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Eight

Same but Different

I step from the Cathay Hotel’s revolving doors onto the wide pavement of the Bund. The sword sheath catches my qipao’s side slit and I nearly topple into Mr Lee, who doesn’t notice since he’s nose-deep in a small leather-bound notebook.

‘Could Lady Jing show this humble—’

I suck my teeth, fighting the heavy silver pommel and my temper. ‘Speak plain or don’t speak at all.’ Already my mahjong face is cracking; I’m not sure I can manage an entire day of playing nice with the idiot mortal.

Mr Lee clears his throat. ‘Could Lady Jing show me where joss money arrives into Hell?’

I turn without speaking and begin walking down the Bund, planning where I need to go and how to do it without raising Mr Lee’s suspicions. He looks like the type who would tattle. As if he can sense me thinking about him, he hustles to my side, gazing around him in awe.

‘I am astounded at how similar Hell looks to Shanghai.’

‘This is Shanghai.’ My voice is flat. My Shanghai has been in existence for longer than his Shanghai.

‘I mean, how similar immortal Shanghai looks to mortal Shanghai.’ He gestures to the imposing stone buildings that line the Bund, oblivious to my pique. ‘These, for example, are all the same as what we have on the Bund. That one – he points at the one with the clock tower – was only built in 1927. Eight years ago. The King of Hell has kept up with the changes sweeping mortal Shanghai.’ He cranes his neck to see further down the road. ‘They’re all here. Half of them are banks.’ He pauses. ‘Why, if you already have so many banks, does the King of Hell wish to build another one?’

‘They’re not banks, they’re mahjong halls.’

‘All of them?’

‘Not all.’ I point to the building we’re passing, right next to Cathay Hotel, forgetting about the rotted sword. It swings down and catches my heel. I lose my balance, but strong hands grip my waist, holding me tight.

Mr Lee’s face hovers over mine, his gaze soft, concerned. His scent – an unnerving melange of Big Wang’s hair pomade, snowflakes, and the velvet sweetness pulsing in his veins – overwhelms everything. The world constricts until there is only him and me. His breath tickles my skin, his arms solid yet warm. It occurs to me I have not been held like this, ever.

I am confused by how I feel about that. His lips part slightly and his yang halos around him, bright as sunshine. A responding burn, urgent and sharp, unsheathes inside me. My fangs extend and a deep snarl erupts from my throat. Mr Lee’s eyes widen. He drops me at the same time I jerk from his grasp. Judging by his expression, he’s as shocked as I am by my reaction. His gaze unsettles me. I fidget with my hair, tuck it behind my ears. My face burns.

Grasping for something to redirect his attention, I prattle about the buildings, walking quickly. ‘That one is Big Wang’s amusement hall,’ I say. ‘There are acrobats and opera, mostly shenqu, though they perform jing and yue operas too. The next two are theatre halls, also owned by Big Wang. One is for yaojing, the other for ghosts. Those three’ – I keep hold of the sword pommel with one hand while I point at the three short buildings, careful to keep two arms’ lengths between us – ‘are a dance hall, a massage hall, and a singing hall. Others are restaurants and bars, catering to the different denizens of Hell. That one’ – I point to the one with the clock tower – ‘is where we’re going now.’

Mr Lee stops, his hands clasped behind him, forcing me to stop as well. I eye him warily.

He raises his chin to gaze at the clock tower. ‘You looked like you wanted to take a bite of me,’ he says. There’s no accusation in his tone. But when he turns those soft brown eyes on me, like a rotted puppy, unease knots the muscles between my shoulders.

‘I’ve never been that close to a mortal before. You startled me, that’s all.’

He gives me an odd look. ‘I was draped over your shoulders last night and hung off your back. I think I have been that close to you before. Closer in fact.’

My cheeks go hot again. I stare at my slippers, dust already shading the pale blue silk a dark grey. ‘That was different.’

‘How? I want to know what made you react like that, so I don’t make you uncomfortable again.’

I snap my gaze to his, offended. Who is he to coddle me, a yaojing? And yet, his gaze is clear and earnest. Free of arrogance. And foolishly, also free of fear. Having Big Wang’s calling card stamped into his forehead has clearly addled his mind.

