, “Little friend, what is this?”
“Lomaichi with black sesame filling, very sweet and tasty, have one,” she said, already thrusting one patty into my hand.
I paid, took a bite, and immediately felt the sesame oozing into my mouth and warming my palate. It was as sweet and tasty as the little girl had promised.
She looked so vulnerable here by herself that I was tempted to ask, “What if gangsters come here to demand protection money?” but decided to swallow my words.
In between chewing and swallowing, I asked instead, “Where are your parents?”
“They are selling other things over there.” She pointed with her dirty little hand. But there were so many pedestrians and sellers that I couldn’t possibly tell whom she meant.
“Good luck, little friend,” I said, then swallowed the whole lomaichi. But this time the glob of sesame burned my mouth. As if a foretaste of the hell that awaited me because of my bad deeds.
I resumed walking and soon passed by a grand restaurant with a huge signboard surrounded by flowers and blinking lightbulbs:

HAPPY NUPTIALS BETWEEN SU AND HO

HUNDRED YEARS OF HARMONIOUS UNION


Though I could not see the happy couple, I envied them. Would I ever find my own happy nuptials and hundred years of harmonious union? My life so far had been a matter of kill or be killed. I had not allowed myself to think so far into the future, since my concern was usually surviving the next few days. Happiness seemed as out of reach as the dead rabbit dangling in front of a race dog.
Into the gaily decorated restaurant flocked a procession of guests, men in Western suits or Chinese silk gowns, women in the latest Paris frocks or fancy embroidered cheongsams. Their happy laughter and congratulatory sayings only intensified my loneliness.
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The Shen’s Circus


I kept walking until I found myself in front of a huge tent with a signboard proclaiming:

SHEN’S CIRCUS AND FANTASTIC MAGIC SHOW!


The words “fantastic magic show” sparked my interest because of my magician friend Shadow, who’d disappeared during our last show the “Great Escape.” I went up to the reception area and bought a ticket from the young sales girl.
Seeing there was no other people around, I asked, “Young sister, can you tell me something about this circus?”
“Oh, I don’t work for the circus, but the landlord. Anyway, the circus is only here until my boss is ready to turn this place into a theater. You know, the animals are very expensive to train and feed, so he thinks a theater will be better.”
“Who are the magicians?”
“Miss, you bought your ticket, so go in and find out for yourself. It’s already started.”
Shrugging, I walked into the tent. Immediately music struck my ears, lively but with an undertone of melancholy. I was suddenly overcome with a dreamy, nostalgic feeling, whether happy or sad, I was not quite sure. It made me feel that I might be close to finding happiness, but fearful that it would elude me still. Then I realized that the music reminded me of the day Jinying took me to Big World Amusement Park in Shanghai where the same kind of dreamy music smeared the air like thick paint.
I looked around. Only half of the seats were occupied, so I could see why the landlord was unhappy with his revenue. But the audience looked happy chatting, snacking, laughing, or focused on reading their programs. Children in colorful clothes either ran around or ogled the clowns performing tricks inside the big ring. I had paid for a good seat in the third row. Once I sat down, I hailed a hawker and bought a bag of peanuts fried with fish flakes, another bag of sugared plums, and a lidded mug of tea.
I stuffed a few coins into the boy’s pants pocket, and he rewarded me with a smile that seemed to spill outside his face. “Thank you, miss, and enjoy the show!”
Because of my spy’s training, I always looked around to see if anyone was paying me an unusual amount of attention—even here in Hong Kong. But everyone around me in the tent looked quite ordinary—a few middle-aged couples, a group of giggling teenage girls, and young couples with excited children.
Inside the roped area in front, clowns with big red noses, colorful shirts, and loose pants danced clumsily. Some juggled small bars, others balanced on big balls or rode monocycles forward and backward, like a horizontal seesaw. Although I found them more tedious than entertaining, the children paid rapt attention. And when the children laughed, their parents laughed with them.
Then the clowns ran, or rode, offstage, and the animals made their entrance. Around the ring, elephants padded majestically, tigers jumped through flaming hoops, girls balanced on trotting horses. Entertaining but not particularly interesting to me.
Finally, when both the animals finished their acts, it was time for the magic show—what I’d bought the ticket to see. The orchestra changed to a new tune, no doubt meant to seem mysterious, as a woman magician and her two male assistants walked briskly to the center of the ring. A round of applause burst from the audience. Suddenly, it crossed my mind that she might be Shadow. So I craned my neck and squinted my eyes, but unfortunately I couldn’t tell. Like Shadow, this woman was tall, but her hair was black instead of dark brown, and she seemed to have thinner legs and a narrower waist than my friend.
Her magic was not particularly impressive either. It was usual stuff—making purses disappear and reappear, changing a pigeon into a rabbit, disappearing from the stage, then reappearing among the audience. Nothing grand like Shadow’s making a castle disappear or jumping off a tall building in the nude and disappearing.
I felt both relieved and disappointed that the magician was not Shadow. Relieved because she might be angry about my cutting off part of her finger, disappointed because she was the rival I tested myself against.
The magician and her assistants ran from the ring, which was empty for a few moments as the orchestra changed to an even more rousing tune. It was time for the finale, the most dangerous, heart-stopping kongzhong feiren, “high trapeze.” Three figures appeared, two women and a man, high up on a wooden platform.
I thought one of the girls was the magician from the previous act but could not be sure, since the tall woman, instead of a black tuxedo, was now wearing purple tights with her hair tied up. The other girl, in turquoise tights, was smaller in statute, and the man, in white, was tall and muscular.
In a moment, all three were swinging elegantly and performing body-twisting gymnastics to Johann Strauss’s “Tales from the Vienna Woods” waltz. Next their movements took on speed and complexity as the trio began to change swings, and the man did a double somersault. The audience burst into cheers and enthusiastic clapping.
If the audience thought this was the climax of the show, then they were wrong. The MC went to the middle of the tent and announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, now please don’t blink your eyes so you can watch our trapeze artist somersault through burning hoops.”
Instead of applause, the audience emitted a collective sigh like a huge deflated balloon.
The MC smiled. “Don’t worry. Miss Melodie is perfection itself. Are we all ready to have our eyeballs stunned?”
“Yes,” boomed back the audience.
“She better not fall!”
Three burning hoops dropped down and hung in midair, suspended from ropes. At first, Melodie swung back and forth, spun around, and somersaulted as the audience held its collective breath.
Probably charged by her unstoppable adrenaline, the purple girl, after she landed on the small wooden platform for a few seconds, leaped through the air, sailing smoothly through the three fiery hoops. But just then all the lights inside the tent went off!
There was a shocked silence, then a low murmur from the audience.
Someone shouted, “Turn the lights back on!”
In a few seconds, to everyone’s delight, the tent was lit up again. But our shock was not over.
The daredevil was gone! But spread on the ground was her purple outfit. Then I realized the trapeze artist “Melodie” was no other than my former friend and rival, the magician Shadow, performing another version of her famous “jump to disappear” act.
Now though the lights were back on, everything was a blur to me as I made my way out amidst the crowd.

I decided to see the show again to be certain it was Shadow and not an imitator. So the following evening, after I bought the ticket, instead of going through the main entrance, I sneaked around to the back area, quietly moved aside a flap, and peeked inside. There was no doubt. This tall and imposing magician/trapeze artist was the recurrently vanishing Shadow. When I’d last seen her she was thrashing and choking on stage in a tank of water, now she was sitting calmly in front of a mirror and meticulously painting her brow. Times must not have been easy for her of late, because she’d lost some weight and had a careworn expression. Yet she was still beautiful, despite her recent hard times.
Other performers milled around or made last-minute changes to their outfits to ready themselves for their next plunge into the illusory, aerial world inside the tent. With their heavy makeup and shiny costumes, in contrast to Shadow, they looked somewhat crude close-up. Mirrors were propped erratically at various angles, making the performers appear to possess multiple selves as their faces were reflected at odd angles. The impression they created in the eerie yellowish light of the improvised powder room was of ghosts floating.
Shadow was still fussing with her face powdering, adding layer after layer until her face became a mask. I decided that for now I would leave her face-to-face with her own mirrored illusion and not accost her until after the show, then maybe even take her out for a nice dinner so she could start to regain some of her vanished pounds. Shadow would not be performing in such a dingy place unless she had run out of money. Had she come here for work since our last show together was ruined?
My magician friend had been able to leave Shanghai and get this job in Hong Kong, though it was barely above being a street performer. I had come out the better of the two of us, because I had more money than I could spend, at least for now, but I guessed that she barely made enough to feed herself.
I’d find out more after tonight’s show.
Back in the tent and seated among the audience, I patiently waited through the clowns, animals, and magicians for the long-awaited entrée—the trapeze. Like last night, Shadow, now “Melodie,” and her aerial partners started their performance with immaculate precision and the audience became instantly enthralled. Though the performance was the same as last night’s, I had a sense of foreboding, an inexplicable feeling that something was going to go wrong. I had no idea what. But as a spy, I had stayed alive by not ignoring such feelings.
Seeing Shadow, I thought of our days together back in Shanghai, when I’d performed my contortionist knife-throwing with her as my target. And I thought of how she’d paid me back in our last show together. She was supposed to jump into a water tank and then appear dry among the audience. Instead, she pretended to drown and then disappeared.
So tonight, would she again ruin the show to spite the other girl, probably her new rival?
Soon we collectively held our breaths as we watched the beautiful daredevils flipping, twirling, somersaulting, and crossing high in the air. Lively music mixed with gasps and scattered applause.
Finally, when burning hoops were put out for the climatic act, I felt my neck tightening and my armpits sweating. I already knew the procedure: Shadow would jump through all the hoops unscathed, the light would go off seemingly by accident, then back on. All that would be visible of Shadow would be her costume on the floor until, seconds later, she’d reappear on the trapeze waving at the audience.
When the flaming hoops had appeared, something different happened. The girl suspended on the wooden plank next to Shadow held up a megaphone and addressed the crowd, “Ladies and gentlemen, those of you who have already seen our unbelievable Miss Melodie should know that she is also invulnerable. So, should we take down the safety net?!”
Voices exclaimed simultaneously. “Yes, take it away, that’s more exciting!”
Other voices gasped. “Oh, no, don’t! What if she falls?!”
The other girl said, “She won’t. Melodie is the best. Just be ready to watch the surprise of your lifetime!”
I couldn’t tell from Shadow’s expression if she looked confident or alarmed. Did she expect this, or was it a malicious trick by her partner? Several workers appeared and removed the safety net. The band struck up the same rousing tune as last night, Shadow’s cue to start. Like last night, Shadow performed a few flips and twirls in the air to build up the audience’s anticipation for her ultimate show—sailing through the rings of fire. All eyes were fixed on her, anticipating the impossible aerial choreography about to unfold.
Alas, this time the light went off only a second after she had leaped toward the hoops. In another second it was back on and, of course, Shadow was not to be seen frolicking in the air between the hoops. Her costume was on the ground, just like last time, but this time it appeared as if she was still in it, sprawled motionless. I fear that this was not another trick but something gone seriously wrong!
But I was not sure. I hoped that the body on the sawdust was just a dummy—like in her famous show in Shanghai. In a moment, two uniformed men rushed out with a stretcher, and a collective scream burst out from the audience. No doubt the manager had seen what had happened and did not want the audience to think that there had been an accident. Just then the orchestra changed to play an extremely cheerful and playful tune. The clowns from the warm-up show reappeared with two pretty girls dancing around the ring, trying to cheer up—or distract—the audience.
Things happened so fast that I wondered if Shadow had really fallen or if my eyes had deceived me. Could it have been only my imagination? I looked around and saw that except for a few, the audience now seemed quite happy watching the clowns and the girls in front of them. Their fears of a few moments ago had already faded into the air like a whiff of incense smoke.
Ignoring the clown’s ad-libbing, I slipped through the audience so I could go backstage to see how badly Shadow was injured—if at all. But two burly men stood blocking the back entrance.
One yelled to me. “Just leave.”
“But, I want to see if Sha… Miss Melodie is all right.”
The other grunted, “Nothing happened, you got it?”
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Hospital Visit and a Plan


The next morning, I dashed down to the street to buy newspapers to read about last night’s calamity. Only one minor newspapers reported the incident.

A Flying Girl’s Fiery Hell

The audience attending Shen’s Circus last night witnessed a tragedy when the lights failed, and magician and trapeze artist Melodie, performing without a net, fell to the ground.

Melodie was badly injured and is now being treated at Kwong Wah Hospital. It is rumored that Shen’s Circus, a family business, will now close down permanently. After years of financial struggle, they can no longer afford to pay the staff and feed the animals. There is suspicion that they plan to declare bankruptcy so as to avoid paying Melodie’s hefty medical bills.

This was the second time tragedy struck the circus in less than a decade. Five years ago, the Shen’s youngest daughter, also a trapeze artist, fell to her death during a Chinese new year celebratory performance. Mr. Shen, director and head of the circus, had then thought of closing down the circus but continued because he didn’t have the heart to abandon his loyal staff and hardworking animals.

However, since his daughter’s death, the circus, seemingly cursed, has been on a downward spiral. That was why Mr. Shen was willing to hire Melodie, an expert in both magic and trapeze, to be their major attraction—and their last hope. Until now, Shen had never used any outside performers.

Doctors stated that Miss Melodie is in critical condition but would not give further information.


After I finished reading, I set out to visit Shadow in the hospital. I hoped this would not be our last meeting and eternal farewell. I desperately hoped not, because this sad event made me realize that since we were both completely alone in the world, we should be friends instead of rivals. After all, we were what the Chinese describe as “sharing the same fate and living a lonely, isolated life at the margin of the world.”
I also knew that in this life, it is always wise to have at least one person to watch your back.
I set aside the newspapers, dressed, had a hurried breakfast of congee at a stall and took a taxi to the gray, depressing-looking building that was Kwong Wah Hospital in Kowloon’s Mong Kok area. I hurried inside the drab, medicinal-smelling lobby of this infamous institution where, it was reputed, few who came in ever came out.
At the reception desk sat a thirtyish, skinny, mean-faced woman totally absorbed in reading a sheet of paper, presumably a letter.
I put up my most ingratiating smile and asked in my most polite voice about the woman I knew as Melodie, or Shadow.
She raised her head and looked at me with a straight face. “We neither have a Shadow nor a Melodie here.” Then she sniggered, her eyes shrinking into slits. “What kind of names are these, anyway?”
I cast her a disapproving look. “Miss, I’m here looking for the young lady who fell during her performance at the Shen’s Circus last night at Shek Tong Tsui.”
She returned my look with an even more disapproving one. “Miss, this is a public hospital and we treat many girls who fall every day. Last night there was one who jumped from her boyfriend’s apartment after he told her that he had never loved her, not even a single day. There was another one who was being chased by her debt collector and fell from her balcony. So, I really don’t know which one you’re talking about. Miss, I’m sorry. This is a hospital, not a detective’s office.”
I knew she was not going to help me, or maybe she really didn’t know, or just was too lazy to even look it up. But maybe she would not be able to find it anyway, for like my name Camilla, Shadow and Melodie were made-up ones. Her parents must have given her a name, but I had no idea what it was.
“All right, thanks anyway, and enjoy your reading,” I said sarcastically.
She ignored my remark and went right back to her reading. Was it a love letter from her boyfriend? But what kind of man would waste time detailing his love to a woman like her? I amused myself wondering, when he decided to dump her, would she chase him and fall to her death?
But I cut off this train of thought and decided to look for Shadow myself, making my way through all the wards, floor by floor. Finally, I was inside the last room on the fifth floor, my last chance. Inside, there were altogether six beds, all occupied. I cast a quick glance around, but none of the women, young or old, looked anything like Shadow. But then I saw that there was another patient in a dark corner far from the windows. I could see that she was covered with bandages, except for slits over her eyes, nose, and mouth.
I hurried toward the bed, afraid that this was Shadow, horribly injured, but equally afraid that if it was not her, it meant she had died. This living mummy had hair that was long, curly, and black, just like my friend’s. But instead of the shiny tresses I was used to, her hair was spread over the pillow looking like tangled seaweed.
When I passed the bed of an elderly woman, she reached her skinny, clawlike hand to grab my sleeve. “Miss, please have a seat and talk to me.”
“Sorry, but I don’t know you.”
The many-wrinkled face pleaded. “But I’m your grandmother and I am lonely! No one comes to visit. So now you’re here, why don’t you sit beside me so we can talk?”
But fortunately or unfortunately, I never knew my mother, let alone any grandmother. So I ignored her and continued toward the patient in the corner by the window. I stopped in front of my target and looked, and what I saw gave me a chill. The patient was covered with bandages; though there were slits for her eyes, they seemed to be staring at nothing in particular. One of her feet was covered by a plaster cast and suspended in midair. Tubes were going in and out all over her body like little snakes slithering over rocks. Was the rotten odor that assaulted my nostrils coming from underneath her bandages, or the collective stink from all the sick and neglected patients? Or was it the smell of death? Because not all the patients lying here had moved at all since I’d come in.
I leaned close to the bandaged face. “Shadow?”
The resurrected mummy looked at me but didn’t respond.
I whispered again. “Shadow, is that you?”
Still no response. But a few seconds later, I noticed teardrops trickling down from the corners of her eyes. I realized that she must be in such pain that it even hurt to speak.
So I said very tenderly, like I was speaking to my little Jinjin in my dream, “I know you can’t talk. But if you’re Shadow, please nod.”
She did. Tears kept trickling down.
I tried to blink back mine. “It’s Camilla, your friend who comes to see you.”
She nodded again.
“And don’t worry, I think you’ll be fine.”
No response.
I asked. “Anyone paying for your hospital fees here?”
I noticed a slight shook of her head.
“Don’t worry, Shadow, I’ll take care of that.”
More tears oozed from the once-lantern-bright, but now glassy fish eyes. I took out my handkerchief to dab those soul’s windows through which, for now, her soul seemed to have departed. At that moment a white-robed doctor and a white-uniformed nurse came into the room and walked straight toward us.
Both cast me a curious look. The nurse asked, “Are you a relative?”
“No, just a friend.”
“Then step aside and come back in fifteen minutes, Doctor is going to check on her.”
Outside the big room I took a seat on a bench next to a young woman holding her son. She looked worried and the baby looked sick. So I decided not to bother them with conversation. The shock of seeing a bandaged and banged-up Shadow had depleted my body and my spirit. Suddenly, I felt ten years older and completely drained of energy. What had happened to Shadow could also have happened to me if Old Heaven decided I was his enemy. And that sick baby right next to me, would he make it? And if not, how would his mother cope? What about my little Jinjin, was he now in good health doted on by a loving family, or was he being neglected and abused?
In the hospital, all I could see was a sea of despondent faces. Now, sitting beside this sad mother and children, and waiting to hear about my horribly injured friend, I wondered if misery was all one can expect in this life. I hoped not. I still wished that someday I’d be reunited with Jinying and Jinjin, even win back Shadow as a real friend.
Lost in these thoughts, it was a moment before I realized that the doctor and nurse were now standing in front of me.
I stood up, put on my best smile, and asked politely, “Doctor, will my friend be okay?”
“She’s had a torn ligament—it will take some long time to heal.”
“Why is her face bandaged? Did it get burned?”
“Only slightly. She should be fine, maybe only one or two small scars.”
“Then why is it all bandaged?”
“To prevent possible infection; besides, she has some abrasions.”
Now the nurse cut in. “Do you know if she has any relatives?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Someone has to pay for her expenses.”
“I can pay for her.”
“Good. Go to the cashier now and take care of the bill.”
And this concluded the conversation about the life and death of a young, beautiful, talented woman.

I visited Shadow every day in the hospital, bringing her food and soup, fresh fruits, and special grape juice that is supposed to be good for sick people.
Then when I arrived one day the bandages were gone from her face. Her cheeks were so sunken that it made her eyes look ominously big, like lanterns on a ghostly night. But she was still the Shadow who was both my friend and my sometimes rival.
“How are you feeling, Shadow?”
Without the bandages, I could better understand what she was saying to me.
Instead of answering my question, she asked, “Why are you so kind to me, Camilla? Why don’t you just let me rot my way to hell?”
Wah! How unkind when I had come nearly every day to feed and care for her! Could I admit that the reason I was nice was because I now realized we shared similar fates? So I hoped we could now be allies instead of adversaries? That I wanted something out of this too? But I couldn’t really say these things.
Then she spoke again, with effort. “Thanks, anyway, for everything.” She lowered her head and thought for a while. “Camilla, I screwed up our last show—you’re not angry at me?”
“But I also sliced off part of your finger. So we’re even. We can have a fresh start. Shadow, instead of trying to outwit or destroy each other, women like us should help each other out.”
“How’s that?”
“Because no one else cares. We’re alone, rootless souls struggling to survive on the margins of this Red Dust. We were both famous in Shanghai, but think about it, one day when we die, people will have forgotten us the next.”
She remained silent.
I went on. “Because we don’t have a family or husband for support. Shadow, we’re all by ourselves.”
She sighed. “Maybe you’re right, my friend.”
“I’m very sorry about your fall. But why did your partner suggest taking down the safety net? Did she try to harm you on purpose?”
She shook her head. “No, it was my idea.”
I was surprised to hear that. “But why?!”
“Because the circus has been doing so badly that I wanted to attract a bigger audience. If this circus closes, I have no place to go. I really don’t want to end up on the street….”
She began to cry. I took out my handkerchief and handed it to her.
“Shadow, from now on you don’t have to worry about money anymore….”
She nodded, a bitter smile spreading on her face.
After a moment’s silence, we asked each other simultaneously, “Why are you in Hong Kong?”
“You go first, Shadow.”
“All right. Since I screwed up your show, I feared you’d take revenge on me. Not to mention you’re Master Lung’s woman, so you could even ask him to kill me. Who knows? But when you disappeared right after the shooting at Lung’s villa, I suspected you had something to do with the gang war. Remember, Master Ling used to tease us that we’re ‘sisters,’ so I feared that the gang would think I also had something to do with what happened. I thought the smart thing to do was get out of Shanghai.”
Shadow took a big gulp of the milk I had bought her, then asked, “All right, Camilla, then why did you come to Hong Kong?”
“It’s a long story. If you have the energy to listen.”
“Just tell me.”
“I stole Master Lung’s money during the shooting and made my escape here.”
She fixed on my eyes with her lackluster ones, a puzzled expression on her still slightly swollen face. “Why have you told me this? You’re not afraid I’ll tell the others?”
I knew she thought I had told her because I planned to kill her anyway.
I looked back into her sunken eyes. “Shadow, if we don’t help each other, no one will. So we’re in the same boat. Think about it. Even if I eliminate you, what good will it do me now in Hong Kong?”
She nodded weakly.
I smiled. “Anyway, Shadow, you don’t have to worry. Since I’ve been paying for your hospital bills, now you’re my accomplice. So you can’t expose me because they’ll assume you were in on it too.”
Some silence passed and she cast me a curious look. “Guess you’re right, Camilla; we have no choice but to be friends and allies.”
I nodded.
“Why are you helping me?”
“I am just collecting some good karma for myself. You know, just in case.”
“In case of what?” she asked, then chuckled nervously. “Look at me, Camilla, you really think I can help you—or anybody—now?”
“I don’t know yet. Shadow, I believe it is our karma to do more together than just rub shoulders and walk past each other.”
She nodded, looking unbearably sad. Despite the injuries and pain, she kept her beauty, though now with more than a touch of melancholy.
I was perhaps more surprised than she to discover that I felt real compassion for my shadowy, magician rival, now to be friend.