‘Me? Uncomfortable? Now listen here, mortal: you are in my territory. Your face was in my space, breathing your qi all over me. Of course I’m going to react. Never forget, not only can I drink you dry of blood, but I can also drain you of every last drop of yang qi. You’d be nothing more than a desiccated husk.’

‘But you wouldn’t.’ It’s not a question.

‘Don’t be naïve.’

He bows his head and when he raises it to me, his eyes are gooey. I shudder.

‘I don’t believe you would ever hurt me,’ he says like the fool he is.

‘Are you kidding me? I want to crush your brains into porridge. I want to slap you so hard you go flying back through the veil.’

I stride away, well, try to, but the damn sword trips me again. Mr Lee reaches for me, but I jump clear of his helpful hands.

I snarl. ‘Did you not hear a single word I said?’

He bows low. ‘This worthless one bears a karmic debt from your benevolence. Without your help I would not have made it safely to Yan Luo Wang. I must do everything in my power to prevent harm from befalling you or I would bring dishonour on my ancestors.’

‘Your ancestors crossed the Naihe Bridge long ago. They won’t know and they won’t care.’

‘I will know. I will care.’ There’s an edge of steel in his voice now.

I give him a once-over. He’s standing straighter, nostrils flaring righteously. I shake my head in disgust. ‘You have fermented tofu for brains.’

That gooey gaze drips all over me and makes me feel odd. He nods solemnly but as he turns away I see his cheek lift. He is laughing at me. I roll my shoulders. Yi, er, san, I count, working through my embarrassment and irritation. I need to deal with the rotted sword. I will not trip on it again or give the mortal the satisfaction of catching me. I am yaojing. He should not forget that.

It occurs to me it may be easier to simply abandon the mortal. I have a feeling he will only cause me mafan. But if Big Wang finds out I directly disobeyed him . . . I wrinkle my nose, remembering the awful itch of garlic and refocus on the sword.

I’m messing with the holster and the leather contraption wrapped around my waist, trying to get it off, when a lady ghost, with the tell-tale unkempt long hair and flowing white robes denoting wrongful death, wafts towards us, her dark tresses swaying in a non-existent breeze. She pauses beside Mr Lee, inhaling deeply. I am torn between leaving the mortal to her tender mercies or slapping the bitch out of my sight. Instead, mindful of my temper, I count to ten slowly and watch to see how far she will go.

‘Master,’ she says to Mr Lee, her voice breathy and high. A gentle gust parts her hair to reveal her face: rosebud lips, dainty sloping eyebrows, and a small, pointed chin. She is beautiful, but not very observant. She hasn’t at all noticed me standing right next to her target.

The mortal sidles closer to me, fear rolling off him. I sneer, insulted anew. I’m ten times more deadly than the ghost, yet he fears her? The ghost’s nostrils flare, no doubt sensing the vigour of his yang qi. Her filmy gaze travels up his body as if already savouring him. As she reaches an anaemic, thin hand towards him, I slide out my sword and block her hand with its pole.

‘Na-ah. Look, but don’t touch,’ I say and give the sword a shake so blue flames erupt all over the blade. A warning.

The ghost finally clocks my presence. Her soft expression contorts into something ugly. Black shadows pool around her eyes and mouth, spreading outwards like spidery veins. She bares her teeth, and I nearly laugh out loud.

‘You wanna compare teeth?’ I extend my fangs fully and smile nice and wide. A deep growl rumbles in my throat.

She blinks. Her gaze darts between me and the sword of Hell, then at Mr Lee. The black veins fade and she’s once more pale as soya milk. She drops to her knees and kowtows, her hair falling in silky black rivulets around her. ‘This unworthy one—’

I groan. Not that ceremonial drivel. I put the weighted end of the sword on her back and hold her to the ground. ‘If you keep your maw shut, I won’t tell Big Wang you tried to eat his guest.’

‘B-b-big Wang? You mean, Yan Luo Wang?’

I press harder between her shoulders. ‘The very one.’