When Shadow was finally released from the hospital, she went back to live with the other performers at a dilapidated dorm apartment provided by the circus in Kowloon’s Walled City, a very old and poor area. Apparently, the rumor that the circus was closing was not true, at least not yet. Since Shadow could not perform, she was assigned to do clerical work. However, if the circus did close, or just became tired of having her around, she would probably have to become a cleaning maid. I knew she felt too humiliated to ask me for more money. And she may have thought that my telling her I was rich was merely boasting.
Though Shadow had sometimes upstaged me, it was painful for me to observe her present debilitated state that was likely the end of her performing career.
But despite my concern for her, I was once again becoming preoccupied with my own worries and the need to seek out Jinjin and his father. This was why I had left her in the dorm rather than inviting her to stay with me. Though I felt guilty about this, I needed to come and go without explaining what I was doing.
I thought I would start by looking for news about Lung and the gangs in the Shanghai newspapers, and, I hoped, some about Jinying. But how to find Shanghai newspapers in Hong Kong? After some thinking, I realized there must be a Shanghainese association or the like in the British Colony. A quick perusal of the phone book revealed one in Causeway Bay, a busy district close to Wanchai where I lived.
Once I had made sure that Shadow was settled as comfortably as possible in the dorm, I took a rickshaw to the Shanghai Association, which turned out to be on the third floor of a dilapidated building. I climbed the stairs and entered the smoke-filled sitting room. Inside were elderly people chatting, listening to the radio, playing go, and reading newspapers. I saw that one elderly man was reading just what I had hoped to find—the Leisure News—which published Rainbow Chang’s column. I sat to wait patiently for the man to finish so I could read it.
Just then a younger man came to me and asked, “Miss, can I help you?”
“No, but thanks. I just passed by and came up to take a look.”
“But there’s nothing here for a young person like you.”
“I’m looking for a place for my uncle from Shanghai to hang out. “
“All right, then take your time to look around,” he said, and returned to sit behind a desk.
Finally, when the man finished the newspaper and put it back to the rack, I took it and sat down to read. I found nothing about the events that interested me, not surprising since they had occurred several months ago. But I saw that in back there were shelves piled with old newspapers, so I grabbed a stack and started to work my way through them, page by page. Finally, I found what I was looking for:

A Sheep Inside a Tiger’s Mouth

Since the big shoot-out at the villa of Master Lung, head of the Flying Dragons gang, he and his Harvard lawyer son, Lung Jinying, have not been seen, nor has Lung’s petite aime, Camilla, shown her pretty face in public. But it seems that Jinying could not suppress his love for opera because two days ago he was spotted at the performance of Madame Butterfly at the Shanghai Theater. Though almost hidden in the corner of the back row, he was detected by the Red Demons, who grabbed him as he was sneaking out the back. At least that’s what one of my Pink Skeleton girls heard from an intimate acquaintance.

It’s well-known that Big Brother Wang is not a man of compassion and is famous for his secret torture chamber—which gang doesn’t have one? So he won’t be gentle when he questions his rival’s son to find out what happened to his father. Maybe he’s as dead as Confucius, but Wang needs to be a hundred percent sure.

So maybe as you read this, Harvard boy Lung Jinying is screaming with pain in his enemy’s torture chamber.

More to follow…

Rainbow Chang


I felt my throat tighten as I read this. I had assumed that Jinying would be devastated by the events at the villa’s shoot-out and my escape, but never imagined he would be subjected to the monstrous cruelty of Big Brother Wang! I first thought to go back to Shanghai to try to ransom him. But was it already too late? The newspaper I was reading was dated more than a month ago. That meant we’d both been in Shanghai, but just “rubbed shoulders” past each other! If Wang’s men had really kidnapped Jinying, then the picture of Jinying’s fate wouldn’t be pretty. I should go back to Shanghai to rescue him, but how? I might get killed before I even had the chance.
But it was quite possible that Rainbow Chang had made up the whole thing. Jinying’s diary had said he was going to Hong Kong, so I doubted he would pause to attend an opera. But there was no way to know what had really happened. I was left with no choice but to go back.
I wracked my brain trying to come up with a plan to save Jinying. To return to Shanghai was now doubly dangerous. Rainbow, at least, knew I’d been back, and Miller was no longer there for possible protection. I could not do this alone, and the best help I could get was Shadow. She wasn’t in great shape—she walked slowly and stiffly—but she could get around and her help would be better than none. She owed me that much for paying her hospital bills. Besides, I would pay her a lot more than the circus did if she’d go back to Shanghai with me.
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Fortune-telling


I decided to visit Shadow at Kowloon’s Walled City and try to convince her to come back to Shanghai with me. This old area was famous for being lawless; the police never came here. As a result, unlicensed doctors, prostitution, gambling, and drugs were rampant. It was said that if a foreigner came in here, he would never be seen again. Used to gangsters as I was, this place scared me, so I brought several new knives just in case.
No taxi would enter here, so I was let off by the entrance. I paid the driver, got out, then walked in and turned left where Shadow had told me that the Shen’s Circus dormitory was located. Everywhere I looked there were rows of run-down flats “decorated” with colorful hanging “banners”—clothes, underwear, blankets, and bed sheets dripping onto the sidewalk. Wherever there was an empty lot, shacks were perched on top of each other like piled-up corpses. Only because I did not want the locals to know I was a stranger in the city did I not place my handkerchief across my nose to try to block the stench of rotten meat, vegetables, and even human excrement.
Next to the street were crude stalls selling daily necessities—cigarettes, eyeglasses, mahjong tiles, chopsticks, incense, paper money, Guan Yin statues, as well as unsavory-looking fruit and fly-covered meat. I continued walking and passed a church, a school, a Buddhist almshouse, and most popular, a mahjong den. Next was an alley with stalls of all sorts of fortune-tellers: I Ching “scholars,” palm readers, physiognomists, four-pillar fate calculators, bamboo-stick manipulators, bird-tellers…
Despite the dripping laundry, I watched with curiosity as the masters harangued their clients, mapping out fates while their believers listened with pricked ears and intense eyes. In the tense air, questions and advice were punctuated with “oohs,” “aahs,” and “aiyas.”
As I was passing the last stall, an old man waved frantically. I turned around but didn’t see anyone else near me. I resumed walking and he waved again. I smiled and pointed to myself; he nodded his head. This living “immortal” must have already witnessed more than eighty Springs and Autumns. But had all these changing seasons taught him wisdom, or suffering? Maybe neither, judging from his mindlessly happy expression.
I went up to him. “Master, were you waving to me?”
He made a gesture. “Yes, who else?”
I could not help being curious. “But why me?”
He gestured for me to sit on a small wooden bench across from him.
“I don’t need to have my fortune told.”
“Ah, miss, but you do. We all need to be told our destinies—they will come sooner and later. Miss, you look different from the people here. You’re an outsider, I don’t just mean in this city, but in life.”
Wah, how did he know this? What else did he know about me?
The corners of his lips lifted to attempt a genial smile, revealing a big black hole. Either his business was not good enough for him to afford false teeth, or maybe at this age he didn’t want to bother. Despite my skepticism, I found myself already seated on the bench.
When he spoke, I could almost hear the wind soughing in and out of the dark hole. “Miss, young as you are, there’s already been lots of trouble in your life, especially your love life.”
I blurted out, “How do you know?”
He pointed to his banner inscribed with the characters shen-suan, “Heavenly Diviner.” “That’s my job. I’m a fortune-teller and I know secrets that others don’t.”
Now he pointed to a bamboo cage where a small yellow bird hopped around and darted glances at me with its tiny black eyes.
The master smiled. “Miss, please let her out to taste some fresh air and enjoy moments of freedom while she tells your fortune.”
Though in the past I’d dismissed the idea that a bird can foretell a person’s fate as ridiculous, I found myself mesmerized by the man and the bird.
So I agreed.
“Good. Now tell the bird what you want to know.”
“But—”
“Miss, you don’t have to say this aloud, just silently to the bird. She listens better than most humans do.”
I cast a quick glance at the small bird, now released from its cage and hopping around happily on the table.
“Master, how can she hear my thoughts?” I wondered if there’s a way to tell if the bird was really a she?
“Miss, animals are more spiritual than we humans. Just think of your questions.”
Of course, my worry was whether Jinying, Jinjin, and Gao were alive and well. And where I could find them.
When I finished asking, the master whispered something to her like an old friend. The bird immediately hopped from the desk to a pile of yellow envelopes. She seemed to study them, then twisted her head this way and that before grasping an envelope with her tiny red beak and pulling it out. The master gave her a seed and whispered to her, after which she willingly hopped back into her cage.
He opened the envelope, took out a card, and laid it on the desk for me to read.


Walking through clutters of beautiful flowers,

Not even one would cling to his clothes.

If only on that day you had the courage to say you love me.




Four smaller lines read:


Just to pass and rub shoulders is not enough.

Together, hold tightly so you don’t lose each other.

To dwell in Paradise, where immortals dwell,

Not to suffer in the Ten Thousand Miles of Red Dust.




I was not sure if I understood the poem completely, but somehow it was depressing to me. My eyes moistened. The master, seemingly well-prepared, handed me his handkerchief. It was filthy, but I took it anyway, then dabbed my eyes and blew my nose to make it even dirtier. I knew my relationships with Jinying and Gao, or any other men for that matter, were a total mess.
Before I had a chance to ask questions, I saw that a small group of teenage boys and girls had already gathered around us. One even leaned her small body toward me so she could read my fate.
Her equally small voice snaked into my ear. “Wah, ‘if only on that day you had the courage to say you love me.’” She giggled.
I was very tempted to push her away but controlled myself. But not the master, who vigorously waved her away with his wrinkled, arthritic hand.
“Go away, don’t block my business. You are all too young to understand love. Come back in ten years, now get out of here!”
The youngsters ran away laughing and we were left in peace again. But a line had formed of other believers eagerly seeking to know their destiny. They crowded forward, some bumping into my stool or hitting my shoulder.
The master, unperturbed, picked up his thermos and took a long sip. “You have more than one man in your life, right?”
I remained silent, thinking of Jinying, Gao, then Edward Miller, surprised by the accuracy of his statement.
“Two are troublesome, but one will shatter your heart.”
“Which one?” My voice sounded alarmed. Would Jinying be all right? Would Gao?
“The one who’s not destined to be with you. Sometimes in life, it’s the choice between the fish and the bear’s paw.”
Chinese consider the fish and the bear’s paw the two greatest gourmet delicacies. Few have the luck to taste both.
He went on. “Miss, though you can’t have both the fish and the bear’s paw, still consider yourself very fortunate. Because most never even rub shoulders with the special one, despite a lifetime of hoping.”
He snapped his fingers to create a small explosion. “And life flies by just like that! Look at me, once a handsome, erudite, talented young man, but now an ugly old one wasting his talent advising these fools”—here he swept his arms around to indicate his neighbors—“how to live and love!”
Now he stared at me with his cloudy eyes. “Miss, you will bring moments of great happiness to this man, but his end won’t be good.”
I blurted out, “But, master, I love this man, but I love another one more!”
“I know, and that’s too bad. He’s been waiting for you to say this his whole life.” He pointed to the lot with his long-nailed finger. “The lot says, ‘walking through clutters of beautiful flowers, not even one leaf clings to my clothes.’ You know what this means?”
I sort of understood but remained silent for him to explain.
“Yuan Shen wrote this poem to commemorate his love for his wife. Yuan loved his wife so much that after she died, he felt no interest in other women. That’s why even among the most beautiful girls, none attracted him.”
He leaned close to me, his cloudy eyes seeming to emit sparks. “So, this man feels for you as Yuan did for his wife. But you let him down. Fortunately for him, the regret is yours, not his.”
“How come?”
“Because his life is complete loving you. Most hide our feelings behind masks, including myself. Ha.”
I wanted to ask how he hid his feelings but said instead, “But, master, I can’t love two men at the same time!”
“You read Su Dongpo’s poem?”
Then he began to recite in his wavering voice. “‘The moon becomes full, then wanes, we have joyous meetings, but heartbreaking departures. We can only hope we both live long to appreciate the moon together.’
“This man is waiting for you to appreciate the moon with him. But sooner or later his love will be blown away by the merciless cold wind.”
I sighed, feeling too sad to respond.
He pointed to the yellow piece of paper again. “The lot states, ‘Passing and rubbing shoulders, it doesn’t matter.’ So let me tell you Cui Hu’s story.”
The master went on to relate how Cui Hu composed this poem while journeying, tired and thirsty, to take the imperial examination. The scholar stopped by a house to ask for some water.
A woman’s voice asked. “Who’s there?”
After Cui gave her his name, the door swung open to reveal a very lovely young lady holding a bowl of water. But because of Confucian tradition, neither dared to initiate a conversation with the other.
A year later, Cui overcame great difficulties to return to see the girl, only to find that she was away from home with her father. Disappointed, Cui wrote this famous poem on her locked door. A few days later, when the girl came back, she saw the poem, fell sick, and soon died of a broken heart.
Later Cui learned the devastating news from her father. He went straight to the girl’s house, hurried inside her bedroom, stroked her bedsheet, and cried. “I have come for you, alas, too late!”
The would-be lovers had exchanged only two sentences.
When the master finished, he exclaimed, “This is rubbing past shoulders. In comparison, you’re much better off.”
I stared at the lines on his face, mysterious as an ancient script, and asked hesitatingly, “Master, have you been in love…?”
I could not picture how this man once looked, that a woman could fall in love with him.
He waved a dismissive hand. “All right, that’s all I have to say.” Then he pointed past me with his chopstick fingers. “I have to see other clients now.”
I turned and saw that the line behind me had grown longer. Most were young women, no doubt here about their equally hopeless loves.
The old master blinked. “Miss, one last thing. You cannot have him, but you have your memories.”
As I prepared to leave, I spotted a picture on the makeshift wall to his right—a handsome young man smiling like the sun shining at night.
I pointed to the picture. “Is that your son?”
He laughed out loud, again showing his toothless mouth. “Ha! Ha! Ha! That’s the ugly old man in front of you, seventy years ago!”
He studied his much younger self. “I never married and have no children. But”—he pointed another chopstick finger to his chest—“she’s always here.”
“Is she still… living in this world?”
“Maybe, maybe not. I’m a poor scholar, so we were forced apart by her rich parents. She disappeared on her way to meet me.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry…”
“Miss, I never told her that I love her. That’s my greatest regret. And it’s turned me into an ugly old man. All right, miss, enough, I need to see my next client.”
“Thank so much, master,” I said, leaving a generous pile of cash on his table.
As I exited what I now thought of as “love-sick alley,” instead of heading for Shadow’s dorm, I sat down at the first street food stall I saw and ordered a cup of tea, hoping its soothing heat would flush away the sadness lodged in my throat. But it had no taste.
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The Forgetful Soup


Thinking of Jinying and Gao and feeling sad, I thought of a Chinese legend about life after death. After people have died, but before they go on to reincarnate, they’ll arrive at Helpless Bridge. Guarding this bridge is Grandma Meng, who will offer you a bowl of Forgetfulness Soup. If you accept this soup and gulp it down, you’ll forget all the troubles, miseries, and sufferings in your life that has just ended. But if you have the courage to refuse the soup, you will remember everything into your next lives. Some want only to forget, while others—especially if they had wealth, fame, a beautiful wife or handsome husband—choose to remember.
Some refuse to drink the Forgetfulness Soup because their heart won’t let them forget their loved ones. Ironically, sometimes the one you love the most is not the one who bears you children and shares your home. For a hundred possible reasons, the two of you could not spend your life together. But you love her so much that you cannot forget her, even though this comes with all the vivid memories of your sufferings—forced separation, departure without a farewell, death, the inscrutable working of fate.
But you don’t want to forget all the wonderful times you spent with her, your warm handholding, mutual promises to wait for each other till your next life so you two could reunite and live happily ever after.
And there are also those who cannot make up their minds—to remember or to forget? Should I drink and forget or decline and remember? This moment will decide your memories—or lack of them—for all your lifetimes to come.
However, there is a third choice. That you don’t eat the soup but wait on the bridge for your loved one to join you. Because one day he or she must also cross the bridge. But if you remain, not only will you delay your chance to reincarnate and remain a ghost for a long time, but because there are always so many crossing the bridge, you may miss each other forever.
When our days came, would Gao choose to drink the Forgetful Soup? Would I? I waved my hand to dispel the suffocating thought like a thick blanket thrown over me in summer.
I took out the lot and reread it, but failed to detect a hint for Gao’s whereabouts. In Shanghai, I’d run into him twice, then lost him. If he was still alive, where was he?
Since there was no answer, I paid for my tea and went to the Shen’s Circus’s dormitory.
Inside a shabby room with crumpling walls, I found Shadow sitting at a wooden table, receipts spread in front of her. None of the other circus staff was there, probably all were at the tent, rehearsing.
I sat down across from her and got straight to the point. “Shadow, I need to go back to Shanghai. I’ll pay you well if you’ll go back with me.”
Some silence passed before she spoke, her tone suspicious. “Camilla, why are you going back to Shanghai, and why would you want to pay me to go with you?”
“Shadow, I’ll pay you extra not to ask questions.”
“But I’ve been hurt enough. I don’t want to go back and get killed.”
I laughed. “Ha! Why would someone do that?”
“Camilla, I know you’re in danger and that’s why you’re here in Hong Kong.” She paused, then went on. “You told me that you stole money from Master Lung—”
I cut her off. “Exactly. Since you already know my secret, we’re in the same boat.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that if my life is in danger, so is yours.”
The danger was greater than I was willing to admit to her. I was sure that Shadow did not have the guts to pull a tiger’s whiskers, let alone step on its tail. She came across as confident and brave, but I knew that this was just another of her illusions. Her magic fooled the eyes, but not my mind. I knew full well that with her desperate need for money she would end up doing anything I asked.
So I said, “Shadow, I’ll pay you a lot. Do you really want to stay here as a clerk for a bankrupt, broken-down circus? You know you need money. Here you have no future and no freedom.”
Unkindly, I added, “Probably no one will even remember who you are in Shanghai, so don’t worry.”
Shadow rested her head in her hands and remained adamantly reticent.
“Shadow, I’m not going to harm you.”
“But I don’t see how I can help you!”
“I’ll let you know when it’s the right time. So will you do this for your freedom and your future?”
I took her silence as agreement and told her I would book the steamer tickets for early next week.
Outside the dormitory I heard circus music flooding the air; perhaps Shadow had just turned it on. The familiar music conjured unexpected memories. It was the tune I’d heard when Jinying had taken me to Shanghai’s Big World Amusement Park and we had ridden the wooden horses on the carousel. This was extremely dangerous, for then I was still his father’s mistress.
However, I had enjoyed seeing the happy little riders, watched carefully by their doting parents. It awakened a faded memory of me as a little girl riding a carousel just like this. My parents’ faces almost came back to me, when Jinying interrupted my reminiscence and the image faded away like a dream….

That night, as if on cue, Jinjin again entered my dream.

Instead of standing in front of me as before, this time he was riding a yellow wooden horse on top of a carousel. The same nostalgic, dreamy music spilled from the merry-go-round as my little baby waved furiously at me, his expression both happy and anxious.
I exclaimed, “Be careful, Jinjin, and hold tight!”
“Mama, Mama!” he shouted, as his face alternately spun away from me and reappeared with the revolving of the carousel.
“Jinjin, how come you’re all by yourself?”
“Mama, both you and Baba disappeared, you remember?”
“Then… what about your grandparents, why aren’t they taking care of you?”
“They can’t. You forget that they are in hell?”
“Son, don’t tease me! What do you mean that they’re in hell?”
“Oh, Mama,” he retorted, “how can you forget that they’re dead?”
“Dead, how?”
“Mama, your parents were murdered!”
“What?! By whom?”
“By the man you call big brother, that’s who!”

Just then I woke up from this dreamy revelation to find myself not in the amusement park but in my joyless Hong Kong apartment. Suddenly memories I’d been suppressing my whole life flowed into my consciousness like water bursting a dam.
I was about four, accompanying my parents for an outing. On the way, I fussed so badly that my parents said that after they’d taken me to pee, they’d get me some ice cream to cheer me up. While we were looking for a restroom, two big men jumped out of a seemingly deserted alley and grabbed us. One of them pulled a bag over my head so I couldn’t see. But I was able to hear all too clearly—flesh slashing, cow-slaughtering screams—then silence. After that, I was pushed into a car that sped away in full speed.
I cried hysterically, “Mama! Baba!” until the bag was lifted from my head.
In front of me was the face of a young Big Brother Wang!
At this moment, I knew what I must do next with Wang’s training.



PART SIX
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A Telephone Call


Back in Shanghai, Shadow and I stayed at a medium-priced hotel in the French Concession. Here, we could get tidbits of information from the rickshaw pullers as they went in and out. Since the concessions were controlled by foreign governments, we were safer here than in the main city, controlled, of course, by the Chinese police and their gangster accomplices.
Since we had not come back for pleasure, we didn’t go out much, but read all the newspapers to catch up on what was happening in the city. However, after Rainbow’s article that I’d read in Hong Kong, there was no further news about Jinying’s kidnapping or Wang’s efforts to take over the Shanghai underworld. This left me more worried than ever.
A whole week had passed and still nothing in the news. To overcome my inertia, I decided on a bold move: telephoning Big Brother Wang. This would be extremely risky, even suicidal, because then he would know I was in Shanghai, within reach of his hit men. I needed to be very careful not to carelessly reveal anything about my location or my plans. So I wrote down what I’d be telling Wang:
1.I’m now in Shanghai.
2.I have Lung’s safe combination and bank account numbers.
3.I’m offering a trade—Jinying alive with not so much as a single hair lost—in exchange for the combination and account numbers.
I figured this was an offer Wang could not refuse since getting these had been his life-long obsession. In addition, if Wang believed that I cared more about love than money, he’d fall more easily into my trap.
The next morning, I went to a public phone and dialed my former boss’s residence.
The man who picked up the phone—probably one of his bodyguards—barked a loud, “Yes?!” which sounded very much like a threatening “No!”
“Is Big Brother Wang there? I would like to speak to him.”
“Who’s that?”
“Please tell him it’s his former secretary.”
“Did he have one?”
I smiled into the phone and spoke seductively. “Sir, you must be new, of course he had!”
The bark seemed to be brought down a notch. “All right, miss, stay right there.”
Seconds later, Wang’s even more intimidating voice attacked me from the other end of the line.
“Who is this? It better be something good!”
“It’s Camilla, Big Brother Wang.”
A few seconds of deathly silence.
“Camilla? Is this a joke?”
“It’s me, Big Brother Wang.”
Another cemetery silence during which I imagined the relish of plunging a knife into his chest or firing a bullet into his head.
“Then where the hell have you been, and why are you calling me after this damn long time?”
“Sorry, Big Brother Wang, but I can explain.”
“Huh, explain? You’re pretty brave to even call me in person. My men can track you down and snap your pretty neck with a loud crack! Ha!” He snickered. “Maybe this just proves how well I’ve trained you to be fearless. But I didn’t mean to train you to be stupid!”
”Big Brother Wang, I’m well aware of my position.”
Before winning the battle, it’s always wise to play humble. As The Art of War taught me:


The art of war is the art of deception.

When capable, feign incapability.




“Then when are you going to give me back what you stole from Lung’s safe, huh?”
“This is exactly why I called, Big Brother Wang.”
I heard him breathe in sharply.
“Ha, good. But otherwise, your pretty little head will no longer be sitting between your shoulders. All right, now tell me what you want.”
“I know you have Master Lung’s son and I want to exchange what I’ve got for him.”
“Wah, are you crazy or something? All that money for that worthless fool?”
“Because I love him.”
“Ha, ha, ha! Don’t make me laugh! Didn’t I train you to have no friends and no emotions? But you fall in love with a good-for-nothing and all your training goes down the shithole!”
“Love happens, Big Brother Wang.” I knew this idea was lost on him but said it anyway.
“All right. I don’t give a damn about who you love, don’t love, or used to love, or used to torture, or destroyed. Speaking of torture, tonight might be a good time for my men to torture Lung Jinying some more. I can hold up the phone so you can hear him scream, if you don’t believe me. Or, you can give me all Lung’s bank account numbers, cash, bank notes, American dollars, jewelry, gold and silver bars, and whatever else you took; then you can have your worthless Jinying back. Anyway, I’ve got to get rid of him one way or the other because I don’t want to keep paying for his meals. You know, these days the price of rice and meat keeps going up, ha, ha, ha!”
“If he’s such a burden, why did you bother to kidnap him?”
Although I already read the answer in Rainbow’s column, I needed to verify from Wang’s mouth. If it was the same as what Rainbow said, then she was telling the truth.
“Ha, smart as you are, you should have guessed—I keep him to lure his father to come out of hiding.”
“You think Master Lung is still alive somewhere?”
“I’m not sure, that’s why I need his son—for bait. If he still doesn’t show his face, I’ll start the torture.”
“Please don’t!”
“Ha! You really love this—”
“Big Brother Wang, why torture him, since I can trade you Lung’s treasures?”
There was a silence, as if he was actually thinking.
“You do have a point. Ha, see how well I trained you! But I still get to keep the son so I can torture him to have revenge on his father.”
“Big Brother Wang, what if Lung is already dead?”
“I don’t think so.”
“How come?”
“Because his body was never found. He must be seriously injured and trying to recover. Anyway, as soon as he can, I bet he’ll show his face to try to get his son back, ha, ha, ha!”
Yes, Lung, once the most powerful gangster, would have no face left if he was powerless to save his only son.
But I really didn’t care about Master Lung, only his son, so I asked urgently, “So, Big Brother Wang, what about if we set up a day and time for the exchange?”
“Sounds good. But if you play tricks…”
“You know I won’t dare to pull the tiger’s tail.”
“Ha! Then how come you dared to disappear for so long?”
“Big Brother Wang,” I lied, “I’ve been hiding because I was injured during the shoot-out.”
“Really? Where did you hide? And why didn’t you contact me earlier?”
I’d had an answer ready for this inevitable question. “I went to the convent and the sisters were kind enough to hide me and care for me while I recuperated. I couldn’t contact you while living inside a convent surrounded by the nuns.”
“Hmm… eventually my men would have tracked you down.”
After more useless conversation, finally Wang and I agreed to meet at an isolated area not too far from Master Lung’s secret villa. Wang and his men would bring Jinying and I’d bring Lung’s—now my—treasures. In fact, I had not taken the bank statements, but only pictures with my lipstick camera. When we met, I’d tell Wang the safe’s combination; then he and his men would go inside Lung’s place and open the safe. Once they had the treasures, they were supposed to release Jinying.
Of course I knew better than to trust the gangster’s promise. So I had a plan to handle all the ways he might betray me.
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The Exchange


We had agreed to meet three days later, at eight in the evening on the driveway of Master Lung’s villa. I convinced a taxi driver to let me take his cab for the evening by offering the equivalent of a week’s fares. I asked Shadow to drive—she was not at all happy about accompanying me to meet Wang, but I reminded her that I was paying both for her help and for her not asking questions.
We arrived twenty minutes early to find Wang’s car already there, engine idling. In this deserted area, the only other sounds were the cries of insects or unknown animals. I asked Shadow to pull up some distance from the gangsters. Our cars’ headlights were the only illumination in front of the dark villa. With its two blinding lights, Wang’s vehicle seemed like a ferocious beast ready to tear us into pieces.
From the distance, it looked like there were five people inside the car: Wang, a blindfolded man, probably Jinying, and two bodyguards plus the driver. I could not see any other cars, though some could be concealed by the darkness. Were anyone looking, we must have seemed like phantoms in this remote place with Lung’s dark, empty villa looming in the background like a huge, wounded beast.
Wang got out of the car, preceded by two men holding guns. Then they pulled out the blindfolded man. Wearing loose, creased pajamas, the young master looked so gaunt that I almost didn’t recognize him, nor, of course, could he see me. I suppressed the urge to call out to the father of my son. I feared that if he knew I was here, he’d struggle to escape and get shot.
Jinying was the first one to speak. “Where am I, why did you take me here?”
But no one answered him, even though he was the son of Shanghai’s once most powerful gangster.
Feeling chilled, I handed my magician friend a hood so she would not be recognized later, assuming there would be a later for us.
“Shadow”—I also handed her a piece of paper—“now go out and give this to Wang. I’ll stay in the car.”
In a scared voice, she asked, “You go, Camilla. It’s your business, not mine!”
“Shadow, I have my plan. Just go and give Wang this paper.”
“But I don’t have anything to do with him and his men.”
“Shadow, it’s me that they want, not you.”
She hesitated. “You think gangsters care? They kill people like squashing ants.”
“Just go, Shadow; if anyone is going to get hurt, it’d be me, not you. You just have to trust me this time.”
“I did in the past and look what happened.”
I ground my teeth and said in a heated whisper, “Shadow, you’re not important enough for them to waste an expensive bullet on! Now go before I push you.”
She grunted, then pulled down her hood as tightly as she could.
“Go and tell Big Brother Wang this is what he wants. After that, he’ll release the young master.”
Reluctantly, Shadow got out of the car and walked toward the gangsters. She spoke briefly to Wang, then handed him the paper. Wang opened, read it, and smiled. On the paper was the combination for Lung’s safe hidden inside the grandfather clock. Wang said something to Shadow and she hurried back to me.
“Wang said to wait here until they break into the house, open the safe, and get the treasures. After that, they’ll release the young master.”
“Tell him I agree.”
She went back to tell the gangster boss.
At this moment Jinying’s tired and scared voice blurted out in the chilled air, “Can anyone tell me what’s happening?”
This time one of Wang’s burly men knocked him on the head. “Shut up! If no one asks you to talk, you keep your fucking mouth shut!”
Lips trembling, Jinying stopped.
Wang broke open the door, then went in with one of his men, leaving two to keep an eye on Jinying, and, of course, Shadow and myself. About twenty minutes later, the two emerged from the villa holding heavy bags.
After they put the bags into the truck, to my horror, instead of releasing Jinying to me, they pushed him inside the vehicle, then jumped in themselves.
I yelled toward them. “Wait a minute!”
But no one answered, nor even turned his head.
I screamed again. “You promised to release the young master!”
It was then that Jinying recognized my voice. “Camilla? Can it really be you?”
“Shut up!” Someone yelled.
Wang stuck his head out through the window and laughed. “Ha, Camilla! Did you just flush your training down the toilet? How many times I taught you to trust no one, not even your own shadow, eh?”
“But the young master is of no use to you now!”
“If that’s what you think, then you’re wrong! He’s still the bait for his father.”
I yelled back. “Big Brother Wang, think about it, if Master Lung is alive, don’t you think he’d have come after you by now? He’s dead! Believe me, his son is absolutely of no use to you anymore!”
The gangsters spoke to each other for a minute or two, then Wang called out, “Hmm… maybe you’re right.”
Immediately one of his men jumped from the car, then pulled Jinying out, pressing his head down.
Wang shouted. “Shoot him!”
I screamed, “No, Big Brother Wang!”
Obviously this was their plan. Kill Jinying, then take advantage of our shock to kill Shadow and me. But I was not ready for all of us to meet in the Yellow Springs. Of course, I had anticipated this. So I pulled out one of the new knives I’d hidden in my baggy pants.
A loud “Aiya!!!” split the silence of the night. The man’s hand bled profusely as his gun dropped to the ground. Of course they had not expected any real danger from a woman, so, as the other two bodyguards were struggling to free their guns from their holsters, my second and third knives were already sticking out of their hands.
“Jinying, quick!”
The young master dashed toward me and lunged inside our car.
This was the only time in all the years I had known Wang that he seemed to be at a loss as to what to do. So he simply motioned his driver to go forward, giving the wounded men barely enough time to crawl inside the car. But I had thrown another knife to deflate the car’s front tire, so the vehicle could only creep along the uneven driveway.
I yelled to Shadow, “Leave right now!”
Her foot pressed hard on the gas petal and the car plunged forward like a wild horse released from its tether. I quickly took the blindfold off Jinying’s eyes and untied his hands. We embraced each other like we’d been separated for several lifetimes.
After we released from each other, I asked, “You all right, Jinying?”
Tears glimmered in both our eyes. He nodded. “And you, Camilla?”
“As you can see.”
“How did you find me?”
“It’s complicated. I’ll tell you everything after we go back to the hotel.”
He thought for a second, then asked, “Did you come back for me?”
I sighed and slumped back against the seat, having no energy left for such an obvious, or stupid, question.

Back in the hotel, Shadow said to us, her face flushed, “How could you make me do this? We made it, but we almost didn’t. This is what you meant by us being allies?” She entered her room, slamming the door behind her.
But I didn’t have time to deal with her feelings, not now. Now that Jinying and I were finally by ourselves, we didn’t say much to each other but plunged right into frenzied lovemaking instead.
Though Jinying looked gaunt and weak, I was happy, and surprised, that sexually he became as fierce as a tiger. He urgently tugged off my clothes, tossing them on the floor, one by one. When my panties were finally gone and my body naked under his relentless scrutiny, my knees weakened and I sank onto the bed, ready to be consumed by this man, whom I’d lost and now found.
In a moment he was lying on top of me, kissing and caressing me, as if fearing this would be our last moment together. In response, I sank my teeth into his shoulder as my nails dug into his back.
When at last we were spent, I lay next to him, suddenly feeling terrified that we would be separated again. We mortals can never know what heaven has in store for us. But I pushed these worries from my mind and instead just let myself feel his warmth beside me.
After a long time, Jinying said, “Oh, Camilla, I thought I’d never see you again….”
“Of course I came back for you.”
“You saved my life and I love you. Tell me everything.”
I started to, but he had already drifted into sleep.
I took a big envelope from my purse, tiptoed out of our room, closed the door softly, and went to knock on Shadow’s door.
I said in a heated whisper, “Shadow, it’s me, please let me in.”
The door was opened and the aroma of alcohol meandered to my nostrils. I closed the door behind us and followed her inside. She plopped on the bed, and I pulled a chair to sit across from her.
“What more do you want after you took me through hell?”
“I know you’re still angry at me, Shadow, but”—I put the manila envelope next to her on the bed—“you may have been through hell, but you now have a generous reward to enjoy paradise on earth.”
I pointed to the bulging envelope. “Shadow, this is extra I pay you to compensate for tonight’s trepidation.” I paused, then added, “And don’t forget, in a few days you’ll get more when you’re getting closer to your paradise of early retirement.”
I didn’t wait for her response but left her behind to enjoy her bonus wealth and her pungent whiskey.
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Together Again


The next morning, I awakened with Jinying’s arms around me. After another round of lovemaking, we ordered breakfast and sat in bed talking. We were both eager to learn what had happened to the other. If anything, he was even more eager than I, so I went first.
I told him about my escape to Hong Kong, my unexpected meeting with Shadow, and her terrible accident. Of course, I had to leave out much: how Gao helped me after the shoot out at Master Lung’s secret villa, how I saved him from execution, my meetings with Edward Miller. Most important, I did not mention the likelihood that our son Jinjin was still alive somewhere. Though I knew that Jinying would be elated at this news, I could not bear to raise his hopes until I was certain.
Then I asked him to tell me about his struggles. He had gone to Hong Kong to find me, just as Rainbow had said in her column. Of course he accomplished nothing there. He realized, as I did, that putting an ad in the paper was a bad idea, so he hired a private detective instead. But weeks had passed with no news about me. Finally, he realized that the “detective” was fake and was doing nothing except take his money.
Soon Jinying found a more reputable one, but he declined to take on the assignment because there was not enough information for him to go on. Sadly, we’d never even had a picture taken together. Jinying had some cutout photos of me from newspapers and magazines, but they were not sharp enough for me to be clearly recognized.
Finally, feeling hopeless and running low on money, Jinying became discouraged and returned to Shanghai. He’d gone to see Madame Butterfly to try to relive our time together in Paris, when we had watched the same opera together. But as he was leaving the opera house, Wang’s men abducted him.
When he finished, I asked, “Jinying, did they torture you?”
“No, but they starved me. The meals were rotten vegetables over equally rotten rice. Sometimes they didn’t bring me food at all, but what they called soup served with a few drowned cockroaches. And the water I had to drink was what my father called ‘foot-washing’ water.”
“How horrible. I’m so sorry, Jinying.” Then another question came to my mind. “Why do you think they didn’t torture you?”
“The only reason I can think of was they feared they might end up killing me and then I’d be no use to them. By starving me, I wouldn’t have any energy left to escape.”
“Have you heard anything about your father? Do you think he’s still alive?”
He shook his head. “Unfortunately, nothing. I do fear that he’s dead. But then sometimes I think he may still be alive. For as Rainbow wrote, if he’s dead, then where’s the body?”
Jinying paused, then spoke again. “Camilla, I did think of suicide once.”
“Please, Jinying…”
I didn’t know what more to say. A few months ago I’d attempted suicide myself—jumping into the Seine when Master Lung and his entourage were in Paris. I was still on earth only because Jinying had jumped into the cold water, to save me. We’d been watching Madame Butterfly together—it was her suicide on stage that had triggered my sudden despair. I wondered, what had triggered the same hopeless feeling in Jinying?
He went on. “I lost my father, you, and our baby. Eventually, Wang would have me killed in the most painful way possible, so I thought I’d get it over with painlessly.”
I stroked his sunken cheek, not knowing what to say.
“But I didn’t because I still hoped we would be together again somehow. Or, if we never found each other, I’d go back to the US, hoping to leave behind all my bad luck and sad memories. I would try to sustain myself with my only good memories—those of our times together.”
I slid a finger across his lips. “Jinying, we’re together now.” “Camilla, you know what I feared the most? That we would one day just rub past each other, but then lose each other in the crowd.”
We remained silent, imagining this sad possibility.
Then I suddenly realized Jinying must be ravenously hungry after so many weeks of bad food, so I opened the steamer tray, took out some leftover buns, then poured tea from the hotel thermos.
“Jinying, you must be starving. Have these now. We’ll soon have a big meal, shark fin soup, roast pig, juicy little buns…
I felt happy seeing him hungrily swallowing the buns and felt a warm wave of love.
When he finished, I said, “Jinying…”
“Yes?”
“I love you.”
He sighed, pulling me to him, and kissed me. “We’re really back together, aren’t we?”
Then a worried look spread over his gaunt face. “Camilla, I think we had better leave for Hong Kong on the next ship. Wang is going to be looking for us.”
“But, Jinying, there’s something else I haven’t told you yet.”
“What is it? Something bad?” A look of apprehension spread over his face.
“No, actually it’s good. I’m pretty sure that our son, Jinjin, is alive.”
His eyes became as round as two jumbo marbles. “That’s impossible!”
“No, a miracle.”
He leaped from the bed and strode around the room. “Our Jinjin is alive and we’ll soon be a happy family! You’re sure we’re not dreaming?”
I went on to tell Jinying how Madame Lewinsky discovered she had cancer and would die soon. She entered the Sacred Heart Convent to spend her last days atoning for what she had done and let the nuns arrange for our baby to be adopted.
Jinying came back to sit on the bed beside me, sighing. “But, Camilla, even if Jinjin is alive, how will we ever find him?”
“That’s what I’ve been worrying about. But I have determined I will not leave Shanghai until I have little Jinjin safely in my arms.”
Jinying looked alternately happy and sad. “Did they tell you who adopted Jinjin?”
“No, the abbess Sister Mary Stone said it’s confidential. I can understand that, because there’s no way I can prove I am really Jinjin’s mother.”
We fell silent for a few moments; then I suddenly thought of something. “Jinying, why did you put up the poster asking for Jinjin on the orphanage’s wall?”
“You told me that Jinjin was a stillborn, but somehow in my desperation I kept thinking that maybe he’s alive somewhere. And if he is, he’d either be adopted or living inside an orphanage. That’s why I went there to look, but, of course, I couldn’t tell if any of the babies were ours. So I posted the flyer as my last hope—and to vent my anger and sadness. Camilla, do you have any idea where our baby might be?”
“Not now, but somehow we’ll find out.”
I searched Jinying’s sad face. “Jinying, there’s still… one more thing.”
His expression told me that he feared that this time it would really be something bad.
“Besides finding Jinjin, I need to settle a score with Wang.”
“What score? I think you already did. Besides, we’re lucky we escaped unhurt. Why don’t we just forget about the past and leave Shanghai as soon as we can?”
“But I can’t.”
“Please, Camilla, forget about revenge. Yes, he abused and used you, but he also made you the most famous singer in Shanghai.”
“Jinying, my parents didn’t die in a car crash as Wang told me. He murdered them.”
Then I told Jinying it was Jinjin who came into my dream to tell me that. When I woke up, the whole image of my parents being murdered by Wang came back clearly into my mind.
Jinying looked so shocked that I didn’t have the heart to tell him about my plan for revenge. Not tonight.

Just as I was feeling hope seep back into my life now that I had Jinying back, I noticed a strange ad placed in several newspapers.

Finding a Person

Young man, your father is still here with us. Come and claim him. Otherwise, we cannot guarantee his future. Call the number below to arrange a meeting.


I would not have paid any attention to the Missing Persons ads that ran in the newspapers every day—a husband looking for a runaway wife, a devoted wife for a gone-with-a-mistress husband, siblings separated for decades, parents of abducted children—except for the slight chance that someone would have placed an ad about a baby who might be Jinjin.
Otherwise, I would never have seen this ad, but when my eyes landed on it, my heart skipped a beat. Although it was signed “Anonymous,” it seemed pretty obvious that this was Big Brother Wang threatening Jinying and me.
Jinying was busy packing since we needed to be ready to change to a different hotel in case we were discovered here. I called Jinying over and showed him the ad.
He immediately exclaimed, “They must have my father! We have to rescue him somehow.” Then he thought for a moment and went on. “Camilla, do you think Wang really has him, or is this just a trick to set us up?” Then, even more agitated, he added, “We need to do something.”
“The problem is, Jinying, we can’t tell if they really have him or not. So I think I should first call to feel things out.”
“But wait a minute. That’s something odd going on here. Wang said that he kidnapped me to lure my father out from his hiding place. So why would he say this if he already had my father?”
I thought hard until a light went off in my head. “I know why! It’s me and the money that Wang wants, not just your father!”
“But didn’t he get everything that night?”
“Yes, but I’d already taken most of the cash and deposited it in Hong Kong. And I have your father’s seal; without that, Wang won’t be able to get his hands on the money.”
Jinying thought for a long time. “I have to try to save him, if he’s really alive. I don’t approve of my father, but what kind of man would I be if I abandon him?”
Of course, after being Lung’s forced mistress, I had little good feeling toward the man and would be quite content leaving him to Wang’s mercy—or lack of it. All that mattered to me was finding Jinjin. But I needed Jinying’s help for this and, since Lung was his father, I could not really expect him to be an unfilial son. So I thought the best way to resume looking for my baby was to deal with the Lung situation as quickly as possible.

We were getting restless, confined in our hotel room. Jinying wanted to go out, but we were both afraid of being spotted by Wang’s men. Then I thought of the Russian café where I had gone in search of Madame Lewinsky—Chinese hardly ever went there. So we finished dressing and set out, trying to blend in with other pedestrians. Jinying had never been there and seemed to relax for a moment as he looked around at the opulent foreign décor. Tea was brought to us immediately. Neither of us was very hungry, so we ordered a plate of pickled fish and thick, dark Russian bread.
After a few bites, we plunged into drumming up plans to save Lung, trying to figure out which might succeed without getting us killed.
Suddenly I remembered Wang’s sixtieth birthday was coming up in two weeks. This would be the excellent chance to meet my boss for the exchange because he would never dare to take on the bad luck of killing someone on his own birthday.
The Chinese word for “birthday” is shengri. Because this also means to live, thrive, or prosper, no Chinese would risk reversing these auspicious words by even saying a word like mousha, “murder,” on his birthday, let alone committing it. To do so would bring curses not only on him, but also on his wives, children, relatives, and friends during their birthdays.
For us these superstitions might be very lucky, since Wang would have to restrain his murderous impulses. I never paid much attention to superstitions but could never have imagined that one day the Chinese superstitious nature would provide me a lucky day for revenge. Or so I hoped.
The next step was the phone call. We took a taxi to Nanking Road, a district that was always so busy and crowded that we could easily merge with the others. When we spotted the first public telephone that was not on a main intersection, we settled with the driver, got off, then went in and paid the attendant for the call.
As expected, a gruff male voice answered, then seconds after I identified myself, Wang’s menacing voice snaked its evil way through the telephone line to my eardrum.
“Huh! I knew you’d call right away. You love the son as much as he loves his father, eh?”
“Sons love their fathers.”
“Hell, no, you don’t.”
“Only because I don’t have one.”
But this was not the time for me to reveal that I knew he had murdered my parents. I had plans for him, when the right time came, but not now.
“You were a worthless orphan in a worthless orphanage before I found you and made you into the most famous singer in Shanghai, spoiling you with all kinds of luxuries. You already forget about that?”
“Yes, but only to make me sleep with your enemy so you could kill him.”
“Camilla, you think you’re smart, but it’s only because of me. Besides, I’ve let you live, and your stupid fucking man, and his motherfucking father too.”
But only because so far he hadn’t succeeded in killing us.
He chuckled. “So now you’re in love! Ha, ha, ha! The one thing I told you never to do because it could get you killed. You’re a total loser!”
I said sarcastically, “Ha, Big Brother Wang, have you never realized that if I am a loser, so are you, because you taught me?”
Never before could I have dared to disagree with my boss, let alone talk back and throw out insults. I’d forced myself to be like a parrot—repeating his orders.
He ignored my sarcasm. “Ha, heaven is now on my side, eh? Because you failed to kill Lung, now if you want him back, you have to give me back all the money.”
Then his anger flared and his voice rose up like a plane taking off. “All right, enough of this nonsense, Camilla. Where is the seal you stole from Lung’s safe?”
Did he really imagine I would be so stupid as to give him Lung’s seal? That little lump of rock was my lifeline, my pension, my path to turn my impossible dreams into possible ones.
Obviously, Wang had figured out my deception; I had given him the papers but not the chop to verify he was the account holder. I smiled to myself when I imagined his expression when he had gone to the bank and been refused the money. Of course, what infuriated him was not so much the loss of the money as the loss of face. He still got a fortune in gold bars, because when I had opened Lung’s safe I had taken mainly what was on paper—money and bank statements. I would have taken the gold, too, but I could only carry a few and so had to leave the rest. Wang just couldn’t bear the fact that he couldn’t have everything he’d been scheming for years to steal.
I was very tempted to say that I didn’t have the seal just to spite him; but then if he did have Lung, he’d go ahead and kill him.
So I said, “I have the seal in a safe place.”
“Damn you, you cunning little cunt! All right, tell Lung’s son if he wants his father back, you give me the seal and I’ll hand over your worthless man’s even more worthless father!”
I put on a little girl’s voice. “But, Big Brother Wang, how can I trust you again after our previous meeting?”
“Ha! But you don’t have a choice!”
Maybe. I could let Lung die without shedding any tears. But then Jinying would never forgive me and I might lose him. I definitely didn’t want my little Jinjin to grow up fatherless. Or to be alone myself.
So I pretended to agree. “Then we can meet at your upcoming sixtieth birthday party. You must be having a huge celebration with lots of politicians, businessmen, and celebrities. So also invite me and Jinying—”
“Hmm… Camilla, you still remember my birthday?”
“Of course, Big Brother Wang, after all you have done for me!”
This was pretty obvious flattery, but I knew vanity was his greatest weakness.
I went on. “You’ll have Master Lung sit at your table with his back to the room. Just get him dark glasses and a fake beard. If anyone asks, tell them he’s your uncle from the country or something. The young master and I will come up to your table. If we verify it is Lung, I’ll give you the seal and he comes with us. How’s that?”
I was sure Wang did not want us at his birthday party, but he wanted the seal more. So he agreed.
“All right, give me your address so I can send you an invitation.”
I laughed. “You didn’t train me to be stupid! Just tell me the time and place and we’ll see you there.”

A few days before the banquet, I took out a big chunk of my money—or Master Lung’s or Big Brother Wang’s, depending on whom you asked—to buy a Mercedes, a bulletproof one, such being a basic necessity for Shanghai’s wealthy. This would be my present to Wang for his big sixtieth birthday party.
Sixty is the most important birthday for Chinese because we reckon dates in sixty-year cycles. In the old days, few lived that long. That’s why anyone still alive at sixty will have a lavish celebration, if they can afford it. After all, what chance is there of making it through a second sixty-year cycle?
I again called Wang to let him know about the generous gift.
His murderer’s voice assaulted my eardrum. “Why so generous suddenly, eh?!”
Before I could respond, he added, “Huh! Don’t even think about pulling any dirty tricks! I can’t kill anyone during my birthday, but there are many days after that!”
I smiled into the receiver. “Big Brother Wang, this is your sixtieth birthday, a momentous occasion. After all you have done for me, how could I not give you an expensive gift appropriate for your number one status? Since you rebuked me for being ungrateful during our previous phone call, I decided I should show my appreciation with an extravagant gift. I also don’t want to get killed on your birthday, or any other day for that matter.”
Naturally, Wang would suspect that I’d put a bomb or something else deadly inside the vehicle. So I told him that I would drive the car to the restaurant on his birthday, then park right outside so his men could search the vehicle.
Finally, I concluded my talk by saying something I knew would infuriate him. “Big Brother Wang, don’t forget that now I’m flush with money from Lung’s safe. The cost of the car is just like a grain of sand on the desert. Ha! Ha! Ha!”
When he didn’t respond to this I added, “Big Brother Wang, when I go to your birthday party, my name will be Jasmine Chen, not Camilla.” This time, before he had a chance to curse me, I hung up with a loud bang.
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Birthday Celebration


Wang’s birthday came on a chilly, rainy Saturday evening. Jinying dressed in a Chinese gown, while I, hoping not to be recognized as Shanghai’s Heavenly Songbird, wore a Western-style evening dress, modest makeup, and a deep brown wig with bangs.
This was as different as I could come up with from my previous trademark look of a lavishly embroidered cheongsam, theatrical makeup, and false eyelashes, topped by wavy, long black hair swept to the right. The short sleeves of the cheongsam left space for multiple bracelets up past my elbows—translucent jade and gold sprinkled with diamonds. On my right ring finger I placed a huge cat’s eye stone set inside a ferocious gold tiger’s face striped with black enamel.
I hoped that my relatively plain look would keep anyone from recognizing me. I would have disguised as a man except that Jinying and I had to be a couple. Also, if I had to charm my way past a muscle-bound, husky bodyguard, I hoped that, despite my plain getup, I could draw upon my feminine power. I’d already told Wang over the phone that Jinying and I would sit at his table with his relatives: wives, sons, daughters-in-law, nephews, more wives, and so on. Wang had twelve grown children and countless grandchildren, so I hoped we’d just merge in and his guests wouldn’t pay us any notice. I doubted anyone knew all of Wang’s relations, least of all Wang himself.
With Jinying driving, we set out for the fancy new restaurant Wang had chosen for this party, perhaps because of its auspicious name—Good Luck Garden. I hoped that tonight the good luck would be mine instead of his. The restaurant had a curved façade, which seemed to be an imitation of the front of the Bright Moon Nightclub where I’d performed, bringing back memories of when I’d been featured at this most prestigious of Shanghai nightclubs as the glamorous Heavenly Songbird. There that I’d met Jinying and first danced with him on the nightclub’s famous glass floor. It was also there that I’d performed with Shadow the “two shows of the century.” Now, partly disguised in my plain outfit, I could not but feel deep regret that those days would never return.
Hanging from the façade of the Good Luck Garden were signboards decorated with fresh flowers and colorful, blinking light bulbs bearing congratulatory inscriptions:

GOOD FORTUNE AS DEEP AS THE EASTERN SEA, LONGEVITY AS HIGH AS THE SOUTHERN MOUNTAIN.