The ghost lies unmoving at my feet, finally silent.

‘Good. You’re learning nicely. Now get up.’

She rises from her knees, head bowed, trembling like a wet mouse. One slice of the blade is enough to end her existence. No reincarnation, no Madame Meng tea to wipe away her mortal memories, no Naihe Bridge to take her on to whatever new life awaits her. Everything she is, everything she could be, finished, with one clean swipe. The power is intoxicating.

‘Hold this.’ I shove the sword at Mr Lee as I need both my hands. He takes it and holds it like I’ve given him a firecracker with the fuse already lit. ‘It’s fine. Just don’t drop it.’

The mortal stays as still as the ghost.

I focus on the leather holster, and finally untangle it from my waist, before handing the thing to the waiting ghost. Mr Lee is only too happy to relinquish the sword back to me.

‘With the authority vested in me by the sword of Hell, I, Lady Jing, bid you bring this to the Cathay Hotel reception.’

The ghost bows low. Clutching the holster, she backs away. When she is a good distance from us, she turns and runs. I watch her to see whether she does as I ask. Huh. She does indeed turn into Cathay Hotel. I grin with all my teeth. The flames licking the blade flare sky-high before settling back to a gentle flicker. With this kind of Please-Fuck-Off energy, I could absolutely get used to carrying the sword on a permanent basis.

Mr Lee runs a hand through his hair, making his thick locks stick up at all angles. Looking at him, I realise why the ghost didn’t see Big Wang’s warning mark.

‘You need to keep your hair off your forehead,’ I tell him. ‘Otherwise it hides the protective stamp. Big Wang should have stamped your whole face.’

He gingerly touches his forehead. He looks at me, really looks at me. The intensity of his gaze makes me squirm, like he’s somehow exposing my deepest secrets. I’m about to bring up some hork to spit in his eye, when he holds his elbow out to me.

‘Shall we?’

I stare at his arm.

‘It’s how Western gentlemen walk with ladies.’

‘They hold their elbows out?’ I frown. ‘It seems quite an uncomfortable way to walk.’

He smiles gently. ‘Ah no, the lady holds the gentleman’s arm.’

‘They touch?’

‘Very lightly.’

‘Why?’

‘I suppose the lady holds the man’s arm for balance. Shoes with elevated heels are very popular in the West. It’s considered good etiquette for a gentleman to offer his arm to a lady. I often saw this when I walked in the parks of New York.’

I’ve heard of New York, and the famous goddess of Liberty. Patron saint of doing whatever the Tian we wished. For that alone, I would love to visit the new world.

I eye his outstretched arm. Denizens of Shanghai did not walk in this manner – ladies linking arms with strange men. Horsey would faint if he saw me pawing a man like this. I consider the scandalous outcry; it gives me a gleeful rush, and then I’m annoyed. Because the outcry is such an overreaction. It’s not like the mortal hasn’t already been up close and personal with me all over – I’ve carried him on my back. Over my shoulder like a sack of rice. I mean, he’s technically kissed my ass, though I still had my silk tap pants between him and bare skin. He’s seen both my bare legs and most, if not all, of my butt. Stupid, hypocritical propriety.

I sneer at him. ‘I am perfectly capable of walking without assistance,’ I say, and stride towards the Custom House, leaving him behind me, scrambling to keep up.

We pass a few more early risers. Another white-robed ghost passes us, eyeing Mr Lee. I’m full of prickly fire, bursting for a reason to unsheathe my sword, but the ghost bows her head and gives us no trouble. I swing the sword around my head. The hilt and blade are perfectly balanced and it makes a satisfying whistle as it slices through air.

‘You seem to have really taken to that sword,’ Mr Lee says.

‘I named it Mafan,’ I say.

He huffs a quiet laugh. ‘In that the sword is troublesome to you, or that it makes trouble for others?’

‘Mafan for others, of course. I’m gonna use it to scare Lady Soo.’

The smile drops from his face. The glare he gives me reminds me strongly of Horsey. ‘You aren’t supposed to go near the hulijing. You promised Big Wang.’

‘What’s it to you? She’s a creep and deserves what’s coming to her.’