MORE WEALTH, MORE YEARS, MORE FAME, MORE LIGHT, MORE PLEASURE, MORE LUCK.



MAY THE SPRING WIND BLESS THE DAY OF YOUR BIRTH, AND SINGING OF THE MAGPIES BRING YOU FLYING SUCCESS!


But when my eyes landed on this one, I almost burst out laughing:

MAY EVERY YEAR BE AS WONDERFUL AS THIS ONE, EVERY BIRTHDAY LIKE THIS BIRTHDAY.


Of course, that was a fine saying by itself. Indeed, it was the most popular birthday wish because on this festive day, one eats gourmet food, consumes the finest wine and rarest tea, opens costly gifts, and basks in celebratory compliments. All the best things happen on this special day.
I had something else in mind for Wang. If they came to pass, he would not have any more years, or even days.

As soon as Jinying pulled up in front of the nightclub, a bodyguard came up and tapped on the window.
I rolled it down and bestowed my best flirtatious smile on him.
In a respectful tone, no doubt awed by the expensive Mercedes, he asked us who we were. I kept my smile sweet and seductive.
“We’re Big Brother Wang’s family, I am his sister-in-law’s sister”—I nodded my head toward Jinying—“and this is my husband.” Then I made a sweeping gesture with my hands. “You see this car? It’s our gift for Big Brother Wang.”
“I’m sorry that I have to ask. Can you show me your invitation?”
Of course Wang had never sent me one. I pretended to rummage in my handbag but couldn’t find any.
“Oh, I’m so sorry, I forgot to bring it, how can I be so absentminded?”
I asked my “husband.” “Do you have it?”
He pretended annoyance. “Of course not. You were supposed to bring it!”
I thought for a while, then told the guard, “All right, please go inside and tell Big Brother Wang that his sister-in-law’s sister Jasmine Chen and Mr. Chen have arrived with their gift.“
I overheard another guard say, “If she’s only our boss’s sister-in-law’s sister, why would she buy him such an expensive gift?”
I smiled to my guard. “You know, Big Brother Wang saved my whole family from an evil criminal who wanted to take all our money. This gift is just a small token of our gratitude. Please go in and tell him, he’ll know who we are.”
Then into his rough hand—no doubt from roughing up Wang’s victims—I pressed a thick wad of bills.
“Of course.” He returned my sweet smile with a licentious one. “Please stay here.”
Waiting, Jinying and I watched as expensively dressed celebrities and dignitaries arrived and entered the restaurant. But this was more than celebrity gazing on my part. I knew we would not be killed in front of all these famous and powerful guests.
Soon the bodyguard came back. “Big Brother Wang said you can leave the car in front of the restaurant. But I have to check the car before I can let you in.”
So we got off and waited patiently for him and his colleagues to inspect the car quite thoroughly—opening the trunk and the hood, lifting up seat cushions, and crawling underneath. After they finished, they said we could go in.
I pointed to the side entrance. “The car has to be left here. When your boss comes out to see it, he’s not going to want to wait. And keep the other cars away so his expensive birthday present doesn’t get scratched.”
“As you say, madame.”
The guard hopped into the car and, driving slowly and carefully, parked where we had indicated. When he returned, Jinying held his hand out for the key, but the guard said it had to be left in the car in case Wang wanted it moved.
Now that we had taken care of the car, it was time to enter the restaurant. Of course I was not so naive as to think that Wang would just let us inside without being searched, even though the car was clean.
Two new bodyguards came and led us into the restaurant through the side entrance. Once inside, Jinying and I were taken to separate rooms to be thoroughly searched. As usual, I had to strip off all my clothes to prove that I hadn’t hidden a weapon or poison somewhere—inside my bra’s padding, my dress’s buttons, even my gold bangle and long, dangling earrings. The one who searched me showed his passion for his job by eagerly rubbing my breasts, bottom, and between my legs. Obviously I never liked this sort of thing, but it had been part of my daily routine when I was Lung’s mistress, so I’d become resigned to it.
With Gao it had been different. His image flashed in my mind and I suddenly missed him terribly. He was also a bodyguard, but unlike these animals, he had never been disrespectful or rough with me. He’d always made me feel like a lady, not a mistress or a marginal woman. He loved me, but never took advantage of his position. Though he was familiar with my naked body, he even turned around to let me put my clothes back on after he’d searched me. I’d returned his kindnesses by saving his life, as he had saved mine. But I wondered where he was now and reflected that we would probably never see each other again in this life.
Just then the bodyguard shouted, “Done, now put your clothes back on, quick!”
When we emerged from the room, Jinying and the other bodyguard were already waiting for us. The look on my lover’s face showed that he guessed what had happened to me in that room and was not happy about it. But I had no time to worry about his feelings, for we’d soon meet Wang and Lung. I had my own worries: What if Lung didn’t show up at the banquet table—maybe Wang had already killed him and this was just a trap for us? Maybe my former boss only pretended to be superstitious and wouldn’t mind killing people on his birthday?
But I had a perfect plan that would even fool heaven. Or so I hoped.
As we entered the big hall, our noses were greeted by the fragrance of flowers and perfume competing with the odors of food, alcohol, and cigarettes. A band boomed out cheerful and boisterous Chinese folk tunes. There were many tables; at each were seated expensively attired men and their lavishly dressed and bejeweled women. Some of the latter were young and beautiful, others less so—the first wives.
These rich, powerful men could easily rid themselves of these no longer desired first wives—there could always be an accident off a balcony or into the angry-waved Huangpu River. This would end the nagging, but then there would be the fear of a yellow-faced old hag coming back for revenge as a ghost.
There was another reason—these women might be fengshui wives, somehow the source of their husbands’ wealth and good fortune over the years. So later there would be concubines to serve their fleshly needs, while the first wives served the necessary function of bringing good luck.
After all, no rich and powerful man would be stupid enough to discontinue his good luck by cutting off from his first wife, who might be good in luck, though not in bed. But if she looks a little worn after all that you have put her through, you don’t need her to warm your bed, because replacements are readily at hand in the form of concubines. And when the concubine gets a little long in the tooth, then there can be concubine number two, number three, number four… The number can go on indefinitely in proportion to the thickness of your piles of money.
So no sane man would ever dump his fengshui first wife. Because when she leaves, she might take all his good fortune with her.
I suddenly thought that if Master Lung had taken me as his wife, decades later, my fate would have been the same as these rich but miserable women of a certain age. I’d be like a lucky amulet, necessary but kept out of sight. Because these rich and powerful men never take their first wives out for pleasure, but only so they’ll be praised for their virtue.
I sighed inside.
Jinying cast me a worried look. “Are you all right, Camilla?”
I acknowledged his worry with a tense smile.
Wang’s honorable guests were busy socializing between sips of champagne, imported liquor, mao-tai, wine, and aromatic tea, and so I was relieved that no one seemed to pay us any attention. As on the outside of the restaurant, red banners covered with auspicious couplets and fresh flowers were everywhere. But I didn’t see the little poem that I intended to change from good luck to bad:


May every year be as wonderful as this one,

Every birthday like this birthday.




However, I was encouraged by another sign from heaven. Hanging on the wall was a huge character shou, “longevity,” made from flowers and flanked by two red candles. Perhaps no one else noticed, but to me the dripping wax looked very much like bloody tears. What a bad omen, I hoped—for Wang. Right beneath the longevity character was a long table piled high with lavish gifts—a jade sculpture of the god of immortality, a gold bat for fortune, a huge marble plaque inscribed with lucky sayings, Chinese scrolls with paintings and calligraphy by famous artists…. Even the gifts seemed to be competing to get Wang’s attention.
Finally, I spotted Wang’s table in the center of the hall, the only one decorated in red—the color of good luck. A man who might be Master Lung sat at his table flanked by two muscular men—bodyguards, obviously. At the same table were three women, their age ranging from twenties to sixties—his old and young wives. His grown children, their wives, and grandchildren were scattered among different tables close to his.
If the old man sitting at the red table was really Master Lung—the once most powerful crime lord—then only his shadow was left. He looked more like a corpse than a living man. I felt a tug at my heart. Because when a man is at the height of his power, Chinese believe he can:


Beckon the wind and call on the rain.

Scold the wind and blame the clouds.

Use one hand to block the sky.




Just a few months ago, Master Lung had almost this much power. Now he looked more like a homeless person than someone who could give orders even to the police chief.
I didn’t tell Jinying that I spotted his father. Because I was not one hundred percent sure. Also I feared that he’d dash to Lung impulsively and spoil our plan.
In the distance, I saw Wang standing next to a plump, wealthy-looking man at a nearby table. The two shook hands, then both held up glasses of champagne and toasted each other. The plump man looked familiar to me and I suddenly realized he was the Mayor of Shanghai. Wang looked around at the assembled guests, then spotted me. He subtly nodded his head toward the red table in the middle.
Just then, a pretty woman in a high-slit cheongsam began to perform on the stage. In a high soprano voice, she sang excerpts from Beijing operas. I thought that if things had worked out differently, it might be me singing on that stage. I realized that Wang must arranged for the entertainment to begin at this moment so as to distract the guests from the transaction he was about to carry out with me. Good. This was exactly what I wanted too. So as the girl continued to sing while performing the elegant bodily movements and hand gestures of Beijing opera, I discreetly led Jinying to Wang’s table. When he tried to talk to me, I held my finger before my lips so as not to interfere with my carefully worked out scheme.
When we arrived at Wang’s table he stood up and shook our hands enthusiastically, for the benefit of his guests, as if we were his esteemed friends.
In reality, I had no doubt that he wanted to shoot Jinying and me on the spot.
“Welcome to my birthday party!” he shouted as we congratulated him enthusiastically, and I recited the lucky couplet—meant only to be lucky for Jinying and me.
There were now nine of us at the table: Wang, the old man, two bodyguards, three women, Jinying, and me. I was sure that Wang had already warned the women to keep their mouths shut, no matter what happened. That explained why they kept their eyes lowered and didn’t greet us, but ate and drank silently, hands reaching busily for the delicacies in little dishes in front of them.
Jinying and I sat down. Now I could see that the man was indeed Lung. Tinted glasses were perched precariously on his nose, and a hat was pulled down low to half-cover his face, props so that no one would recognize him. He seemed to have aged so much and lost so much weight that it was hard to believe that not long ago he was the seemingly invincible head of the notorious Flying Dragons.
Jinying immediately attended to his father. He took Lung’s hand, touched his forehead, then whispered something comforting in his ear that I couldn’t hear. Lung’s cheeks were so sunken that his eyes, once like a tiger’s, now bulged like those of a dead fish. Wang must have tortured him relentlessly to destroy his spirit. Sadly, he had no response to his only son’s solicitude.
Jinying said heatedly to Wang, “What have you done to my father?”
Wang sneered. “Lower your voice and cool off, young man. Consider yourself lucky that you have your father back with all his limbs, fingers, toes, eyes, and ears.” He turned to his former rival and said sarcastically, “Right, brother?”
Fearing my hotheaded lover’s shock would lead him to do something to spoil our plan, I leaned over to him. “Jinying, please control yourself. Don’t spoil our plan. We’ll have our revenge in just a few minutes.”
He nodded, his face grief-stricken.
Leaving Jinying to his misery for the moment, I turned to Wang. “Congratulations, Big Brother Wang. What an impressive banquet with all these important guests, and wonderful music too!”
Wang gave me his dirtiest look and said menacingly, “Cut the crap. Did you bring the seal?”
“What seal and who is she”—the youngest of his concubines asked with one cheek bulging with food, then pointed to Jinying—“and who’s he?”
Wang growled at the poor woman. “Shut up! You forget I told you to keep your mouth shut tonight? When I speak, you just listen!”
The girl looked stunned, then lowered her head to play with her handkerchief. The two other women dropped their heads even lower to stare at their dresses.
That’s why Rainbow Chang’s column never lacked for fresh material—the flow of juicy gossip can never be stopped. At least not permanently. But talking does stop when there’s a knife pressing on your throat or a gun pointing at your head. Better stop talking for a few minutes than be silent forever.
I faked a sweet smile. “Big Brother Wang, you know well that we came to collect Jinying’s father.”
Wang leaned close to me and lowered his voice. “Now cut the chatter. Where’s my seal?”
“I don’t have it.”
“Is this a joke? You want to stay alive?”
His two bodyguards looked alert. One even placed his hand on his holster, ready for action.
I knew well it was an empty threat, for even a gangster would not kill during his own birthday party. So I took my sweet time, just to enjoy the chance to torment my former boss.
“Big Brother Wang, besides the bulletproof Mercedes, which you haven’t seen yet, I’ve also prepared something very special for your birthday. You may be surprised that I am being so nice. But believe it or not, I do feel an obligation to you. After all, you rescued me from that horrible orphanage and made me into a famous singer.”
As always, Wang loved being flattered. “Ha! That’s my girl, even though I taught you not to have affection”—he cast Jinying a disgusted look—“let alone love.”
I didn’t respond to his sarcasm, but said, “The Mercedes is already outside as my big thank you. But I have something even more exciting for you.”
“What?”
“A magic show.”
“I don’t have time for this nonsense, just give me the seal, take that living corpse, and run for your life before I change my mind.”
“It’s magic, Big Brother Wang. Everyone needs magic in their life, especially on their birthdays. I’m giving you a bonus in exchange for Master Lung. Besides, this magic show will bring you endless blessings and good luck.”
All gangsters are superstitious and never refuse anything they are told is lucky.
He cast me a suspicious look. “Ha, what about if it’s not magic, but a trick?”
“But I’m not the magician, so how can I do the trick?”
He thought for a while, then, “All right, then let my men search the magician first.”
“But you can’t do that—”
“Why not?”
“Because they may wreck the props, then there’ll be no magic!”
Before he could respond, I added. “Trust me, Big Brother Wang. We will all be right next to you so you can kill us anytime if you think I am deceiving you. Also, please announce to your guests about the show. I’m sure you’ll gain much face by having this very special entertainment. Now I’ll call the magician.”
I took his silence as agreement.
At least for the moment, after so many years of obeying his instructions, he was now following mine. I went to make the magical phone call.
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The Magic Show


Now the magician made his grand entrance wearing full regalia—tuxedo, tall hat, white gloves. Or rather, I should say “her” entrance because it was my friend Shadow dressed as a man. With the add-on mustache and long hair concealed under her top hat, she looked handsome and confident as a real man. First, Shadow went to bow respectfully to Big Brother Wang, then set up her props on the restaurant’s stage.
Without asking for permission, I quickly stepped up to the amplifier and announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, most of you have never seen me before. I am Big Brother Wang’s sister-in-law’s sister and am just back from the US, where I have been studying at Harvard. To show my admiration for Big Brother Wang’s accomplishments and to celebrate this important birthday, tonight I’ve brought him two very special gifts.”
A round of applause burst in the hall. I was relieved that no one seemed to have recognized me as the Heavenly Songbird Camilla. Fortunately for me, people are easily fooled by what they’re told to believe.
I went on. “I’ve invited a magician to give a wonderful, auspicious performance. I’ve also brought a car—a brand-new Mercedes salon car, which is parked right outside our restaurant. You can all go to admire it after the banquet.”
Quiet chatter could now be heard from the hall. I guessed people were wondering how a young woman they had never heard of had the money for such an expensive gift. They might even think the car had been paid by Wang, with me hired as part of the gift.
I spoke again, displaying a sweet smile. “Ladies and gentlemen, I won’t take up too much of your time. Now I’ll let our magician take over, and I hope you’ll all enjoy this special treat.”
I made a gesture toward Shadow and noticed that a few women’s eyes widened at the sight of my tall and handsome friend, even those of Wang’s youngest concubine.
When the applause died down, Shadow took a heavy object covered with a black drape from her bag and placed it on the table in front of her. She lifted the cloth to reveal a huge silvery carp swimming inside a big bowl.
In a deep voice, she proclaimed, “I bring this fish to wish great abundance to Big Brother Wang—may his wealth spill over more every year.”
Fish symbolize having more than enough because the word yu sounds just like the word for “have more.”
After we had a few moments to appreciate the sparkling fish, Shadow went on. “All right, I think my little darling needs a nap before she’s ready to entertain you again.”
People burst into laughter as the magician draped the black cloth back over the bowl.
Now a hush came over the audience, all eager for the magic.
Shadow smiled broadly. “Ladies and gentlemen, now I’d like to present this to Big Brother Wang for his special banquet!”
She pulled off the cloth. To everyone’s surprise, the fish was no longer swimming inside the bowl, but lying on a big plate, cooked.
This time the applause sounded like thunder.
“Wah, how did he do that?”
“Where’s the bowl?”
“Is that fish real?!”
“It must be. See? There’s steam coming out!”
Shadow carefully took the plate, walked to our table, and placed the dish down with the fish head facing Big Brother Wang—to show respect for his head status.
Wang looked stunned, entertained, and pleased at the same time. He nodded and said, “Good. Thank you for your magic.”
I said to the magician, “Sir, you’ve done your job to entertain Big Brother Wang, now you can leave.”
Shadow made a deep bow to my boss. “Big Brother Wang, please excuse me. I hope I can provide more entertainment to you in the future.”
Wang smiled happily to the handsome man. “Please sit down and enjoy our food and wine.”
“Big Brother Wang, I am sorry, but I have another engagement. I hope to be at your service in the future.”
“Of course. What’s your name?”
Shadow handed him a card that had been printed a few days ago, bearing Shadow’s latest fake name, Ed Yuan.
After Shadow’s departure, I turned to my boss. “Please, Big Brother Wang, taste the good-luck fish for bringing abundance to your household.”
He cast me an evil smile. “How do I know it’s not poisoned? Why don’t you go ahead first?”
“No problem,” I said.
I signaled Jinying with a nod and we both plunged our chopsticks into the fish and ate with gusto.
Probably seeing that we did not hesitate and were still very much alive, Lung picked up his chopsticks and began to propel chunks of fish into his mouth..
“Ha, this is the first time I’ve eaten a magic fish. Interesting. How did he do this?”
Just then Jinying, who had been quiet the whole time, said to Wang, “Big Brother Wang, I believe my father has just soiled his pants, I need to take him to the bathroom right away before it…”
Wang cast a disgusted look at his once formidable, now pitiful, rival. “Ha! I bet your father never thought he’d end up in this miserable, revolting state, eh?” He waved his calloused hand. “Go quickly.” Then he asked a bodyguard to accompany the duo.
When Lung was accompanied by his son to the exit leading to the bathroom, I saw that he was paralyzed from the waist down and had been sitting on a wheelchair. Wang must have tortured him severely or starved him for months. Since he had been silent all evening, I suspected his rival had also drugged him. Wang motioned us to resume eating.
Then he said to me, with barely suppressed anger, “So, where’s my seal?”
I pointed to the fish. “That’s why I arranged the magic show, it’s inside the fish’s head. So you’ll be the head enjoying all your power and abundance.”
He immediately plunged his chopsticks and poked around. The head was now a complete mess, but the seal was nowhere to be found.
If stares could kill, then I’d be already dead from his angry, evil one.
He spoke in a heated whisper. “But there’s no seal inside the fish head!”
I could see that the women were casting questioning glances in our direction, no doubt dying to know what had been going on. But none would risk having their lips cut off to ask.
“It can’t be, Big Brother Wang. I did put it there, I swear!”
Before he could respond, I blurted out, “Oh, heaven, it must be the magician who stole it. Quick, Big Brother Wang, order your men to chase after him, he can’t have gotten very far!”
Immediately, Wang stood up, whispered something to his bodyguard, then hurried toward the entrance. Just then, a big man with a cap pulled low over his face stealthily made his way toward our table from a back entrance. Since all were watching the altercation with Wang and his men, I may have been the only one who noticed this stranger.
The intruder was carrying something wrapped in bright red paper like a gift, but its elongated shape made my spy’s mind think it could be a gun. Of course, Wang had countless enemies who would be overjoyed to see him dead, and this stranger might well be an assassin. I wondered if he had a friend on the restaurant staff or bribed someone to be allowed in.
Hoping not to be noticed, I stood up and began to walk quietly toward the wall where the bank of light switches was located. I’d prepared for this moment by coming here for dim sum two days earlier and was able to reconnoiter unnoticed among the noisy lunchtime crowd.
Just when I thought that everything was about to go according to my plan, the man with the red package quickly moved toward me. “Camilla, it’s going to be dangerous, leave right now.”
This man was Gao!
I whispered heatedly, “Gao, what are you doing here?”
“I’m here to revenge for Master Lung.”
“But you’ll get killed, Gao. Leave, please, I beg you. Master Lung is a walking dead man already!”
He thrust a piece of paper into my hand. “If I don’t make it, go to this address…”
“But, Gao—”
“I love you, Camilla. Leave now!”
After that, he hurried toward Wang, tearing the paper off the package, which indeed contained a gun.
I dashed over to slap down the master switch and, to create extra alarm, cried out, “Fire, fire!” as I knocked over the two longevity candles.
In an instant the hall was black, followed by sounds of utter chaos—women screaming, children crying, men yelling, dishes shattering. While most were milling around trying to escape, I suspected that some of the honorable guests had turned dishonorable—plundering the table piled high with expensive gifts. Or perhaps groping a few nearby breasts.
I could not tell where Gao was now. Before I had a chance to look for him, there was a loud gun shot, followed by another and another, then a whole fusillade. The guests were screaming and bumping into each other trying to get out. Fortunately, I was close to the back door, so I slid along next to the wall and went out into the night.
Fortunately, Jinying had followed our plan and was waiting in the bulletproof car, with his father propped up on the backseat. There were no police in sight. Perhaps it was assumed that the gunshots were celebratory firecrackers.
Jinying quickly engaged the clutch and the three of us sped away in the now pouring rain. Was the rain auspicious for me or inauspicious for Wang—I hoped it would be both.
But I didn’t dwell much on analyzing whether the rain was auspicious, because I was now preoccupied with Gao, his sudden appearance, but, I feared, his death by gunshot.
Tears rained down my eyes as I muttered, “Gao, will you be all right?”
Jinying turned to look at me. “You all right, Camilla? What did you just say?”
“I’m sad about your father.” This was the best excuse I could think of.
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I Fare Thee Well


The next day, all newspapers reported how the gangster head’s heavenly party had turned hellish. The lead article by Rainbow Chang read:

Red Demons’ Head—Dead, Alive, in Between?

Last night was Big Brother Wang’s sixtieth birthday party, but might it also be the day he was sucked back into his mother’s womb?

I missed the party, but I’ve heard the rumors. But who knows which are true?

The climax of the entertainment was a magic trick in which a fish swimming in water instantly became one swimming in black bean sauce—to be enjoyed by Big Brother Wang himself. We might think this magician was the reappearance of our many-times disappearing Shadow. But it was a man—a new entrant on Shanghai’s stage?

However, the real climax came a few minutes later when all the lights went off, followed by gunshots and the frightened guests climbing over each other trying to get out. Some are now hospitalized. I also heard that the man of honor himself has food poisoning from the magic fish—will he now lose his magic? Another rumor has it that, despite all the birthday wishes for his longevity, he is already on his way for his interview with the King of Hell. Wang’s men know the answers, but they’re not talking.

So my question is: Did our Red Demons’ head really have food poisoning, or is he just being poisoned, plain and simple? But by whom?

Wang has many enemies who might have done the dastardly deed. Even some of his dearest friends may wish him an early “retirement” so they can take over the Red Demons’ number one position.

More to follow…

Rainbow Chang


Once again, I was amazed that Rainbow Chang had access to so much inside information. Because she was right—Big Brother Wang was poisoned—by me. I’d visited a notorious herbalist known to provide such things, though for a high price. In case the poison might spread to other parts of the fish, Jinying and I had taken an antidote before the meal.
To prevent the embarrassment—and danger—of Wang dropping dead right in front of us, the herbalist had concocted a poison that would not kill until seven days after it was ingested. So even though Wang was in hospital, and might think it was just the flu or some minor ailment, he was a doomed man.
But even if he didn’t die from my poison, I believed Wang would die of indignation because he had failed to get the seal, and thus all of his rival’s money. Worse, he’d been tricked by a woman, me, someone he’d taught the tricks that were used against him.
So, now I was waiting for the final news, good for me, bad for Wang.
The seal, of course, was never inside the fish’s head but in the hotel’s safe awaiting my return. Together, Shadow and I had planned the “magician has taken the seal, so go after him” episode to create the confusion we needed to make our escape. The inspiration came from the Chinese classic Thirty-Six Stratagems’ “Stir the water to catch the fish” and “Loot the house when it’s burning.” Lung had not really soiled himself; Jinying had made this up as an excuse to get him away from the table. The bodyguard who had gone with them had eaten the same fish and was doubled over vomiting.
Only one event was not in our plan—Gao’s unforeseen appearance. I still didn’t know: Had he fired the shots or had they been directed at him, or both? Had I saved him from execution, only for him to be gunned down by our enemies? This was the third time heaven had thrust Gao and I together, only to cruelly drive us apart. First at the execution ground, then in front of the American Consulate, and now. I knew my future would be with Jinying and our son, Jinjin, and I truly loved Jinying. Yet with Gao, I felt something I had never felt with anyone else, something I might never feel again.
However, I was not ready to accept this quite yet. I resolved that as soon as I had the chance, I would go to the address on the slip of paper Gao had given me. Even if we were not destined to be together, I hoped at least to say a proper good-bye.
Although things went according to plan, it wasn’t an entirely happy ending. Big Brother Wang was even more evil than I’d thought. Yes, this time he did keep his promise to hand Lung back to us. But what came back to us was but a living corpse. Wang must have applied tortures to Lung that no human could endure until his mind simply shut down.
Ironically, both gangster heads, once bitter rivals, would come to the same end.
This made me think of the poem “Lamenting Antiquity”:


Lamenting the beautiful women of yesterday,

And the wilting of the fragrant flowers.

One after another, the dynasties rise and fall…

Lamenting the endless wars between dragons and tigers,

So many lives wasted!




Sadly, I reflected that this applied not only to the two ruined gangster heads, but also myself. My twenty years had so far been a waste, but I hoped for a brighter future.

Two days later, Jinying’s father died, leaving him grief-stricken, despite his hatred of Lung’s way of life. Even though I’d shared his bed, I didn’t feel much about the old man’s passing. He’d been decent to me, but it had never been my choice to be with him. However, if I had not been his mistress, I’d never have met Jinying, nor had little Jinjin.
A year from now, would anyone still be awed at the mention of Lung’s name? Almost certainly not. The surviving gangsters would be too busy fighting for the number one gangster position. And the politicians who shared their spoils would find other sources of illicit income.
We buried Lung in the secret garden of his country villa. Jinying seemed to feel somewhat consoled once his father received his proper burial, and he had paid a small Daoist temple to say prayers for him. After that, we agreed that it was time for us to resume the search for our baby, Jinjin.

Shadow had carried out her role perfectly, so I kept my promise and paid her handsomely—enough for her to live on for a long time. Sitting together in her hotel room, we had a long chat. Even though no one could hear, we lowered our voices to near whispers, as if we were sharing each other’s deepest secrets.
She told me, “Camilla, I intend to leave Shanghai as soon as I can get a ticket. Do you mind?”
“Of course not. You’re a free woman now.”
“Thank you. I hate to leave you two behind, but I also have to plan for my own future.”
“Shadow, now that you have some money you can do whatever you want. What do you want to do?”
“If I can, find a man who will love me, get married, have a few babies, maybe two boys and two girls.”
I cast her a curious look. “So this will be your ultimate trick? Getting married and settling down?”
She chuckled. “Don’t you want the same for yourself?”
“I guess,” I said, but was not at all sure it was what I really wanted. But perhaps it was, since I was struggling so hard to reunite with Jinying and my baby.
She took a bottle of red wine from the side table, filled two glasses, then handed one to me. We hit our glasses and took generous sips.
She went on. “You’re a lucky woman. I see how men look at you—the young master, and Gao too. You can have whomever you want. As Yu Xuanji, the famous courtesan wrote, ‘It’s easier to find a priceless treasure, than a loving man.’ That’s why I envy you, Camilla; you have Jinying—and he’s rich too.”
“Shadow, tell me, do you have someone?”
“No… but I hope someday…”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’ll be fine. We’re strong women, remember? That’s why we’re each other’s most worthy rivals, right?”
I remained silent, savoring her words.
She spoke again. “We are talking like two old ladies reminiscing about our younger days.”
We both laughed.
Then I said, “At least we’ve experienced what most girls our age could never even imagine.”
“Is this a good thing or bad?”
“I don’t know, that’s for heaven to decide.”
We laughed again, this time our laughter was tinged with sadness.
Shadow and I toasted each other again, draining our glasses.
I recited the famous farewell poem Song of the Wei City by the Tang dynasty poet Wang Wei, “Please drink one more cup of wine. Once you travel beyond the Yang Pass, there will be no friends to keep you company…”
I felt a special kind of affection for my magician friend. Since we were both tongshi tianya lunluo ren, two forlorn people meeting at the far corners of the earth.
After Shadow went back to her room, I kept thinking of our strange karmic connection—from enemies competing to seduce Master Lung, to partners in our shows, and sort of friends. Perhaps because of the hardships we shared as women, we understood each other in a way different from what I shared with my lovers. Jinying loved me dearly, but he didn’t understand me, not completely. Gao understood my body and loved me with his whole heart, but what sort of future would we have? Every day I would worry if he would live to come home to me.

The following morning after I had dressed to go out, I saw that a piece of paper had been slid underneath my door. I picked it up and recognized Shadow’s handwriting:

My dear friend Camilla,

I stayed up all night to write you this. My letter is not long but has been difficult for me to write. Because you’ll probably never see me again in this life. You needn’t worry about me, I’m not going to kill myself—not after what I’ve struggled through. But now that our friendship has blossomed, it must also end. This way we part from each other with happy memories.

Don’t worry about me. Just like you, I always land on my feet, still breathing in this Ten Thousand Miles of Red Dust. Though I have choked on it many times.

I will always be grateful to you for paying me so much to perform such a simple magic trick at Wang’s birthday. You’ve given me a brightly embroidered future that I’d never dreamt possible.

I used to hate you because you’re more beautiful and talented than me and charmed Lung, the man I most wanted for myself. If you were not in the picture, I might have become the number one woman in the Shanghai underworld. But if this had happened, I’d now be a widow fought over as a prize by rival gangsters.

I envy you. How come no matter how hard I try, you’ve always stayed one step ahead of me? Maybe it’s pointless to ask questions like these. Since heaven will never let us know its grand scheme. Even if we find out, what good will that bring us mortals? All we can do is enjoy our journey, even without knowing its outcome.

Are we what the Chinese call qi nuzi, unusual women? Maybe… but also leftover people from the far ends of society.

I am glad that I had the chance to know you, understand you, admire you, hate you, and now, like you. We were truly each other’s worthiest rivals.

Fate has not been so bad to us, after all. Look at you, not only you get the fame and money, you’ve also gotten the loving man. In this life, how many people can taste both the fish and the bear’s paw?

Farewell my friend, and don’t try to look for me. Please don’t disappoint me or yourself by doing so. So, let’s enjoy our youth and beauty before our faces wrinkle, our hair turns snow white, and our loved ones are no longer by our sides.

Karmically,

Your best friend and

worthiest rival, Shadow


After I finished reading, I became lost in thought with Shadow’s letter squeezed tightly in my hand. Then I ran to her room and knocked urgently on the door.
“Shadow, open the door!”
No response. I kept knocking until another door popped open to show an angry face. “Miss, what’s wrong with you? Stop making noise so early in the morning!”
Ignoring his outburst, I dashed down the stairs to the reception area.
I blurted out to the middle-aged, bespectacled man who was immersed in a newspaper, “Mister, has the lady in Room 103 already checked out?”
He put down his magazine and studied me with narrowed eyes above his black-rimmed glasses. “Why, something wrong?”
I made up a reason. “I’m worried about her….”
“Oh, she looks pretty good to me, very tall and pretty.”
Annoyed, I raised my voice. “Can you just tell me if she has checked out?”
“I’m afraid I can’t.”
I took out a few bills and slapped them down on the counter. “All right, stop acting like a reluctant virgin when you’re but a whore. Let me repeat my question: Has. She. Left?!”
He immediately grabbed the money and broke into a slutty, whorelike smile. “Yes, she checked out about an hour ago.”
Damn. “Did she leave a note or say anything?”
“Hmm… now you reminded me. Yes, in fact, she did.”
“What?”
He looked deep in thought, probably just faking it. So I had to take out another bill and slap it down, this time louder.
Again, he grabbed it like a beggar a bun and handed me the note. It said:

If you look for me, I’ll jump to my disappearance, this time for real.


Not bothering to thank him, I immediately turned and dashed back upstairs to my room. I understood Shadow was telling me not to look for her because she did not want to be found. Sighing, I shuffled back but realized that in my haste I had not taken my key.
So I knocked until Jinying opened the door, looking as if he were sleep walking.
“Something wrong, Camilla?”
Right after he closed the door behind us, I pulled him to me and kissed him passionately on his lips. Then I pushed him down on the bed and began my skeleton woman’s preying game.
“Camilla, slow down, I’m not awake yet.”
“Well, then wake up. You know that as a skeleton woman, I’m not going to take no for an answer,” I said matter-of-factly, beginning to pull down his pajama pants.
“Camilla, you don’t want to wake up our neighbors!”
“Don’t you realize, time is always running out, for you, for me, for everyone?”
My lover’s eyelids kept drooping as he said groggily, “Of course…”
It was surprisingly urgent, despite our exhaustion. Afterward, Jinying and I cuddled with each other, savoring the lingering warmth—and love.
He planted a kiss on my forehead. “Camilla, I’m worried about you, you look a bit—”
“A bit what?”
“Hmm… out of sorts. Please tell me what’s on your mind?”
I really didn’t think he’d understand my relationship with Shadow, so I simply said, “Shadow checked out early this morning. She left me a letter but refuses to say where she is going. She doesn’t want us to see each other ever again.”
Jinying’s reply surprised me. “Good.”
“Why good?” I was annoyed, for Shadow was no longer an enemy or just a partner, but a friend.
“I never liked the woman, so I’m glad she’s finally out of our way.”
“But she did us a big favor and I miss her.”
“You do, why? She’s never been nice to you.”
I sighed. “Hai, Jinying, I don’t think you’ll understand. Ever.”
“Then explain to me.”
“You shouldn’t hate her. Understand that she’s just like I was, struggling all alone to survive in the boiling cauldron of Shanghai.”
He didn’t respond, so I went on, my tone definite. “I’ll find her.”
Jinying looked horrified. “No, Camilla!”
“Why not?”
“You should respect her wish to be left alone. Let go! I’m sure you two can do very well without each other.”
I didn’t respond to this. I was thinking how ironic that once I lamented that heaven had thrust Shadow onto my path to compete with me, yet now wished she’d stay and be my friend!
I sighed inside. No matter how I missed my friend and would like to look for her, maybe I should listen to Jinying.
Yes, I’d let go of Shadow, but there was another person even harder to let go of. I wanted to see Gao one last time before we vanished from each other’s lives forever. But, of course, this was not something to discuss with Jinying. Anyway, with Wang on his way out, we could at last focus completely on what was most important—finding our baby, Jinjin.



PART SEVEN
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Sacred Heart


Every day, Jinying and I eagerly opened the newspapers to see if there was anything about Lung or Wang. It seemed that no one knew Lung was dead, as his burial was secret. Or perhaps it was simply that no one cared, as he’d already been missing from the Shanghai scene for months. While there were brief mentions of Wang every day, they gave no specific details. No reporter wanted to be caught seeming to back the wrong side.
Wang’s hospitalization must have created great excitement among the other warlords, who had long been vying to replace him. However, they were stepping cautiously as, unlike me, they could not be certain his condition was fatal. Should he come back from near death, he would not be kindly disposed to anyone who had tried to usurp his place. But I knew that it would be only a few more days until he would set out upon the immortal’s journey. Indeed, he was already as dead as the pig chosen for his birthday banquet.
It was now inevitable that the Shanghai underworld would undergo a huge transformation. As the Chinese saying goes, all the gangsters were “rubbing their fists and flexing their arms,” ready for the fight of the century to slash throat and grab the throne. Master Lung of the Flying Dragons, of course, was not in the running, and I suspected that his men were nervously trying to decide which of the competing gangsters to seek employment with, their former boss already as forgotten as the last emperor. But not Gao. Not only did he not seek employment elsewhere, he’d even risked his life trying to revenge Master Lung. Was he still alive somewhere?

As men of the underworld were preoccupied with seeking gold, Jinying and I were busy planning how to find our son. Jinying and I had taken to going to a dingy eatery nearby for breakfast of soy milk and long, straight Chinese doughnuts. In this crowded, modest place I could feel secure that no one was paying any attention to us. After seeking notice as an entertainer for so long, I felt strange now having to struggle to avoid it.
We endlessly discussed what to do next.
I suggested, “I can go back to the Sacred Heart Convent and beg the nuns to tell me who has adopted Jinjin. I’ll start by telling them we want to be sure he is raised as Catholic.”
Jinying took a meditative sip of his tea, then looked around and lowered his voice. “What about if they won’t tell you? Besides, you have no proof.”
I took a big gulp of my own tea, burned my lips, and blurted out, “All right, then I’ll go to the abbess’s office at night to steal the file. I have the special Open-One-Hundred-Doors key that Big Brother Wang gave me.”
Jinying thought for a while, then said, “Camilla, our son’s name is Jinjin. But you don’t know what Lewinsky named him?”
“I believe she named him Anton Lewinsky—it was on Madame Lewinsky’s gravestone.”
I went on. “But I still need to get ahold of Lewinsky’s file to see who adopted Jinjin.”
“All right, let’s give it a try. We’ll go together.”
Alarmed by his statement, I quickly said, “No, Jinying, they are very suspicious of men. I’ll go by myself. I’ve been a spy, so I know how to navigate such things, but you don’t.”
He didn’t like this suggestion. So I added, “Jinying, if you come along and something happens, it’s much harder for two people to get away than one. If we get caught, I don’t want to imagine the consequences.”
He looked at me anxiously. “All right, Camilla. But remember, Jinjin is our son.”
Thus decided, on the next Wednesday, which I assumed would be a quiet time in the convent, I set out in the deep womb of the night, expecting everyone to be sound asleep. When I arrived at the Sacred Heart Convent, the sky was inky black and there were no other pedestrians, nor any sounds other than the distant rumble of traffic. I wore dark peasant’s clothes to be as close to invisible as possible.
I’d come yesterday to survey the yard and the building, and so was able to find my way easily to the back entrance. With a few twists and turns of my master key, the wooden door emitted a soft, celebratory click and swung open to reveal a long, dark staircase. Entry had been surprisingly easy, perhaps the nuns counted on God to protect them, or just assumed that no one would dare to intrude upon their sacred space—let alone steal from it.
I sneaked inside and, wearing my cloth slippers, walked noiselessly. Under my torch’s dancing light, I carefully made my way to the abbess Sister Mary Stone’s office on the ground floor. Once again, I took out my master key and slipped it into the keyhole. This one, like a virgin, showed some reluctance to yield, even to my special key.
Perhaps this lock had been specially made to safeguard what was inside. Or maybe it was just like its boss, the sixtyish Sister Mary Stone, who also yielded her secrets with great reluctance. But my training had taught me determination and patience. So after seemingly endless gentle twisting in all the auspicious and inauspicious directions and angles, with the application of just a little strength, the lock finally surrendered with a long-awaited sigh of release. I couldn’t help but feel satisfaction at the culmination of my courtship of the lock.
But I didn’t swing open the door and strut in like a regular customer into his favorite prostitute’s gate. Instead, I softly pushed the door inch by inch until the crack was large enough for me to peek. After making sure there was no one inside, I slipped in.
I relied on the narrow beam of my flashlight, aided by my memory, to make my way to the metal cabinet that I knew held all the documents. I opened the drawers with my key and took a quick look. I noticed there were several drawers with labels such as “Sisters,” “Staff,” “Guests…”
As I flipped through the folders in this nearly dark room, the rustling of papers sounded eerily like ghosts whispering, perhaps trying to tell me secrets forgotten for decades, or even for centuries. I was saddened to read of the misfortunes that brought people here—consolation for loss, refuge from creditors, destitution, even care of terminal illness for those with no living families.
There seemed to be two main reasons that women came here. Some wanted to marry Jesus and live with him happily ever after. But in his gloomy, lifeless, grand building? I wondered could those who were so eager to share Jesus with his many wives under the same roof be happy with only a prayer in their “marital” bed? Or were they simply too wounded by a failed romance to continue to live in the world. Did they find peace, or only quiet desperation?
Others hoped that by confessing a few sins and doing some easy penances, they could spend the rest of their lives in this sacred place—for free.
I let out a soft sigh. If I had known about Sacred Heart, could I have come here to escape the gangster world? But this would be an unlikely fate for me. Few escape the underworld completely. Rather than seek God’s protection, they would offer expensive gifts to induce another gangster head to take them in.
How would one go about entering the convent? Would God also require a bribe? And if so, with what? Chinese burn paper money at funerals to bribe the King of Hell to let the deceased pass easily through the Ghosts’ Gate. But I could not imagine that the Christian God would accept such an offering. What about the bishop?
I worked my way down to the bottom drawer, which was labeled only with a simple cross. I guessed that this was the place of repose for the files of the dead. Thumbing through the alphabet it took me only a few minutes to find the file of Julie Lewinsky.
My heart beat fast as I held the flashlight closer so I could better read. The first page gave Lewinsky’s name, age, nationality, place of birth, date of birth, and death. The second page was a report on her entering the convent:

Julie Lewinsky, a widow whose husband was killed in a construction accident in Shanghai’s French Concession, came to live in Sacred Heart Convent on November 9. She brought along her adopted baby son, Anton Lewinsky, four months old.

Miss Lewinsky had been diagnosed with advanced liver cancer and told she had only three months to live. She expressed her devout wish to be cared for here in the hands of our Lord, to spend her final days in repentance. And that the baby would be cared for by our sisters and then placed in a good Catholic home. As an expression of her sincere piety, Miss Lewinsky donated a large sum of money to our church for the Lord’s work.

Julie Lewinsky did not reveal the names of the real parents of her adopted Chinese baby. She said that the baby’s mother died in childbirth and she did not know who the father was.

Lewinsky passed away peacefully two months after she came here, having received baptism and final rites from Father Ricci. She was buried in consecrated ground with prayers for the salvation of her immortal soul.

The adopted infant was placed for adoption with an American family well respected in our community. They had been unable to conceive after many years of marriage. However, the new parents moved after the adoption and Sacred Heart has been unable to locate them, despite searching the registers of all the nearby districts.

We must place our trust in the Lord to take care of baby Anton Lewinsky—


Just then I was startled to hear the telephone ring, jolting me back to the present. It kept ringing, but before I had a chance to decide what to do, footsteps were approaching. I quickly slipped the file back into the drawer, then hid myself inside the storage room next to the cabinet.
Just after I turned off my flashlight and pulled the door closed, I heard someone enter and switch on the light. Through a small crack in the door panel, I saw that it was the abbess. She was wearing a loose white gown with her sullen-looking hair imprisoned under a mesh. My heart beat fast like Lewinsky’s metronome set at presto pace.
Who would call in the middle of the night to wake up the virginal, formidable, and now sleep-deprived abbess?
She sat down regally, picked up the phone, and spoke in a groggy yet authoritative alto voice. “Hello? Yes?”
Suddenly her tone lost its clam and turned theatrical. “What? Oh, how terrible! Who is he? You mean you called me about a gangster? So he’s injured, someone stabbed him or shot him? Just take him to the hospital! Sacred Heart is a convent, and we sisters care for God-fearing folk. But you have been generous with us so we will pray to our Almighty Lord for his recovery. Remember, we are sisters, not doctors…. Don’t worry, I ‘ll pray.”
The abbess hung up, then exclaimed, “Tough luck for him! But better not wake me up again in the middle of the night because of some common criminal! Doesn’t everyone know that I need all the sleep I can get to run this place?!”
She abruptly stood up, walked past me, flicked off the light, and closed the door with a bang. A hot nun—at least her temper. I waited till the sound of her slippers had vanished down the hall before I stepped out from the closet.
I snatched back Lewinsky’s file from the cabinet drawer and pulled out as many of the pages as I could grasp. Then I heard another sound. Was the hot nun coming back for something to cool her down? But this time I knew not to overstay my non-welcome. I quickly stuffed what was left of the file back in the drawer, left the room, dashed down the stairs, and hurried out the back door into the cool air of Joffre Avenue.
On my way back to the hotel, I kept trying to figure out the phone call. It seemed to be that the injured person was a gangster of some sort. But Mary Stone never said his name. Of course, there were hundreds of gangsters in Shanghai, but I couldn’t help but fear that it was my lover Gao. I still had no idea if the gunshots I’d heard at Wang’s banquet were fired by him or at him. Whoever it was, the abbess would not allow him to come to the convent where he could heal, safe from attacks by his fellow criminals.

Back to the safety of the hotel room, I exclaimed, “Damn!” “What’s wrong?” Jinying came up to kiss me as he cast me a worried look.
I told him about the phone call and that I lost the chance to finish reading Lewinsky’s entire file.
I muttered, “I’m thinking if I should go back…”
“Why didn’t you just take the whole thing?”
“Because then they know it’s missing.”
“So what? You think they’ll look at those files after a person is dead?”
I bit my lip. Jinying was right. How stupid of me!
With a heavy heart and troubled mind, I picked up the pages I had managed to extract from Lewinsky’s file. Though completely exhausted, I stayed up with Jinying to study them.
As soon as I started to read, tears filled my eyes. Someone else had our baby but had moved to no one knew where. For the first time, I began to think that our search was truly hopeless. For some time my little Jinjin had not even come to me in my dream to ask after me and to scold me.
Silently—I had never told Jinying about these dreams—I thought, Jinjin, can you come to your mama one more time to tell her that you’re all right?
Jinying pulled me to his arms and kissed me. “Camilla, I don’t know what to say to comfort you, but I’m sure little Jinjin is fine somewhere.”
I looked up at his tired, sunken face. “But where?”
He said, “Camilla, don’t feel too sad. We try our best to find Jinjin; if we still fail, maybe it’s heaven’s will that we should leave things as they are. I believe his adoptive American parents are now raising him in the US and will give him the best Western education.”
Did Jinying think this would comfort me? Maybe deep down he was not sure the baby was his.