‘One should not lie.’

I don’t like the tone he takes. I press Mafan’s hilt to his chest. ‘Even the fuddy-duddy Confucius had no issue with falsehoods in the face of justice. Who are you to lecture me?’

‘I do not like liars.’ The look he gives me is so defiant I’m momentarily befuddled. Where is the cowardly mortal from before? And then my temper rises. How dare this mortal challenge me? I snarl and am about to forget all my promises to Big Wang when I see Madame Meng shuffling towards us. The ferries are coming. The fight in me deflates. I forgot all about the time.

Madame Meng wears her usual silver robes and sensible black fabric shoes. A blood-jade hair pin holds her tidy silver topknot in place. A train of attendants follow close behind, each pushing a trolley laden with candied haw on sticks. The small red fruit glisten even in the low light, like lacquered prayer beads. So many. There was a time when she only needed one trolly of the candied haws.

I bow deeply, and when Mr Lee doesn’t, I grab his sleeve and yank him down. He doesn’t fight me, but he still gives me the stink eye.

‘Virtuous Madame Meng,’ I say. ‘Ten thousand years of good health.’

Madame Meng smiles, wide and toothless, and her eyes disappear into half-moon creases. Despite all she’s seen, she continues to emanate warmth and kindness. I don’t know how she does it.

‘This one of the teahouse arrives before Little Jing unharmed,’ she says, with a slight incline of her head, then continues on her way, her retinue following her. Their trolley wheels squeak as they pass, the candied haw jiggling like spirit bells. She crosses the Bund and heads to the docks where the first ferry is already berthing. I don’t want to see the passengers disembark, but I can’t look away.

Mr Lee clears his throat. ‘Yan Luo Wang told me most ghosts spend quite a long time in Shanghai before they are called to Madame Meng’s teahouse,’ Tony Lee says with forced cheer. I want to clamp his jaw shut to spare me his drivel. ‘It’s very interesting that she meets the ferries personally.’ He pauses, and I ignore him, hoping he will stop speaking. No such luck. He continues, ‘I wonder if they get a chance to look around Shanghai, there must be many fascinating things to see . . .’ He trails off. Then rallies. ‘Don’t you think, Lady Jing?’

‘I am not your tour guide,’ I snap.

A hurt look crosses his face and I feel an unfamiliar sour pang in my gut. Guilt? I ignore him and my misguided senses. My gaze goes back to Madame Meng. She stands next to her helpers who wear matching silver robes, albeit less ornate than Madame Meng’s, each holding a handful of candied haws. The gangplank lowers from the ferry and connects with the wooden dock with a soft thunk that makes me flinch.

A young boy, no more than three, in a long, dirt-encrusted tunic, toddles from the boat holding a little girl’s hand. She can’t be more than six or seven, and her clothes, a pair of too short trousers and too tight shirt, are hardly more than rags. They look around, nervous and curious as they step off the gangplank. Madame Meng hands each child a stick of candied hawthorn. They hesitate, but after a moment, they take the candied haw with bright, eager eyes.

As soon as the children take the candy, a strand of red beads wraps around their wrists and links the boy to the girl. One of Madame Meng’s helpers takes the little boy by the hand, and they walk up the planks back towards the Bund. Madame Meng continues to hand out those sticks, one after another, each child linked to the next by a string of glistening crimson beads.

Children of all ages disembark from the ferry. Each takes a hawthorn stick; each receives a red bead bracelet. The oldest children disembark last, carrying the babies who cannot walk themselves.

The helper and the little boy pass us. I bow low. The children giggle and point as they pass the roosters in the trees, the lady ghosts with their long hair. A few cry but are comforted by the helpers. Most, if not all, wear patched, frayed clothing. Once they have the measure of yin Shanghai, they’ll be able to simply will their clothes new. But they’ll likely not be here that long. They are too young, too innocent; they deserve to move on, and Madame Meng will make sure they cross safely.

The procession snakes down the Bund towards the teahouse, while Madame Meng continues to hand out the hawthorn candies.

‘There are still trolleys on the pontoon,’ Mr Lee says, words hoarse. ‘How many more ferries to come?’