After taking a day to recover from my night of breaking and entering, I decided it was time for one last visit to the Compassionate Grace Orphanage where I grew up. I told Jinying of my plan and he was eager to come with me. I told him that if he did, the staff would just bother him for a big donation, so it would be easier if I went by myself.
My real reason for going back was to visit the little blind singer, as I had promised. As a spy, I had not hesitated to break promises, but somehow I felt a special affinity for the unfortunate girl and was happy to bring a little cheer into her lonely life. I imagined her as my younger self, who’d also been orphaned and was “blind” to the ways of the real world. I wouldn’t say I was seeking redemption, but I wanted to feel that I was actually doing something nice for someone for a change. Actually, I would have liked Jinying’s company, but I thought it would make my farewell meeting with Peiling more complicated.
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Compassionate Grace


The following afternoon, I took a tricycle rickshaw to Joffre Avenue where Compassionate Grace Orphanage was only a few blocks from Sacred Heart Convent.
When I got there, I noticed that the flyers that had been posted on the orphanage’s wall were gone. Perhaps the parents who had posted them had finally given up all hope. Or more likely, the orphanage regarded them as an eyesore and had them removed. But there was nothing I could do to help these bereaved parents, It was enough for me to try to find my own Jinjin. So I quickly passed through the gate, then hurried to the courtyard to look for Peiling, probably for the last time.
I found her in her little secret garden, seated on a rock, wearing those thick glasses behind which her eyes seemed to be staring at nowhere. But she was not singing to herself, and looked very sad. When she heard the footsteps, her head tilted in my direction.
“Who’s this?”
“Peiling, can you guess?”
“Big Sister!”
She stood up, dashed to me, and thrust her small body against mine.
“I knew you’d keep your promise and come back! Can we sing?”
I caressed her short, crop hair. “I don’t think so, Peiling. I’ve come to say good-bye.”
Her expression changed from sadness to anger. “Good-bye? Why?”
I didn’t know how to respond, so when she asked again, her tone was not angry, but urgent and desperate. “So, Big Sister, you’re not coming again?”
I lied. “Maybe, but I really don’t know when.”
“You can if you really want to.”
Yes, if life were really that simple.
To distract her, I asked, “Peiling, you looked so sad when I saw you sitting there. What’s wrong?”
“I heard that someone is going to take Baobao away.”
“You mean the baby you take care of? I’m so sorry to hear that. What happened?”
“I heard that another couple wants to adopt him.”
“I am surprised,” I told her. Usually no one wants the children who are left here.
“I overheard a couple talking about him. They found a birthmark hidden behind his ear and took it as a lucky sign.”
This bit of superstitious nonsense pricked my curiosity. “What does the birthmark look like?”
“They said it’s lucky because it’s red and looks like smiling lips. But some of the staff think it’s unlucky because it looks like a capsized boat smeared with blood. That’s why they let me take care of him—they are afraid that he is bad luck. What do you think, Big Sister?”
“I am sure he is a very lucky baby—he’s had you to look after him.“
Before I finished, Peiling was already walking away. “Please wait here, Big Sister.”
In less than five minutes she returned, holding the baby Chinese-style behind her back.
I asked, “Can I see his birthmark?”
Peiling didn’t respond at once but took something out from beneath her thin jacket. It was a bottle of milk.
“Big Sister, let me feed Baobao first, he’s hungry.”
I was amazed that this little girl was so responsible.
She cradled Baobao in the nook of her arm and gently put the bottle’s nipple inside his mouth. The baby began to suck like there was no tomorrow. My heart melted at the sight. Did I suck like this at my mother’s breast? Then I thought, did my little Jinjin have full breasts to suckle?
“You know, Big Sister, Baobao is hungry all the time. Director Chen assigned me to care for him because the orphanage is understaffed, so she’s happy that I can help.”
This surprised me. “Peiling, forgive me if I hurt your feelings by asking again. There are many orphans your age here, why did Director Chen assign you to care for him? She’s not concerned that it’s dangerous for a blind girl to care for a baby?”
Peiling’s reaction surprised me. “But you’re wrong, Big Sister! It’s just the opposite. Because I’m blind I’ve been much more careful with Baobao than the others. Also, I still have a little vision left in my right eye, enough to see shadows.”
I remained silent and she went on. “One time I overheard Director Chen say to one of the staff that a blind person is much more careful with the baby. But she also said that when Baobao starts to walk and run around, then someone else has to take over my job.” She paused, then spoke again. “But I know that the staff doesn’t want to watch him because of his unlucky birthmark.”
She shook her head. “But it doesn’t matter now. Baobao will soon be gone.”
Now the baby, his hunger satisfied, nestled his head on Peiling’s chest and fell asleep.
“I’m so sorry, Peiling. I’m sure Baobao’s adoptive parents will be very loving and take very good care of him.”
She shook her head again. “No, they won’t be as good and loving as me.” What confidence from a little blind orphan girl!
“Big Sister, no one really pays attention to anyone else here. Except on days when the government people or distinguished guests visit.”
”Peiling, you love this baby, don’t you?”
She nodded. “Yes, because I lost my little brother in the car crash with my family. That’s when the broken glasses got into my eyes.”
“I’m so sorry for you…”
I could see tears behind her thick glasses. “My father died with my little brother in the crash. My mother was paralyzed, so I took care of her, but she died and now I’m here.”
Peiling wiped away the tears with the back of her hand, then added proudly, “I’m very good at taking care of people.”
Just then the baby woke up from his nap. His large eyes stared at me with curiosity. Peiling turned his head to the light to show me the small red birthmark behind his right ear. I really did think it looked like pink lips smiling.
“So, Big Sister, what do you think?”
“No question, it’s smiling lips.”
Peiling smiled. “That’s what I think, even though I can’t see it.”
I asked, “So when will the couple come to adopt Baobao?”
“Soon.”
“You know anything about them?”
She shook her head. I was thinking if I couldn’t find my Jinjin, maybe I should just take this baby as my own, just as Lewinsky had taken mine.
But I did not want to pursue this line of thought. So I told Peiling, “All right, I have to leave, take good care of Baobao for me.”
She stared at me with her nearly sightless eyes, looking completely stunned.
“Why are you leaving so soon? Aren’t you going to teach me singing?”
I didn’t reply.
She went on sharply. “Big Sister, are you afraid of something?”
My heart skipped a beat. “What makes you think that?”
“I can tell you’re afraid of being seen. Why?”
I bit my lip. How did this little girl, though blind, have such sharp perception?
“Sorry, Peiling, I wish I could stay with you longer, but I’ve really got to go now.”
She looked crushed, then to my utter surprise, thrust the baby into my arms. “No, you stay and play with me and Baobao!”
It was the first time I’d held him in my arms. I had to admit that it felt good. But why, I couldn’t explain. Maybe it was the promise of a brighter future or of innocence surviving in this foul world. I planted a kiss on the baby’s forehead and gave him back to Peiling.
“I must go,” I repeated, suppressing my sadness at leaving this precocious but forlorn girl—and the obliviously happy baby. “And good-bye.”
I hurried away. Knowing that she could not see the gesture, I put my hands over my ears so I couldn’t hear any crying, either from Peiling or her little treasure.

Back in my hotel room, I could not keep myself from worrying about Peiling—and Baobao. What about the couple who were adopting him? Would they treat him well, or would he be used as a little beggar on a bridge? Then I began to fear that this might be my Jinjin’s fate.
Thoughts of babies being mistreated ran through my mind, keeping me from sleeping, my exhausted body flipping and flopping on the bed next to Jinying, who slept soundly through the night.
When I finally fell asleep, I had a dream of Jinjin.

But at first he did not acknowledge or speak to me. Instead, he was with Lewinsky as a mother and son duo, making my heart ache that he looked quite content with his doting Russian mother.
Then my son said to me, his eyes challenging, “Mama Camilla, you think you can be as good a mother to me as my Russian mama?”
I tried to suppress my tears. “Of course, Jinjin, but you have to give me the chance to love you.”
“If you truly love me, then look harder for me! Otherwise, I have to follow Russian Mommy to where she’s going. Bye!”
“Oh, no, no, please don’t go there, she’s in Hell!”

Jinying was awakened by my scream. At first he looked groggily startled; then he put his arm gently around me.
“What’s the matter, Camilla? Something upset you?”
“I’m okay. Just a bad dream.”
“Tell me what you dreamt.”
I blurted out, “Our son, Jinjin. He’s with Madame Lewinsky. He said she’s a better mother than I am. He urged me to try harder to find him. If not, he’ll leave with his Russian mommy.”
I looked at Jinying through my teary eyes. “Jinying, how could I be a bad mother if I was never given the chance to even see my baby, let alone care for him?”
Jinying spoke in a soothing voice. “It’s just a dream, Camilla.” He stroked my cheek, then spoke again. “Hmm… it must be a sign that we shouldn’t leave Shanghai but continue to look for Jinjin.”
“But how, since he’s already been adopted? We have no idea who that couple is or anything about them. For all we know, they are American and have already left for home with our baby.”
“Maybe, but probably he’s still here. Your dream is to tell us there’s still hope.” He sat up, paused to think, then exclaimed, “I know! We’ll hire a detective to find our baby!”
“Jinying, what a good idea!”
“It’s never too late as long as Jinjin is still alive. Let’s go back to sleep. In the morning I’ll go look for a detective. We’ll find our son.”
“How are you so sure?”
But he’d already fallen back asleep.
The following morning over breakfast, Jinying and I looked through all the newspapers for advertisements posted by detectives. We circled five as possibilities.
“Camilla, you need to rest today. I’ll go talk to them so we can decide which one.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“No, Camilla. Let me do this. You don’t want to take another chance by showing your face around Shanghai. You know what they say, ‘When you keep going up the mountain, one day you’ll run into a tiger.’ Get some rest and I’ll come back as soon as I can.”
After he left I spent most of my time staring out the window, trying to push my fears about Jinjin—and Baobao—out of my mind. When Jinying finally returned early that afternoon, he told me he’d been much impressed with a detective named Tang. He was the only one with letters of reference from families whose lost children he had located.
It seemed a long shot, but even the thought that we might find Jinjin seemed to brighten up the gloomy hotel room.
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A Baby’s Many Incarnations


Days passed during which Jinying and I waited anxiously for news. Finally, Detective Tang called and suggested we meet.
We arrived at his office inside a modernized building in the Bund area. In the cramped space, several workers occupied themselves reading, writing, and typing, their desks covered with all sorts of documents, as well as files and newspaper clippings. A big thermos stood on a table by the wall, and tea mugs were everywhere. A young man led us into Tang’s office. Looking at the detective’s scanty hair and horse face, I didn’t feel much hope.
He started out pompously. “Mr. and Mrs. Fang, congratulations! You’re about to hear some very good news!”
Mr. and Mrs. Fang were our latest incarnations, our cover-up identities. Jinying and I looked at each other.
Perhaps realizing our impatience, the detective exclaimed, “I’ve tracked down your son Anton Lewinsky.”
My “husband Mr. Fang” asked excitedly, “So where is he?”
“Ha! This is called yuanzai tianbian jinzai yanqian.” (“At the far edge of heaven, yet right in front of your eyes.”)
Jinying blurted out, “So he’s here in Shanghai, not in America?”
“He’s in the Compassionate Grace Orphanage.”
Jinying and I exclaimed simultaneously, “What?!”
I asked, “How did you find that out, and how are you sure it’s our baby?”
“All right.” The detective shifted some papers on his big, wooden desk, adjusted his glasses, then spoke. “You told me that when Julie Lewinsky passed away, her baby Anton Lewinsky was left at the Sacred Heart Convent. Then the convent let an American missionary couple adopt the baby. After that, you lost track, right?”
We nodded. I felt so tense that I squeezed Jinying’s hand. He patted me with his other one. But from the perspiration gathering on his forehead and temples, I could tell he was as anxious as I was.
The detective smiled proudly. “So I checked records from all the ships to see if an American missionary couple had left for the US with a Chinese baby.
“Of course, I had to pay a lot to see those records, which show, fortunately to you, there was no American family taking home a Chinese baby. That told us that the adoptive parents should still be in Shanghai. So my people used our connection with the American Consulate to check with all the American couples here to find out if any had recently made an adoption. We found three, one adopted a Russian newborn baby boy, another one a Chinese girl, and the remaining one a seven, eight-month-old Chinese boy. So this baby should be Anton Lewinsky you’ve been looking for.”
Jinying and I looked at each other again and this time we screamed.
“Oh, heaven!” Jinying hugged me and planted a kiss on my forehead.
The detective waited patiently for our enthusiasm and public display of affection to cool. Then he took out a cigarette case and held it out to us. “Have one?”
We shook our heads, so he shook one out for himself, lit it with a big Zippo lighter, then with a satisfied expression, blew out a smoke ring. All we could do was wait anxiously for him to get to the point.
He went on. “Unfortunately, the husband was robbed and killed soon after the adoption. I used our agency’s connections and found out where the widow lives and went to see her. I told her that I work for a Buddhist temple, heard of her dire situation, and was there to deliver money and clothes for her and her baby.”
“And she believed you?” I asked.
“Mrs. Fang, you can’t believe how easily people believe. And believe me, it happens all the time. Besides, I did bring money and nice clothes.”
He tapped his lighter on his desk and continued. “She took the money and clothes but refused to let me inside her apartment to see the baby—”
“Then where’s the baby?” both Jinying and I exclaimed.
The detective cast us an annoyed look. “Be patient, Mr. and Mrs. Fang, I was about to tell you.”
Jinying forced a smile. “Please go ahead, Detective.”
“So I said to her, ‘If you’re not comfortable letting me inside your home, next time we can meet outside at a tea house. I’ll also bring more money to pay for the baby’s food.’ However, two days later when we met at the tea house, she didn’t bring the baby—”
I exclaimed, “What? Oh, heaven, what happened?”
“Calm down, Mrs. Fang. Don’t worry, I’ll tell you everything.”
Detective Tang crushed the cigarette in a metal ashtray, took out another one, lit it, then again blew his annoying smoke rings. I was getting more and more frustrated at his pompous way of speaking and his self-promotion. Was this smoke ritual just to kill time so he could charge more? Or so he could veil the truth?
“All right,” he went on, “she said after her husband died, she couldn’t care for the baby by herself. Without her husband’s salary, her money was running out quickly. So she felt she had no choice but to take the baby to the Compassionate Grace Orphanage, hoping he could be adopted by more suitable parents.”
I asked, “Why didn’t she give the baby back to Sacred Heart?”
“She felt too embarrassed. Since she begged the nuns to let her and her husband adopt even though they were not Catholic. The abbess made an exception and let them adopt him.”
Jinying asked, “Why didn’t the widow’s church give her financial help?”
“Because the church they belong to is a very small one, and they told her they have no money right now.”
I was sorry for the widow, but my concern was not with her, but with finding Jinjin. “So our son is at Compassionate Grace—but how can we tell which baby is ours?”
Jinying chimed in, his voice tense. “Yes, how?”
The detective cast us a disapproving look. “Relax, Mr. and Mrs. Fang, that’s what I’m about to tell you. No problem, the widow told me that she and her husband baptized the baby as ‘Bo Cooper.’”
This was promising, but I was still uncertain. “Does he look like either of us?”
The detective laughed, then coughed several times. “Although I paid the widow, I couldn’t see the baby because she’s already placed him at the orphanage. But I was told that he has a birthmark like a pink crescent moon behind his ear.”
It took a few seconds for this to register. Then, as my heart pounded in my chest, my mouth exploded with a loud, “What???”
Jinying turned to me with a puzzled expression. “What what?”
I muttered to myself, “Can it be?”
“Please explain to me, Camilla.”
Detective Tang stared at me curiously. “Mrs. Fang, you look upset, would you like some tea?”
Jinying put his hand on my arm and asked, “Are you all right?”
But I had momentarily lost the power of speech, thinking:
Oh, heaven! A birthmark like a pink crescent moon behind his ear! This has to be the “Baobao” Peiling has been taking care of! Then Baobao is my baby, Jinjin!
That’s why Peiling calls him Baobao! She said his name was Bao, which she must have mistaken it for Bo. Heaven let me seen my Jinjin three times without knowing he’s my little boy!
And the birthmark. It’s a smiling lips, a capsized boat, and now a pink crescent moon!
I said to the detective, “Could you please excuse us for a moment while we get some fresh air?”
“Of course. Take your time. I‘ll just smoke another cigarette while I wait for you.”
We trotted down the stairs and out of the building into the muggy afternoon air. Still, a relief from the endless cigarettes. I had told Jinying about visiting the orphanage, but not what had happened there. Now I blurted it all in a rapid stream of words.
When I’d finished, Jinying eyed me suspiciously. “Camilla, how come you never told me about the baby?”
“How could I have known the baby was our son? Though now I think he does look like you—he has your brows and thick hair. But there are so many babies in the orphanage!”
I could see he was a little angry at me, but I was even more angry at myself. I’d held Jinjin without realizing who he was! Yet, he’d often smiled at me. I wondered if he knew I was his mother.
Then Jinying’s angry expression was replaced by a broad smile. “Oh, heaven, can it really be true that we will see our baby soon?”
“Hadn’t you told me we must have faith that heaven has kept Jinjin alive for us somewhere?”

The detective’s job was to find Jinjin, but not to get him back for us. So I paid him handsomely, without questioning his claims for expenses—money he’d paid to people in the American Consulate and to the missionary’s widow. With relief, we thanked him and left his musty office. Even though he’d signed a contract promising confidentiality, I was still worried that he’d leak this, but I supposed he wouldn’t out of fear it would hurt his business.
Back in the hotel, Jinying asked, “What are we going to do now, Camilla?”
“I’ll go to Compassionate Grace to get Jinjin and sneak out with him.”
“But, how could you… don’t you think it’s better that we visit the director and tell her the truth. Then ask her to give us back our baby?”
“Jinying, you think those people there care about the truth? Besides, how can we prove to her Jinjin is really our baby? And, believe me, stealing is a lot faster and easier than dealing with the orphanage officials.”
Ignoring what I said, he went on. “We can prove that Jinjin is ours by telling them about the birthmark.”
“Jinying, many people have birthmarks. And I can’t show Director Chen the written records from Sacred Heart Convent about it, because I took them. True, I left some of the file there, but there’s no telling whether Jinjin’s birthmark was recorded. Besides, I can’t prove I’m the mother, and even if I could, it would be too dangerous for us to reveal who we are. “
“Maybe you’re right. You did grow up there.” Jinying was silent for a few moments, then he asked, “Camilla, how can we be sure that this Bo Cooper is really our Jinjin?”
I was his mother. I knew. “It has to be.”
He thought more, then asked, “Camilla, what if you get caught?”
I chuckled inside. Had he forgotten my skills in stealth? However, stealing a baby would be a first for me.

I’d thought I was through with Compassionate Grace Orphanage forever, yet when night came I found myself once again looking at the gloomy structure on Joffre Avenue. I was wearing dark clothes and sneakers, so I hoped I would not be noticed as I crossed the broad lawn. I avoided the large front entrance, which I assumed would have a night worker keeping watch, and opened the rarely used backdoor with my master key.
As quietly as possible, I climbed up the stairs to the third floor where the small babies were kept. There was an amah at a desk in the hallway, but she was fast asleep, snoring away, perhaps dreaming of her next big bowl of fish-ball soup. She did not stir as I tiptoed past her and used a small flashlight to look at the face of each baby in turn. Finally, I spotted Jinjin and verified his identity by gently turning his neck to reveal his birthmark—smiling lips, or a pink crescent moon. But definitely not a capsized boat. Tears wetted my cheeks. In his mere eight months in this world he had experienced four incarnations—as Lung Jinjin, Anton Lewinsky, Bo Copper, and Baobao. Now I hoped he would have a long incarnation with his real name of Jinjin.
I took out the small blanket I’d brought, wrapped his little body in it, and walked toward the exit. Just then, Jinjin woke up. In a second, his usual cheerful expression was replaced by loud crying. Worse, it seemed that his pink lips now really looked like a capsized boat.
“Shhh…” I cooed, rocking him gently in my arms. Then I put my little finger into his mouth. As I passed the amah I noticed a distinct odor of gin, so I doubted she would wake up anytime soon.
To my great relief, the crying stopped. But his frightened expression pulled at my heart. Just then I heard footsteps approaching. I immediately stooped down and hid myself behind a nearby trashcan, my finger still inside Jinjin’s mouth. The shadow moved forward, seemingly cautiously. In the near-dark I could make out a face and hear the beginning of a scream, cut short by the hand clamping over the mouth.
It was Peiling, groping in Jinjin’s empty crib.
She whispered anxiously, “Where are you, Baobao? Who stole you? In my sleep I heard you cry, so I came to check on you. But now you’re gone! Maybe forever? How am I going to live without you?”
Heart pounding, I held my breath till she finally bumped her way out of the room, sobbing softly. After making sure she was gone, I hurried out of the room, down the stairs, and out the back door into the dark.

For the rest of the night, Jinying and I did nothing but fuss over our son—kissing, cuddling, feeding, tickling, admiring him. We finally fell asleep, only to be awakened by Jinjin’s crying, so Jinying went out to buy milk and baby food and rushed back with it. Jinjin quieted down as soon as I put the bottle in his mouth; then he fell asleep, so I placed him in the middle of the bed. Jinying went out again to shop for the necessary stuff for babies—diapers, nursing bottle, pacifier, plastic basin for baths, and whatever else I could think of. I knew a little about babies from my experience growing up with them in the orphanage, but it was quite different now that the baby was my own.
That evening we anxiously skimmed through all the major newspapers. To my great relief, there was nothing about a missing baby. I wondered if this was because nobody noticed or that they didn’t care. Probably some of both. They would be happy to have one less mouth to feed. Likely they never reported to the police out of fear of attracting reporters who might publish embarrassing articles about conditions in the establishment.
I kept turning to study Jinjin’s face and even counted his fingers and toes over and over. However, instead of feeling ecstatic, a strange sadness rose up inside me. Something was nagging at my awareness, but I could not tell what.
Jinying was busy planning our son’s future. “Camilla, we’ll send him to the best school in Hong Kong. And when he turns eighteen, he’ll study at Harvard, just like me.”
I chuckled. “Jinying, but Jinjin is only eight months old, he can only babble now.”
“Camilla, it never hurts to plan. I also want a girl, just as pretty and talented as you. You’ll teach her singing, and I’ll give her piano lessons. We can send her to study at the prestigious Juilliard School of music in New York. Do you know about this place?”
“Madame Lewinsky told me about it.”
“Julliard is where all the famous musicians studied. After our daughter graduates, she’ll be a famous musician, either singing or performing on the piano at Carnegie Hall.”
This time I laughed out loud. This was one of the reasons I liked Jinying—his naïveté and idealism. In comparison, I was worldly and cynical. Maybe that was why we were destined to be together—so we could complement each other. I was too practical to plan for a daughter who was yet to be born.
I touched my lover’s face. “Jinying, what about—assuming we’re really going to have a daughter—if she doesn’t want to be a musician? What about if she wants to be a lawyer like you? Haven’t you ever thought of that?”
Jinying, now cooing Jinjin in his arms, looked rather horrified. “Then I won’t let her.”
“Jinying, you’re bitter that your father forced you to study law, so why would you force your interest onto your daughter, assuming she’s really going to be born?”
He thought for a while. “Maybe you’re right, Camilla. All right, then her old father will let her study whatever she wants. But definitely not spying like her mother.”
We laughed.
I felt a surge of warmth and love spreading inside me. After all the suffering, I finally had a family. It was like I was being taken out of a nightmare and put inside a dream. I studied Jinying’s kind, loving face, then my sound-asleep baby’s peaceful one. From now on I’d try my best to raise him, give him the best, and protect him from all evils. He’d have a life completely different from his mother’s—protected, nurtured, and much loved.

Needless to say, Jinying and I were exulted to have Jinjin back. To me now he suddenly looked exactly like his father—big eyes, well-shaped brows, thick hair. Since our reunion in the flesh, Jinjin had stopped coming in my dreams to scold me for breaking hearts.
Although I felt happy that my long, dangerous quest for my baby had at last succeeded, I still sensed that something was not right—the nagging feeling, like a bad cold, lingered and stubbornly refused to leave.
When evening came, Jinying again went out and came back with the evening newspapers. As if it was my subconscious seeking it out, this time I found some very disturbing news in a column.

Young Girl Injured in Fall at Orphanage

A twelve-year-old girl, Peiling Li, who is blind and appeared malnourished, fell from the third floor balcony of the Compassionate Grace Orphanage on Joffre Avenue. Miraculously, besides a few bruises, she was not seriously injured. No bones were broken, probably because there was an awning on the floor below.

When reporters asked Director Chen about the girl, she insisted that she has no idea why she fell, but it was probably related to not being able to see. However, other members of the staff said that Peiling missed her deceased family, or perhaps was frightened by the ghost of her little brother. Others said she was a strange child and probably did it just to get attention. But another worker noted that since a baby she cared for had left the orphanage, Peiling had become very depressed.

Director Chen also said that after the girl is released from Shanghai Women’s and Children’s Hospital, they’d watch her more carefully and not let her go off by herself.