The tremor in his voice makes me answer him more fully than I might have otherwise. ‘There’s usually at least three or four these days. When the Japanese bombed Zhabei a few years ago, Madame Meng met a dozen ferries one morning.’ I nod at the river. ‘Here comes the second.’

He looks green, and the rims of his eyes have gone red, but to his credit he doesn’t once avert his gaze like a coward might. My estimation of Mr Lee grows a tiny bit.

The children keep coming. My stomach twists when I see a third ferry queuing to dock. I nudge Mr Lee.

‘C’mon. You wanted to see the Custom House.’

We trudge away in silence, each wrapped in our thoughts. I refocus on my plan, if only to shake the gloom from the ferries and Madame Meng’s small charges. The dragon pearl is probably being kept at the Treasury. If I can find it and hide it somewhere else, then the Hulijing Court won’t be able to get it even if Big Wang agrees to give it to them. I add to my list of tasks to ask Old Zao, the undisputed queen of Shanghai’s gossip, what they know about the dragon pearl and the Hulijing’s quest to get it. But first, the Custom House.

Most of the Custom House is a soaring stone building of flat planes, hard angles, and stone columns – Doric style according to Big Wang because of the square tops. The pink stone building looms above us, its windows lit with warm yellow light. But the ground floor entrance is preserved from the original building. Grey arched tiles line the roof in corrugated waves. The eaves curve upwards, giving the impression of a smile. More things Big Wang cherry-picked from mortal Shanghai. But I don’t tell the mortal this.

‘This is very different to our Custom House.’ Mr Lee stares open-mouthed.

I grunt and gesture for him to get a move on. We pass through four huge columns into the deeper shadow of the entry hall. Inside, the mortal stills as he takes in another change of style. We pass under a ceiling adorned with mosaics of junk boats with fan sails spread wide across a blue sky dotted with silk floss clouds. Our steps echo on the marble floors and through the cavernous hall. Dozens of desks sit side by side, making a line across the floor. All are empty, apart from one wizened old man in the grey changpao of an indentured ghost repaying his karmic debt. The ghost licks his thumb and turns the page of a comic book, chuckling to himself. I can tell from the cover it’s the latest issue of Sanmao, a popular comic about an orphan in Shanghai whose name is a play on words meaning three hairs on his head as well as three cents to his name.

‘Where is all the joss money?’ Mr Lee asks, noting the empty desks, the empty building. Not a single ghost waiting to collect their funds.

I lift my chin to point at the old ghost. The mortal can get answers from him. I lean against one of the columns and pull out the sword. Blue flames ripple from the hilt to the tip of the broad blade and my insides flutter at the beauty and power. Horsey would lecture me from here to Mount Kunlun for not treating such a weapon with the deference it deserves. I smirk and start to clean my nails with the tip of the sword of Hell.

It takes a moment, but Mr Lee finally gets it into his soft head that I am not going to help him, so he approaches the clerk. The clerk puts his comic on the desk and stares at the mark on Mr Lee’s forehead.

Mr Lee bows. ‘This unkempt one borrows the light of the exalted King of Hell, and labours your procession to show this humble one where the joss money arrives and how it is kept and distributed.’

The ghost scrunches his face. ‘Huh?’

Mr Lee tries again, repeating his question.

The old man scratches his head, then turns to me, raising his voice. ‘Lady Jing, what did he say?’ He speaks like he has gravel in his mouth, gurgling all the sounds at the back of his throat, gur gur sher sher. Typical Beijinger. Lady Ji-er, wha-er did he shay-er?

‘Speak plain,’ I say to Mr Lee. ‘He doesn’t understand your flowery piss-fart.’ I hold my left hand up, inspecting my nails. Not bad.

Mr Lee tries again. ‘Uh, can you show me where you keep your joss money? How it arrives, how it is divided, how it is distributed?’

The ghost looks at me, as if for permission. I half-heartedly lift the sword. It seems to work because the ghost straightens, interleaves his fingers.