After I finished reading the article, I knew exactly what I had to do next—find and rescue Peiling.
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A Hospital Visit


I explained to Jinying about Peiling, how she had cared for the baby we now knew was ours, that we might owe his life to her. And that without Jinjin, she’d be all alone. Even though he had never met her, Jinying shared my concern and encouraged me to try to find her. So I left Jinjin in his care and set out for the Shanghai Women’s and Children’s Hospital, which turned out to be a massive red brick building situated in the bustling Xujiahui municipality.
Patients, visitors, and uniformed staff milled around its spacious lobby smelling of medicine and sickness. I hurried to the reception area and asked for Peiling’s room number. I signed my name, a fake one, of course, on a printed form and listed “aunt” as my relation to the patient.
The middle-aged, white-uniformed receptionist smiled. “So you’re her relative? Guess you’re the only one. That’s why she’s living in an orphanage. But she became famous overnight, you know that? No one else has come to see her, so say something nice and comforting to the poor girl, won’t you?”
“Of course I will. Thank you, miss.” I was surprised, and pleased, to find someone who actually seemed to care in such a big, impersonal institution.
I left the reception area, dashed to the second floor, and stepped inside the first room. Women in hospital pajamas filled cots and chairs—sleeping, talking, staring, sobbing, grimacing. There were about fifteen women, but no child among them.
I asked an elderly woman with a pained face, “Ma’am, did you see a twelve-year-old girl here in this room?”
“We’re all old people here. Why would a young girl have anything to do with us who already have one foot inside the coffin? Ha, ha, ha, ha!” She laughed, seemingly happy with her grim joke.
“Can you try to remember? She is small and wears very thick glasses.”
Seconds later, a smile of recollection flitted across her wrinkled face. “Ha! Maybe now I remember. Yes, a girl with thick glasses. But she’s blind and too little to be twelve, maybe eight or nine.”
Of course I should have remembered Peiling looked much smaller than her age.
“Is she here?” I hoped that my little friend had just left for the restroom.
“No, she left.”
“You mean she’s been discharged from the hospital? Someone downstairs just told me she’s in this room.”
“No, she ran away.”
I felt a small jolt. “But how do you know?”
“Last night she told me she was going to run away, but if a doctor or nurse asked for her, tell them that she’s using the bathroom and will be back soon. Ha-ha, but you know, soon for her is going to be never. Little liar!”
“But you should have told the doctor or nurse! The girl is blind, how can she get around by herself?”
“Why should I? It’s her business, not mine. Right?”
I asked, “How badly is she hurt?”
“Ha! We all hurt, that’s why we’re here, miss. Who are you?”
“Never mind, thank you anyway,” I said, then hurriedly left the depressing room and the octogenarian.
Back in the lobby, I paced around, trying to clear my mind and think. Where would Peiling be, and why had she left? Since she couldn’t really see, I believed she wouldn’t go far. I stopped by a telephone booth and called Compassionate Grace, but a stern woman’s voice said that Peiling had not been transferred back to the orphanage.
I hurried out of the hospital, hailed a tricycle rickshaw, and asked the puller to take me around to places where my little friend might be. But Shanghai is huge and densely populated. We went up and down some of the major streets, but I soon realized that looking for a person in the huge city was like scooping up a needle in the sea.
Feeling discouraged, I asked the coolie take me to the Huangpu River. The soothing sight of the forever flowing river had often been a great comfort to me in my difficult life.
I paid, got off the vehicle, and went straight to my little sanctuary behind a gigantic statue of a goddess where I knew I’d be completely left alone. As in the past, I did some vocal gymnastics to warm up my voice, then began singing.
“Nighttime Shanghai,” “Wandering Songstress,” “Looking for You” slipped from between my lips as I watched the reflection of the sun on the gentle waves. The music settled my confused mind. Music had taught me not only to feel, but also to see that the world is not as miserable as I had thought. Just as I finished and felt a little better, I was surprised to hear a familiar voice.
“Big Sister, I really love your voice. I’d like to hear you sing every day…”
I turned and was overjoyed to see that the person I’d been seeking had found me—Peiling!
She sat on a bench behind some trees that hid her from where I stood, looking very frail and tired. I hurried over to her and sat down.
“Peiling, why did you run away?” I didn’t have the heart to ask if she’d meant to kill herself.
“I’ll never go back to that horrible place.”
“I understand. But why did you come here?”
“Because you told me you love to sing by the river and watch the sun rise. I wanted to come where you had been. I can’t see, but I can smell the river and feel the sun. Maybe the river will help me be a better singer, just like you.”
“But how did you come here?”
“I asked a woman visitor at the hospital to take me here.”
“And she did?”
Peiling nodded. “I told her that I lost my way and my mother will be here waiting for me. Remember, Big Sister? You told me you always come here to sing behind this statue so you’ll be left alone.”
I’d underestimated this little blind girl. Like me, she got her way through cunning. But unlike me, she had no training and, luckily for her, was not taken up by criminals.
“And she believed you?”
She nodded. “I also paid her.”
“How did you get the money?”
“A nurse gave it to me.”
“Why would she do that?”
“Because I told her I’ve been starved and beaten at the orphanage. She took pity on me and gave me money.”
“Peiling, I know you’re very sad. Tell me the truth, did you jump to try…” I couldn’t finish my sentence, “to kill yourself?”
Her near-sightless eyes seemed to stare at the river. “Baobao disappeared. Somebody must have stolen him, so I won’t ever see him again. I can’t live without Baobao…” Tears flowed from her injured eyes.
Love for this child surged in my heart. I could not help but again think of my own attempted suicide not long ago in Paris. I’d just seen Madame Butterfly in which Cio-Cio San kills herself when betrayed by her lover Captain Pinkerton.
After the opera as Jinying and I were strolling along the Seine, I felt completely hopeless. I asked my lover to walk ahead of me, then immediately leaped over the wall into the freezing Seine. But he jumped in and rescued me. His love returned me to this earth.
I put my arms around the crying girl.
Sniffling, Peiling said, “Big Sister, was my name in the newspapers, did I turn famous because I jumped?”
I didn’t answer her question, but said, “Peiling, you must be tired. Let’s go home.”
I realized after the words came out that I had just decided to take in the blind girl to live with Jinying and myself. Taking Peiling’s hand and heading toward the main street, a famous poem by Xin Qiji flashed across my mind:


Looking for you a thousand times in the dense crowd,

I turned, and your face suddenly appears under the fading light.




Inside the taxi, Peiling grabbed my hand tightly in hers as if I were her long-lost mother. Tears filled my eyes, but I blinked them back. In a whisper I explained that I had discovered that her “Baobao” was actually Jinjin, my lost son, and that she would be seeing him in a few minutes. I also told her that Jinjin’s father was waiting with him for us. She remained silent, either confused or not believing me.
When we stepped into our hotel room, Jinying was sitting on the bed beside a calmly sleeping Jinjin but looked extremely upset—and angry. He stood up to greet—or scold—me.
“I worried until my heart rotted and I can’t tell anyone or call the police. Where have you been?” He pointed to Peiling. “What’s happening here? Who is she?”
“Shhh…” I gave him a kiss on his lips.
Jinjin was sound asleep in the bed, oblivious to all that was going on. I went up to plant a kiss on his rosy cheek too.
Peiling was still tugging at my sleeve, looking tense.
“Jinying, please calm down and let me explain.”
But he refused to lower his voice. “Where have you been? Why did you take so long?”
Peiling’s frightened voice rose up in the room’s stale air. “Big Sister, who is this? What’s happening?”
I lowered my head so I could whisper into her ear. “Everything’s fine, Peiling, I’m just talking to my husband.” Though he was not quite my husband yet. “Why don’t you sit down and rest?”
Jinying kept watching me with bafflement as I led Peiling to sit on a chair, then came back to sit down next to him.
He studied the little girl, then blurted out, “What’s wrong with her?”
“Sorry, sir, but I’m blind,” Peiling responded softly.
Now Jinying looked horrified. “Oh, I’m so sorry, little girl…. Are you…?”
I blinked my eyes to signal him to just shut up.
But he said in a heated whisper, his tone still upset, “Then can you tell me where you’ve been—and who she is?”
I explained to Jinying that Peiling was the little blind girl I had mentioned to him earlier. I reminded him that she had been taking care of Jinjin and that without her care, Jinjin might right now be dying of neglect like so many of the other babies at the orphanage. When I finished, Jinying looked totally stunned.
He leaned close to my ear and lowered his voice. “But, Camilla, why bring her back here?”
Before I could respond, Peiling smiled toward me. “Big Sister, I knew from your voice that you are Miss Camilla, even though you pretended not to be. But I was afraid if the staff knew, they wouldn’t let you visit me anymore.”
This little girl was a lot smarter than I had realized. Her words penetrated deep into me, so, though I opened my mouth, no words came out. Somehow this naive child had made me realize that I had been denying my real self my entire life. Who was the real me anyway? An orphan, a spy, a singer, a heartless assassin, a contortionist, a knife-throwing expert, a mother who wouldn’t give up on her baby—or all of the above?
Overcome, I went to the bed, collapsed next to my baby, and cried. Probably awakened by my weight next to him and my sobbing, Jinjin suddenly woke up and joined me in the tearful cacophony.
Jinying sat down on the bed next to me and put his arm around my shoulder. “Please, Camilla, I can’t bear to see you sad.”
I wiped my tears but remained silent.
Peiling’s frightened voice piped up again. “Miss Camilla, don’t be sad. Did I do something wrong? Do you not want me anymore? Who’s crying?”
“Don’t worry, Peiling, I’m fine. You didn’t do anything wrong.” Then I turned to Jinying. “Have you fed Jinjin while I was away?”
Peiling tilted her head and asked, “Is that really Baobao?”
“Yes, Peiling,” I said, then picked up Jinjin and held him out to her. “Peiling, can you hold him for a while?”
“It really is Baobao!!” Peiling cradled her “reincarnated” Baobao in her thin arms. I knew that it would take time for her to accept him as Jinjin.
I smiled. “Yes, it’s Baobao, but his real name is Jinjin.”
Jinjin had stopped crying and was smiling happily in his little caregiver’s embrace. Peiling lowered her head to kiss her, really my, baby. “Oh, Baobao, it’s really you!”
In response, Jinjin started to cry again.
I turned to his father. “Jinying, have you fed our baby?”
“Of course, but we’re out of milk… I was very worried about you and stayed here in case you were in trouble and might call. I’ll go out right now and get some.”
After Jinying left, Peiling asked, “Big Sister, were you the one who took Baobao—“
“It’s Jinjin, Peiling.”
“Were you the one who took Jinjin from the orphanage during the middle of the night?”
“Yes, I’m his mother.”
“Wah! Jinjin has a famous singer mother!”
Soon Jinying returned with bottles of fresh milk for the baby and congee with Chinese doughnuts for us. Peiling ate ravenously; then she and Jinjin curled up against each other and were soon fast asleep. In a low voice I explained to Jinying about the little girl. She had won my affection by her musical talent and especially by her gentle nature. I could not allow myself to send her back to the orphanage. It was karma that she was there to care for Jinjin, so now it would be our karma to care for her. Jinying didn’t argue, though he did not look particularly happy either.
But I knew he would come to share my love for Peiling in time.
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A Disturbing Encounter and the Other Woman


Now that we had Jinjin and Peiling, we decided to leave Shanghai and its dangers as soon as possible. The next step was to book steamer tickets back to Hong Kong.
But there were some loose ends that needed to be taken care of here, since we might never be able to return to China. Most important was drawing out the money sitting in Master Lung’s bank accounts. I now regarded this as taking an inheritance, rather than as theft. With the old master in the world beyond, the money belonged to the young master, Jinying. No doubt if Jinying applied his legal knowledge to taking this to court, we would eventually get the money—if we were not assassinated first, and after substantial deductions for bribing the judge and other officials involved. I had survived by being practical, so I decided to simply take the money and run.
The next day, I used Wang’s chop to sign the documents necessary to transfer the money to the account I had opened in Hong Kong. Of course, the transaction might not have been so smooth had I not slipped a thick envelope across the bank manager’s desk. There was still much more than enough for Jinying and I. So to gain merit for Wang and Lung to get better treatment in hell—and lessen the chance of their ghosts coming back to harass me—I arranged to give substantial sums to charities, including Compassionate Grace and Sacred Heart.
I assumed that Big Brother Wang had already died—the herbalist who sold the toxic herb powder was well-known for the invariable effectiveness of his concoctions. Yet, I could not find any mention about him in the newspapers. Then, shortly before our ship was about to carry us away from Shanghai, I opened the Leisure News to read:

The Red Demons’ Red Proves Unlucky

We have just been informed from a reliable source that Big Brother Wang, of whom we have often written in this column, has passed from the underworld to underground. Can the big boss scare the King of Hell? Will the gang wars continue in the realm of the dead? That might be interesting to watch, but we prefer to stay in this world for now. Too bad we can’t place bets on this one!

All of us Chinese believe that red is the luckiest color. Who doesn’t wear red on New Year, give out red envelopes of lucky money, and write auspicious sayings on red paper?

But the “red” in the Red Demons’ name did not bring good fortune to Big Brother Wang, who has early departed for his immortal’s journey. All Shanghai remembers his lavish sixtieth birthday banquet that ended with a bang—actually, many bangs, from a shoot-out. Wang escaped intact, but sickened and died after a few days.

The gang members have been keeping it secret, hoping to continue to use his intimidating name for their various extortions.

The rumor goes that Wang died of food poisoning. But no one else at his table got sick. We’ve heard that he ate a steaming fish on the plate that had been magically transformed on the stage from one swimming in a bowl. Could there be a poisonous relationship between the two fishes? And what about the young couple sitting next to Wang—what were they doing there? My pink-clad girls and myself will try to find out.

Who will be our next number one boss? Place your bets now!

More to follow…

Rainbow Chang


I really had to salute the nerve of this gossip columnist, who did not hesitate even to make fun of a dead person. Didn’t she fear his ghost’s revenge, or that she would offend her superstitious readers? How had she come to suspect that Wang’s death had something to do with the fish? Was she about to reveal the identity of the “young couple”? This possibility was yet one more reason to speed up our departure from Shanghai.
Now that Jinjin had come back to his mama, he no longer appeared to scold me in my dreams. But then I had another kind of disturbing dream.

Under the mysterious moon in a deserted area, like a wandering ghost I slowly approached a red-roofed temple. When I was near its entrance, something sparkling on the ground caught my eye. The object seemed to beg me to take a closer look. It appeared to be a watch with its two hands merging in one indicating midnight. But when I looked closer, I was shocked to see that the watch was worn on the wrist of a severed hand!
I screamed, but my feet felt too paralyzed to run. They were rooted to the ground like the entangled roots of a thousand-year-old tree. As I was wondering what to do, a bald head, shiny in the moonlight, leaned out from the temple door to study me. I couldn’t see the man’s face, but realized from his bald head that he must be a monk.
He asked politely, “You all right, miss?”
I pointed to the ground. “There’s a—”
He interrupted me. “I know, I left it there.”
“Oh…” I felt a jolt. “Do you know what… that is?”
“Of course I do. It’s cold outside. Please come in for tea, if you want to know what it is.”
Hypnotized by his magnetic voice and moonlight-reflecting bald head, I entered the temple.
Inside, two candles burned passionately, as if enjoying their fiery suffering. The monk’s face was hidden in shadow, but I could tell he was square-jawed with nice teeth.
He signaled me to sit, then began to prepare tea. Only then did I notice he used only one hand—the other was missing.
I exclaimed, “Master, your arm…”
“I left it outside.”
“Oh, heaven!” I was terrified. “You chopped off your own hand and left it outside… why?”
But he answered calmly, “I didn’t want to know the time, but I couldn’t get my watch off. So as not to be attached to time, I chopped off my hand with the watch and tossed it outside. Now I’m in peace.”
A most bizarre reason for mutilating oneself! But I knew that sometimes monks or nuns burn off a finger or even a whole arm to offer to the Buddha.
I tried my best to act and sound calm. “But, master, why don’t you want to know time?”
“Time is an illusion. Where I am, there is only the time of no time—”
Completely puzzled by the monk’s “time” talk, I interrupted. “Master, maybe your time is an illusion, but mine isn’t. It’s already past midnight. You are lying. Of course there is time, so there must be a reason that you say it doesn’t exist.”
He raised his arm but realized that both his hand and watch were gone. A heavy sigh escaped from between his lips. “Miss, you’re the first person who is able to see through me right away.”
But instead of telling me the truth, he handed me a cup of tea.
I took a leisurely sip, then blurted out, “Master, this is not tea but heavenly dew!”
“Yes, it is. But I won’t bother by telling you how I climb high mountains to gather it.” He took a sip and sighed. “I want to tell you why I am suffering…”
Before I could respond, he was already speaking. “I did this because of the woman I love. I know I will never again see her beautiful face or feel her heartbeat next to mine. It will never happen, so time means nothing to me.”
“Master, if you don’t mind my impudence. Why don’t you love someone else instead of wasting your time waiting? There are so many beautiful women in the world….”
“Miss, you don’t understand love. Haven’t you heard, ‘After you know the Cang sea, no other water will feel the same; after you experienced the clouds on Mount Wu, no other clouds could even be called clouds’?”
Of course I heard of this phrase alluding to that love you encounter only once in your life. But there is no lack of mountains and sea in this world; in fact, there are too many!
The monk’s eyes were invisible in the shadows, but I could feel the passion burning within him.
“You know the saying, ‘A woman puts on makeup for the man who appreciates her. A hero dies for the one who truly understands him’? I’ll wait for this woman so long as I am alive.”
He took another sip of his tea and went on. “Miss, Emperor Li Shimin slashed his own brother’s throat without feeling a thing. But when his most beloved queen died, his tears flowed endlessly like the Yellow River.”
“Maybe she’s already dead?” This cruel question was to wake the monk from his stupid attachment.
He pointed to his chest. “She lives here forever.”
Feeling I should shake this monk from his attachment, I asked, “Maybe you’re afraid to see her beautiful face turn wrinkled and spotted?”
“Not that, because then my face will match hers. No matter what time does to her, she’ll always be my goddess.”
I felt both pity and admiration for this foolish man. I took another sip of his magical tea and stood up. “Master, thank you for the tea.”
As we reached the door, the moonlight shone on his face.
It was Gao!

I woke up from my disturbing dream and decided to see Gao. Now it was his turn to scold me—to tell me he needed to feel my love one more time before he perished. I looked around the room in the dim light. Peiling, my baby, and his father—the man who was my soon-to-be husband—were all asleep.
I buried my face into the pillow so Jinying would not see my tears and ask me to explain. Why had heaven sent me two men, actually three, to love me instead of one? Just to make my life difficult?
The ship for Hong Kong would be leaving that night. After we packed and got everything ready, I decided there was one last thing I must do before leaving. I did not want to spend the rest of my life wondering what had happened to Gao. I would not forget him, even though my life’s path was leading me in another direction.
Of course, I could not tell Jinying about this. So I said, “Before we go, I need to visit Madame Lewinsky’s grave to make an offering to bring peace to her spirit .
Jinying asked, “Do you really have to?”
I explained that, despite the great wrong she had done us, she had taught me to sing, and she had delivered Jinjin and cared for him while she was alive.
Jinying saw I was resolved and suggested that they could all come with me. I replied that it would be too depressing for Peiling to visit the cemetery. Being blind she was very intuitive, so her mind might be affected by the negative yin energy. Worse, it would be highly inauspicious to bring our baby to visit a dead person when he had just come back to us.
As I was about to go, Peiling piped up. “Miss Camilla, please don’t leave me!”
“Don’t worry, Peiling, I will never leave you. You are coming with us to Hong Kong.”
She remained silent. Her sixth sense told her something was not quite right. She was correct, because I was not quite finished with the dusty world of Shanghai.
I turned to Jinying. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.”
Then I kissed Jinying, Peiling, and little Jinjin, who was deep in his dream village. Before Jinying could say anything, I grabbed my purse, then left everyone behind.
As soon as I left the hotel, I went to a small department store, bought some men’s clothes, then changed at a public restroom. After that, I took a tram to the address Gao had given me at Wang’s birthday party. In case there were gangsters there, it would be simpler if they thought I was a man.
It was early in the morning, so there were only a few passengers and I was left alone. But I was so exhausted that I kept dozing off as the tram clanged along. I was in no mood to appreciate the scenery through the window. I didn’t know any way I could soothe my troubled mind.
I knew it was wrong to leave my new, little family to seek my old lover. But I couldn’t just leave Gao without saying a proper good-bye—not after he’d come into my dream with a severed hand. Would Jinying guess what I was up to and be bitter? Would he be suspicious of me ever after? I knew Peiling was terrified that we would leave her, but eventually, she would be able to have confidence in us.
Then, a few minutes into the ride, a horrible thought entered my mind. What about if Gao had been killed during the shoot-out at Wang’s banquet?
I dozed off again, then was awakened by rain sprinkling through the partially opened window. I looked out to see where we were and spotted, in some distance, a dilapidated bus inching forward on the other side of the road, looking like its allotted time in this incarnation was almost up.
Bored, I leaned toward the window to take a better look. I noticed that among the weary-looking passengers who were staring into space, one man was waving frantically toward my tram. Two children near me giggled and waved back. I wondered why this man was so eager to greet strangers on the other side of the road. Even when the children had tired of waving and giggling, the man kept waving enthusiastically. Or perhaps desperately. I wondered if we knew each other, but his face was indistinct through the gray drizzle.
Just then, the tram lurched forward and soon the bus was but a small dot behind us.
Finally, the tram arrived at my station and I hopped off, then walked around looking for Gao’s street. This was a small town with a few dingy shops, a grocery, a barber, a few unappealing eateries. I did not ask for directions, lest it arouse curiosity about me.
After passing a few more shops and playing children, I finally spotted the address I’d been looking for. It was a dingy shack next to a public bath house. A plump, middle-aged man wearing a tattered bathrobe entered, releasing a blast of steam.
I was surprised that Gao lived in such a forlorn area, because I always assumed that Lung had paid him well. I walked to the door of the shack and saw a small poster on the wall. A couplet was printed on faded gold letters against a sun-bleached red background:

Go in and come out safely

Prosper in all the four seasons


No doubt Gao had posted this because his job involved a lot of dangerous coming and going. And to look at his home, he clearly needed all the prosperity he could get. I knocked nervously, having no idea what, or whom, to expect. The door was opened by a thirtyish, sad-faced woman.
I apologized, thinking I had the wrong address, then asked, “Good morning, does someone named Gao or Hong Bin live here?”
The woman in her worn cotton top and pants seemed to suddenly come back to life. She studied me with sudden interest.
“Yes, mister, but who are you?” Her eyes were dull and her voice weak.
“My name is Shen Wei, his friend.” This was my latest invented name, to go with my man’s clothing.
“A friend? Then please help me.”
A strange request to a total stranger.
It was my turn to ask. “But… who are you?” Maybe she was a sister or a cousin.
“His wife.”
I was confused. “Whose wife?”
“Gao’s wife, who else?”
The word wife exploded in my ears like a gunshot.
“Oh, so he’s married?”
“You said you’re a friend and you don’t know?”
I remembered Gao had told me this but had pushed it out of my mind. It came as a shock to find myself face-to-face with her. Now the fact that Gao had a wife became a reality.
I put on a fake smile. “Of course he told me, I just forgot. Is he here, can I see him?”
“No.”
Her eyes were red; perhaps from the dust or perhaps she was crying.
“He’s not here. My husband rarely comes home and I don’t know his friends. If you’re my husband’s friend, do you know someone called Camilla?”
My heart skipped a beat. “Hmm… what about her?”
“My husband told me that if a Camilla comes, I should give her a package. So I’ve been waiting. But you’re not Camilla, are you?”
I quickly said, “She’s a mutual friend.”
“So can you take my husband’s package and give it to her?”
“Of course I can. Do you know what’s inside?”
She shook her head. “Some notes, but I don’t know what. My parents were too poor to send me to school, so I never learned to read.”
“Any idea why your husband wants to give it to Camilla?”
“Don’t know. I just do what he tells me. Come in so I can give you the package.”
I stepped inside the gloomy place. The whole house was about the size of the mansion of Master Lung’s foyer and kitchen. Except for a picture calendar and a few red lucky sayings pasted on the wall, there was no decoration or anything of value. I began to wonder how Gao could be so poor. Then I recalled that Lung was forcing him to pay back his father’s gambling debts and kept raising the amount Gao supposedly owed. But I hadn’t imagined that he would be this badly off. This brave, loyal man had been working practically for free.
The wife asked, “Would you like some tea?”
“Oh, please don’t bother. I just had tea before I came.”
“All right, I’ll get you the package.”
She went inside another room, then came back to hand me a big envelope.
I opened it, took out the notebook, and flipped the pages. It had to be Gao’s diary. My heart beat fast. I had no idea that he had kept any records of his life. I wanted to read it right then and there but suppressed my impulse.
I looked around the almost-empty house and asked, “You have children?”
She shook her head. “My husband never comes home. I never know what he’s doing out there.”
Then she wiped her eyes and looked a little happier. “But every month he sends me money. So maybe he’s not such a bad husband after all. Ours is an arranged marriage. But I am very lonely here.”
“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Gao,” I said, swallowing the last two words.
“A fortune-teller told me this is my fate.”
Not knowing how to respond to this, I remained silent.
She went on. “But this morning he appeared out of nowhere—”
I cut her off sharply. “He did, you mean Mr. Gao?”
“He didn’t say much, only took some belongings, then left again.” She paused to wipe away tears. “He doesn’t want me anymore.”
“Maybe he has something urgent to deal with?”
I wanted to ask if she loved her husband but again suppressed my urge. Even if she knew anything about love, she would be too embarrassed to express her feelings, especially to me, a young “man.”
She looked as if she suddenly remembered something. “Mister, you want something to eat?”
“No, thank you. I’ve got to leave and thanks for this. I will give it to Camilla.”
“Come back and tell me what she said.”
“I will,” I said, but didn’t mean it.
She sighed heavily. “Can you do me a favor?”
I hesitated.
She went on. “When you see my husband, please ask him to come home.”
“Why do you think he’s not coming back?”
“Because this time he left a lot of money. He also said he is going to join the revolution. Do you know about that?”
My heart began to pound. Finally, I could only come up with, “Oh, sorry…”
I’d uttered “sorry” so many times during this brief conversation with a stranger.
“When did your husband leave here?”
“Early this morning when I left for the market. I’d planned to fix him a big dinner.”
“Which way did he go?”
“I don’t know. He always takes the bus.”
Now I thought that the man who’d waved to me from the bus might have been Gao. I couldn’t take this anymore.
“Sorry to bother you. Can I have some tea now?“
Actually, I did not want tea; this was just a ruse to distract her so I could make an easy exit. Once her back was turned I took out a wad of cash, placed it on the table, and quickly left.
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The Diary and the Curio Shop


I was afraid to read Gao’s diary, for fear his irreversible tragic world would come alive from the pages and engulf me, but my curiosity was stronger than my fear. I really did love Jinying, but I felt something with Gao that Jinying could not give me.
So I entered one of the unprepossessing little restaurants, ordered tea and sesame cakes, then opened the notebook. I caressed the worn cover, as if it were Gao’s rugged face. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I blinked them back and opened to the first page.