‘We have no joss money right now. It is burned only on the new and full moon, and it’s a few days to the full moon. Whatever is sent over appears on the shelf with the deceased’s surname. The ghosts line up at the appropriate desk, and runners are sent up and down the stairs to fetch the correct bundle of funds.’

Mr Lee looks at me, a pained smile on his face. He glances at the clerk, bowing slightly in apology, then back at me again. I narrow my eyes. Why is he embarrassed? And then it hits me. He doesn’t understand the Beijinger’s thick labourer accent. Tian. He wants me to translate. Mr Lee is a books-and-pressed-Western-trousers scholar. Ink stains his fingers, not dirt. Bathing in garlic while being serenaded by roosters suddenly seems an attractive way to pass the time. I give him my shoulder and work on the nails of my right hand.

‘I am not good with northern dialects. Contain my thousandfold regrets for having fermented tofu for brains.’ The rotted mortal bows low, peeks at me from under a sweep of thick lashes. He has the audacity to smile sweetly. ‘Abundant gratitude for your assistance in this matter.’

At my expression, the ghost laughs, a gasping, wheezing sound.

‘No,’ I say, glaring between the two men.

Mr Lee straightens. He smiles so bright he almost shines with starlight and spun sugar. Dimples twinkle in both his cheeks. The wider his smile, the deeper my frown.

‘How about a deal then, Lady Jing?’ he says.

His gaze is too steady, his smile too knowing. My instincts prickle. I’m not a kanhoo champion for nothing. I know when someone is bluffing, but he looks like someone who’s drawn a winning set of cards.

Slowly, I say ‘What kind of deal?’

He eyes my qipao. ‘That’s one of Master Chu’s, is it not?’

I’m surprised he knows my tailor.

‘I will have him send you a Western-style suit, if you agree to be my translator while I’m here.’

My own suit. Even better than changpao. I narrow my eyes. Though Big Wang said he’d consider getting me trousers, it could be months, or years, before he makes up his mind. The mortal’s not as stupid as he looks. I hesitate. The deal seems too easy. I have to guide him anyway. It makes me wonder what else he has on his agenda.

The old ghost whistles. ‘Old Lord Ma will have a fit if he sees you in men’s clothes, Lady Jing.’

I bark out a laugh. The thought of Horsey’s expression when I turn up in men’s clothes is enough to silence my misgivings. I push off the column and join the mortal in front of the clerk’s desk. Mr Lee holds his hand out, like he did last night on the dock. The ghost and I stare at his hand.

After a moment, he says, ‘You take my hand, and we shake. It’s the modern way of sealing an agreement.’

A plan forms in my mind. There is one other person I know who has a good ear for gossip and who actually knows many hulijing. I let his hand hover. Taking Mr Lee to her is a little risky. Big Wang’s sword won’t scare her, but her intel should be worth the risk. ‘I want two sets of suits by Master Chu, one black, one in his choice of colour. I also want those’ – I point at his clothes – ‘to wear now.’

He looks down. The old man laughs so hard he has a coughing fit.

‘But, what will I wear?’

‘I know a place where you can get a changpao.’

He eyes me. ‘Is it safe?’

‘Of course,’ I lie and meet his gaze.

Already looking forward to running and moving any way I wish without being followed by titters and disapproval, I hold my hand out. He hesitates, his brown eyes boring into me. I do not like liars, they say. The words pinch a tender spot, then I remember myself and scoff. What do I care of some foolish mortal’s opinion? He is merely a means to an end. He can think whatever he wants.

‘Other hand,’ he says.

I swap hands. He grasps mine in his, his skin almost hot to the touch. Humans must run hotter than yaojing. He pumps our joined hands up and down three times. It’s most peculiar. Then he lets go.

‘There. That’s it, deal sealed,’ he says.

I rattle off what the Beijinger said, but without the gravel.

‘Are the notes standardised?’

The ghost answers, and I translate. ‘No. It’s whatever joss is sent across. Money, rings, wallets, little model houses, model cars, it’s always a surprise. The mortals can be very inventive. We’ve had quite a lot of roosters in the past year.’ The mention of roosters makes my temper flare and I have stop and count to ten, before I’m calm enough to continue translating. ‘Sometimes the notes are large, sometimes they’re square, sometimes rectangular. Sometimes they’re ingots. We get all sorts, sometimes we even get joss jewels.’