To the woman who cannot be forgotten


To my surprise, though a gangster’s bodyguard, Gao had clear handwriting with accurate strokes. How sad that he had been pushed into marriage with this illiterate wife. Maybe I was better off not having parents—I could love whoever I wanted. Or as many as I wanted. But now, it was only Gao who was on my mind.
I flipped the pages and started to read one of his early entries.

I wish I could devote my life to Camilla and always be there to protect her against this evil world. Maybe she thinks Young Master Lung will provide this for her, but he can’t. He’s naive and clueless about life in the real world. I know how to stay alive and how to love a woman.

I keep it secret that I studied engineering at Jiao Tong University, even from Camilla.

Does Camilla know that I worry about her every day, but for Master Lung she is just one of his many playthings? One day when he is tired of her—and that day will come—what will happen to her? No man will dare to “touch” her after she’s been touched by my boss. Except me.

She thinks she is better off with the young master with his Harvard education and his money. But being with Lung’s son is like taking food from the lion’s mouth—she could be gobbled up, not even a bone left to spit out.


I closed my eyes and imagined Gao’s big, scarred hand again massaging my face. I took another sip of my tea, a bite of cake, and turned to another page.

I was never able to love my wife and I will never be a good husband to her, let alone a lover. But she is my wife and so I give her money, but I can’t give her love. Although I never hit her, or even scolded her, I have made her suffer. Sad to say, she might prefer being hit by her husband to my total indifference.

They say that the worst thing for a man is to engage in the wrong career, the worst for a woman is to marry the wrong man. But that’s what happened to us both. I made my career as a gangster and she married the wrong man. But I feel so different with Camilla. Yet I know she’s not happy, even with fame and all her expensive clothes and jewelry.


Next he quoted a familiar poem by Yuan Shen:



When I pass through grove of flowers,

I never look around me.

Impatient to be back with you.






This poem reminded me of the divination picked by the bird:



Walking through clutters of beautiful flowers,

Not even one would cling to his clothes.

If only on that day you had the courage to say you love me.






I sighed, muttering, “Gao, If only on that day I had the courage to say I love you….”
But what most affected me was Gao’s most recent entry:

I’ll never forget the evening we risked our lives making love right next to my boss’s cabin on the ocean liner en route to Paris. We both knew we were right next to the tiger’s lair.

I’d had to strip-search Camilla as usual, but this time was driven by a demon so powerful that I’d perish if I couldn’t control it.

I was prepared for a slap from her hand, a bite from her teeth, or a kick from her feet. But the same demon seemed to have infested her. So she did not protest when I pulled up her dress and lifted her onto the sink. It lasted only a few minutes, minutes I can never forget. Even though it was not in a warm bed but on a cold sink.

There had never been anything remotely like this with my poor wife.

I remember one night when I came home very late, hoping that she would already be asleep. But when I let myself in the house, there she was waiting for me under a solitary lamp. The light cast shadows on her face, accentuating her deep wrinkles. She had aged so much since our marriage. I was surprised to feel a tug at my heart—for the first time.

She took my coat, then went into the kitchen to fix me a late-night snack. Feeling sorry for her, I decided to wash the dishes afterward for her.

Even with the splashing water inside the kitchen, I could overhear her sobbing in the bedroom. That this little act of kindness touched her so much made me feel very ashamed. When I finished washing, I tried to delay joining her in bed. Finally, I turned off the light, tiptoed inside the bedroom so as not to wake her. Then I took off my clothes and slipped into bed next to her unwanted body.

As I was finally dozing off, I sensed her moving next to me. This went on for a while until I felt a warm surge. Then I realized it was my wife’s hand playing with my sex!

I lay still as a corpse. But this time she was not going to give up. She kept doing this until I got so aroused that I climbed on top of her and did my husbandly duty. Finally, she screamed softly and I was released.

I woke very early the next morning and quickly left for work. After feeling her need for me, I was even more ashamed of myself for the way I had treated her all these past years. And also for our foolish parents who forced us together.

If only Camilla and I had met before…

When she was pregnant, I had hoped that the baby was mine, but she never mentioned this, so it must not be.


As I set the book down, I noticed a scrap of paper protruding from between the pages. I pulled it out and saw that it was a newspaper clipping with my picture. I realized that I had never given Gao a picture of me.
I murmured to myself in the dingy restaurant, “Gao, please don’t be a revolutionary and get yourself killed. I can’t be your wife, but I still care for you….”
Then I thought of a poem from a thousand years ago:


Last year by this gate,

Plum blossoms reflect the pink on your face.

Today, your face is nowhere to be seen,

Leaving only the plum blossoms nodding in the Spring wind.




I felt tears fill my eyes. Embarrassed, I left a few bills on the table and quickly exited the restaurant. I looked up at the sky and silently asked, “Gao, are you still alive?”
But heaven rarely deigns to answer us mortals’ questions.
It would be futile to look for Gao, especially if he’d really joined the revolution. But there were many other ways he might have been killed. Though he would always have a place in my heart, I had to face that the time had come for me to let go and move on. My future was with Jinying, Jinjin, and Peiling. But before departing, I needed to go to the Huangpu River one last time.
The legend goes that there is an ancient tortoise living on the river’s bottom. Once in a while, he’ll rise up to the surface to greet the passersby on the riverbank. Those who are fortunate enough to meet this fabulous animal will attain the same longevity for which it is famous. One can also pray to him for the longevity of loved ones. But only a few are so lucky—the tortoise only appears every thirty or forty years.
I planned to use my “heavenly” voice to lure the tortoise up to the surface to bestow longevity and good luck upon the people I loved. I doubted I would be able to return to Shanghai again, certainly not on the chance of seeing a reclusive turtle.
Once at the riverbank, I went to my favorite spot under the colossal goddess statue. As I was scanning the waves for the tortoise, I began to sing my best tunes from my Heavenly Songbird days: “How Can I Stop Thinking of You”; “Looking for You”; “It’s Rare We Can Be Together”… Today, my songs were tributes to Gao, our hopeless love—briefly rubbing shoulders in this Ten Thousand Miles of Red Dust….
The river, as it had in Confucius’s time, flowed endlessly. But as much as I strained my eyes, no longevity tortoise appeared. So I simply sent my good wishes for my loved ones to the waves as they flowed gently by.
Sadness welled up in me as I thought of all our lives flowing on, like the river. Madame Lewinsky, Shadow, Gao, even Lung and Wang. I felt as if the people I had lost were holes in my heart.
When I finished my solitary singing, feeling drained, I made my way to the main street, planning to take a rickshaw to take me back to my waiting family. When I was waving at the passing vehicles, I saw a street urchin shouting, “Haowai! Haowai!” (“special news,” or “extra edition”).
In my present discouraged mood, I assumed that it must be some bad news about someone I knew. I waved urgently to the urchin, paid him a few cents, took the newspaper, and leaned on a tree to read.

Gangster Killed in Bus Shooting

Early this morning, what passersby took to be a simple punctured tire turned out to be a gangster’s revenge shooting.

When the driver got off his bus to check the tires, a black car pulled up and several men emerged holding guns. The driver was ordered to stay where he was. Meanwhile, all the passengers were ordered off the bus—except one.

As the stunned driver and his passengers were waiting nervously on the road by the bus, men began to shoot through the windows. The victim screamed, but the shooting continued until the screams stopped. Then, total silence. The shooters got back in their car and drove away, leaving all the other passengers terrified but unhurt.

The murdered man has yet to be identified. The police suspect the deceased played some role in the recent wars between the Red Demons and Flying Dragons. But no one on the bus will admit to recognizing any of the shooters.


The victim had to be Gao. I couldn’t talk myself out of this dismal conclusion. As I kept reading the brief story over and over, the print began to blur and the newspaper slipped from my grasp and fell to the ground amidst the leftover breakfasts and other litter. I tried to steady myself and stumbled along.
A well-dressed gentleman stopped and asked, “You feeling all right ?”
I feigned a smile. “I’m fine, sir, just some indigestion.”
The last thing I wanted now was to have to make conversation with a stranger.
Not wanting even to deal with a rickshaw puller, I decided to walk for a while. As I passed people and a row of expensive antique shops, I saw something that extinguished my last remaining bit of hope.
To distract myself, I had let my eyes range over the goods displayed in the windows: massive gold bracelets, Ming vases, luminous green jade, carved rhinoceros horns, and many other pricy objects. As I gazed, something sparkling caught my attention. Lying at the bottom of one store’s display window was an object I recognized.
It was the knife I’d given Gao as a token of our love.
A wave of vertigo hit me. With great effort, I steadied myself and went in to inquire. A lanky, fortyish man with a narrow face stood up slowly to greet me.
“Mister, do you like something in our shop window?”
I pointed to the knife.
His bushy brows knitted. “Hmm, sorry, mister, but someone already bought it.”
I asked, unable to hide the anxiety in my tone, “Can I take a look anyway?”
He nodded, took out the knife, and set it on a felt square on the counter for me to inspect. There was no doubt. It was the one I’d given to Gao. The one he’d sworn he’d never part with it, so long as he was alive.
I felt as if my heart was being ripped in two. It took all my willpower not to simply collapse on the floor.
“I’ll buy this.” I hoped my voice was not shaking.
“But sorry, mister, it’s already sold. Why don’t you look at other things here, we have more than five hundred pieces of—”
“If it’s sold, then why is it still in the shop window?”
“Because the customer wasn’t carrying enough money, so he paid me half. He’s coming back soon to pay the rest.”
“All right”—I opened my wallet and took out a thick wad of cash and held it up—“what if I pay you double what he paid and it’s mine?”
He stared at the cash lewdly, his jaw dropping. After a moment, he nodded. “All right. Done.”
I kept the money in my hand, so as not to make it too easy for him. What I really wanted for it was information.
So I asked, “How did you get this?”
And how so quickly, I thought. Gao had been killed just this morning and his bones were still warm. Someone had been in a hurry to cash in on Gao’s tragedy.
The man frowned. “I’m afraid I can’t—”
I cut him off. “Of course you can…” I slapped down two more bills.
He smiled cunningly. “Did you read in the newspaper haowai about the bus shooting?”
I nodded.
“This knife was taken from the dead person.”
“But how do you know?”
“When the person came here to sell the knife he boasted about it to me.”
“Wasn’t he afraid you’ll tell the police?”
He chuckled. “Mister, you think I’m so stupid? I have a wife and eight children at home!”
“But this is fast!”
“It’s smart to get rid of evidence as quickly as possible. Besides, those people always need money.”
He studied me curiously. “Why do you want this knife so much?” This time I chuckled. “Ha, you think I’m paying you so much to ask questions? Remember your wife and children at home.”
Now looking scared, he silently wrapped the knife for me and handed it over.
Without saying more, I walked out of the store, feeling the knife safe inside my jacket pocket. Though I had lost Gao forever from this life, I felt some comfort that I now had a token to remember our love. Walking, the fortune-teller’s lot appeared in my mind:


Just to pass and rub shoulders is not enough.

Together, hold tightly so you don’t lose each other.

To dwell in Paradise, where immortals dwell,

Not to suffer in the Ten Thousand Miles of Red Dust.




When I arrived back in the hotel room, all jumped up to greet me—Jinjin in his father’s arms and Peiling, looking happy and relieved.
Peiling exclaimed, “Big Sister, glad you’re back! Bao… Jinjin is glad you are back also.”
Jinying asked, his voice still worried, “What took you so long?”
“The cemetery is a long way out from the city and the driver got lost coming back. Then I had to argue with him about the fare. But I am here and soon we will be on our way to our new life together in Hong Kong.”
I leaned over to kiss Jinjin’s cheek, then Peiling’s, then Jinying’s lips, feeling happy and sad at the same time.



Epilogue


Since then, twenty years have slipped through my fingers like water rushing down a gorge.
Jinjin has grown to be a handsome young man. My once-forbidden lover turned legitimate husband still looks as handsome as ever—at least to me.
Jinying and I had experienced many ups and downs before we married and some after that. But we are happy together.
Looking back, I am glad I never let go of my determination to have a family and a peaceful life. I must admit, however, that without my skeleton woman’s cunning, it would never have happened.
The fortune I had been given in the temple in Diamond Hill turned out to be right:


She leaves like a cicada shedding its shell.

Golden lights shine at the end of her journey.




And:


Move forward.

Have no fear.




I believe it is my spy’s fearlessness which has enabled me to finally, despite all the difficulties, get my family back together.

After we moved to Hong Kong, we found a specialist who performed surgery on Peiling’s left eye. Now she can go around by herself without a stick, and even read large print. She is a social worker at the Bright Vision Center for blind people.
However, she never married and still lives with us. Men have been interested in her, but she never gives them any encouragement. I’ve tried to find someone for her, but she usually turned down any sheungtai, matchmaking “double ‘look” meetings, that I might arrange. To humor her big sister, she went a few times, but just sat there without smiling, or even answering the man’s, or his parents’, questions. No man can court a living statue like this. I ask her why she is not interested in men, but she just shrugs, saying, “Big Sister, I want to help others like you helped me.”
With an excuse like this, what more could a sister say?
Jinjin, instead of becoming a concert pianist or an opera singer as his father wished, is now studying law at Hong Kong University—to Jinying’s ostensible disappointment but secret pride.
As for myself, I’m retired from the stage and now teach singing here in Hong Kong.
Jinjin, when he was growing up, often asked us, “Ma, tell me about when you and Father were gangsters together in Shanghai.”
I told him that we were never gangsters ourselves, but he seemed to like to think we were.
Then, one day when he was older, he asked me how Jinying and I met. I suspected what was on his mind.
“Why would you want to know that?”
“Because I think I’m…”
I couldn’t believe my son actually looked embarrassed.
“What, son? Are you in love?”
I studied Jinjin’s guileless eyes, reawakening my memories of my husband as a young man. I felt nostalgia for our risky encounters and stolen moments of love, though over the years, these have been replaced by quieter affection that I value even more.
I felt myself smile.
“Ma, please don’t laugh at me….”
“Son, why would I do that? And why do you keep stammering today?”
I admit it pleases me that Jinjin has grown up to be as naive as his father was at the same age. Of course, it’s not that I want my son to be stupid or vulnerable. It’s because as his mother, I hope he will never experience all the evil and cruelty that I was forced to witness as a pawn on a gangster’s chessboard. I hope I’ve already settled our family’s karmic accounts with all the sufferings I endured so that he will never go through what I did.
“Ma, I have a girl who I really like, so…”
Of course I had guessed this was the reason for his embarrassment. So my little Jinjin had a girl in his heart? My baby had finally grown up!
I asked calmly, “Tell me about her.”
His face flushed an embarrassing pink.
I couldn’t help but burst out giggling like a teenager. It took me a few seconds of sheer willpower to calm myself.
“Your father’s and my story is very long and complicated. I really don’t know where to start.”
“Then I’ll ask him when he comes home.”
“Jinjin, we did things no one must know. I told your father not to tell you until we’re so old it doesn’t matter.”
Now I hear Jinying’s key in the door. He comes in, kisses me, hugs Jinjin, and sets down his briefcase filled with legal documents. Jinying finally ended up practicing law—and very successfully—because he knew he couldn’t make a real living by singing. Besides, he was not going to waste his expensive Harvard lawyer’s education. Of course I want to know more about Jinjin’s girlfriend, but I know he won’t talk more about her in front of his father. Then Jinying tells us that he has a new, very important client, and suggests that we all go out to dinner to celebrate. Peiling joins us at the restaurant and we all enjoy a lively meal of Peking duck, concubine chicken, and steamed fish in ginger and scallion.

Happy as I am, my thoughts return to the bad old days in Shanghai. Wang and Lung are long gone, and I shed no tears over either. Gao is gone, too, and although I no longer grieve for him, he is often present in my thoughts. I never had a picture of Gao, so instead set out a small Buddha statute to remember him by. Sometimes, I put fruit and a cup of tea as offerings to his departed soul. But I am the only one who knows whom these are for…
I never forget the fortune teller’s advice: When you can longer be with the person you cherish, you can keep him forever alive in your memory.
And there are the two whose fates remain a mystery—Edward Miller and Shadow. I’d heard Miller returned to America and then was posted to Egypt, but I’d also heard he’d been killed in Shanghai. I’ve never been able to find out which.
Shadow had told me not to try to find her, but for a long time I still hoped. I attended every magic show I heard about, but she was never one of the performers. Though I fear that she came to a sad end, I hope she found a man to love her and now has the two daughters and two sons she’d dreamed about.
Looking around at my little family, I remembered something else the fortune-teller told me, that beauty always fades, but:


The greatest fortune is not beauty, but family.

That’s where you can always return.

Find your root, then magic will follow.




But my favorite of all was the line from Chinese Classic of Poetry:


Holding hands till our hair turns white.




I steal a secret look at my husband and catch him looking at me.
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The questions and discussion topics that follow are intended to enhance your group’s reading of this book.


Discussion Questions
1. Why did Camilla risk her life to go back to Shanghai, the city she’d just escaped from?
2. What is the significance of the episode of the falling toddler?
3. Why did Camilla start an affair with the American Consul General Edward Miller?
4. At first, Camilla tries to ignore the little blind girl Peiling, but later desperately tries to find her. Why?
5. There are many journeys, both external and internal, in Camilla’s life. Which are most important?
6. What is the role of fortune-telling in this novel?
7. What do you think about Camilla’s multiple relationships with men—General Edward Miller, the gangster head’s son Lung Jinying, and the bodyguard Gao?
8. What would it be like to have a husband like Gao the bodyguard?
9. Is it possible for a woman to love more than one man at the same time?
10. Are Camilla and her magician partner Shadow friends, enemies, or both?
11. How does Camilla use her charm and cunning to escape from the many dangers she faces?
12. Do you think that the staff at Compassionate Grace Orphanage are compassionate?
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Once upon a time in China, the most beautiful and gifted women were known as “skeleton women”—the ultimate femme fatales who could bring a man to his knees, or to his doom….
When Camilla, a young orphan girl in Shanghai, is adopted and brought to live in luxury, it seems like a stroke of luck. But as Camilla grows to womanhood, she realizes that her “rescue” was part of gang leader Big Brother Wang’s scheme. Camilla is trained in singing, dancing, knife-throwing, and contortion—all to attract the attention of Wang’s enemy, the ruthless Master Lung.
Forced to become Master Lung’s mistress, Camilla meets two other intriguing women. Shadow is a magician and rival for Master Lung’s affections, while Rainbow Chang dresses like a man and wields power through her incendiary gossip column. Both pose risks to Camilla’s safety and status. But an even greater danger comes in the form of Master Lung’s eldest son, Jinying, who despises his father’s violent lifestyle—but loves Camilla. Only by plotting to eliminate Lung can she make her escape, but at what cost?
Mingmei Yip, author of Peach Blossom Pavilion and Song of the Silk Road, has created a captivating story filled with intrigue and opulence, peopled with extraordinary characters impossible to forget.

PEACH BLOSSOM PAVILION
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In a sunny California apartment, a young woman and her fiancé arrive to record her great-grandmother’s story. The story that unfolds of Precious Orchid’s life in China, where she rises from a childhood of shame to become one of the most successful courtesans in the land, is unlike any they’ve heard before….
When Precious Orchid’s father is falsely accused of a crime and found guilty, he is executed, leaving his family a legacy of dishonor. Her mother’s only option is to enter a Buddhist nunnery, so she gives her daughter over to the care of her sister in Shanghai.
At first, life at Peach Blossom Pavilion feels like a dream. Surrounded by exotic flowers, murmuring fountains, colorful fishponds, and bamboo groves, Precious Orchid sees herself thriving. She is schooled in music, literature, painting, calligraphy, and to her innocent surprise, the art of pleasuring men. For the beautiful Pavilion hides its darker purpose as an elite house of prostitution. And even as she commands the devotion of China’s most powerful men, Precious Orchid never gives up on her dream to escape the Pavilion, be reunited with her mother, avenge her father’s death, and find true love. And as the richest, most celebrated Ming Ji or “prestigious courtesan” in all of China, she just might have her way even if it comes with a devastating price….
Sweeping in scope and stunning in its evocation of China, Peach Blossom Pavilion is a remarkable novel with an unforgettable heroine at the heart of its powerful story….

PETALS FROM THE SKY
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From the acclaimed author of Peach Blossom Pavilion comes a lush and lyrical novel of East and West—and of one young woman’s search for her heart’s true calling…
When twenty-year-old Meng Ning declares that she wants to be a Buddhist nun, her mother is aghast. In her eyes, a nun’s life means only deprivation—“no freedom, no love, no meat.” But to Meng Ning, it means the chance to control her own destiny, and to live in an oasis of music, art, and poetry far from her parents’ unhappy union.
With an enigmatic nun known as Yi Kong, “Depending on Emptiness,” as her mentor, Meng Ning spends the next ten years studying abroad, disdaining men, and preparing to enter the nunnery. Then a fire breaks out at her Buddhist retreat, and Meng Ning is carried to safety by Michael Fuller, a young American doctor. The unprecedented physical contact stirs her curiosity. And as their tentative friendship grows intimate, Meng Ning realizes she must choose between the sensual and the spiritual life.
From the austere beauty of China’s Buddhist temples to the whirlwind of Manhattan’s social elite, and the brilliant bustle of Paris and Hong Kong, here is a novel of joy and heartbreak—and of the surprising paths that lead us where we most need to be.

SONG OF THE SILK ROAD
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In this richly imaginative novel, Mingmei Yip—author of Peach Blossom Pavilion and Petals from the Sky—follows one woman’s daunting journey along China’s fabled Silk Road.
As a girl growing up in Hong Kong, Lily Lin was captivated by photographs of the desert—its long, lonely vistas and shifting sand dunes. Now living in New York, Lily is struggling to finish her graduate degree when she receives an astonishing offer. An aunt she never knew existed will pay Lily a huge sum to travel across China’s desolate Taklamakan Desert—and carry out a series of tasks along the way.
Intrigued, Lily accepts. Her assignments range from the dangerous to the bizarre. Lily must seduce a monk. She must scrape a piece of clay from the famous Terracotta Warriors, and climb the Mountains of Heaven to gather a rare herb. At Xian, her first stop, Lily meets Alex, a young American with whom she forms a powerful connection. And soon she faces revelations that will redefine her past, her destiny, and the shocking truth behind her aunt’s motivations….
Powerful and eloquent, Song of the Silk Road is a captivating story of self-discovery, resonant with the mysteries of its haunting, exotic landscape.
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