‘Abundant gratitude to honourable sir.’ Mr Lee bends low at the waist.

The ghost understands this, at least. ‘May sherrr,’ he says, the northern colloquial for ‘no problem’.

We leave the Custom House and return to the Bund. The street is busier now. A group of jiangshi hop along the road; I count six. Their heads twist as they scent the mortal, and immediately turn towards us, mouths open wide.

Mr Lee makes a strangled sound. I slam the sword pole against the ground, then make a show of waving Mafan at them, channelling my yin energy into the weapon so blue flames leap high from the blade. The jiangshi pause. Their yin qi is slightly more cultivated than that of a ghost, which means a slice from Mafan wouldn’t end their existence, but their lack of cultivation means they can’t heal like most other yaojing either. Their heads swivel in unison as they watch the sword swing back and forth. Slowly, their mouths close. I breathe a very shallow sigh of relief. Again, in unison, their gazes shift to Mr Lee, to the red characters glowing on his forehead. The jiangshi bow low, then turn to leave.

I don’t know what possesses me, but I call after them. ‘Wait!’

Mr Lee grabs my arm. ‘What are you doing?’

I shake him off and stride up to the jiangshi. It can’t hurt to try.

‘With the authority vested in me by the sword of Hell, I, Lady Jing, bid honourable Uncles to visit Mistress Ya and request her Orchid Breath Lozenges. Uncles, you need to do something about your breath. It is diabolically disgusting.’

The jiangshi glance at each other, taken aback. I suspect they have few interactions with other yaojing. Yaojing understand the hunger for yang energy; they do not understand the hunger for blood. They consider it an abomination.

The jiangshi bow as one. When they rise, they say in eerie unison, ‘Our abundant gratitude, Lady Jing. We have cleaned our ears and received your words.’ They hop on their way.

I fan the air a little before daring to inhale. I look around for Mr Lee, who is hiding behind a tree.

‘They won’t eat you. You’ve got Big Wang’s mark and Mafan here to protect you.’

He emerges from behind the tree. His lips are as white as a lady ghost’s and his hands tremble as he smooths down his hair. It occurs to me that he’s been putting on a brave face this whole time.

‘I-I promised you my trousers,’ he says, trying to make light. ‘You said you knew a place. Shall we?’

He puts out his arm again. And I understand now this gesture isn’t for my benefit.

When I was small and had first arrived in Shanghai, I tagged along behind Bullhead and Horsey on their rounds through the city. The first time I met Granny Bones, I wouldn’t stop crying. She was in her true form – a white skeleton – and her movements triggered a cascade of clicks that made me think of skittering cockroaches. Horsey scolded me for being disrespectful to an elder, but Bullhead simply took my hand. That small gesture made me feel a little braver. A little less alone.

I link my arm through Mr Lee’s and feel him jump. He looks at me for a long moment.

‘I need to hold on to you in case you run away,’ I say. ‘I’ll get in a lot of trouble if I lose you. Now, let’s go. I want you out of those trousers.’

Mr Lee chokes. He tries to maintain his composure, but the high pink in his cheeks gives him away. He pats my linked arm. ‘Of course. I wouldn’t wish to make you wait unduly, Lady Jing.’

I give him a dignified, somewhat snooty nod. He inclines his head with an equally prim expression. I have an almost overwhelming urge to giggle, which I stomp flat. But I do allow myself a small smile as I lead him towards the Old City.





Eighteen

Hungry

Gigi insists on returning to the stalls with the hair pins, the painted jewellery boxes, the perfume bottles, the cloisonné mirrors and knick-knacks and we stand around forever while Gigi haggles with the stall keepers. When we finally get back to the car, we are laden with parcels and I’m hungry as well as grumpy.

Willie takes pity on us and drives us to Nanxiang, a canal town not far from Shanghai, and parks in front of a single-storey dark wood pavilion in the centre of a large and pretty garden.

‘These are the best xiao long bao around,’ Willie says as a young woman in a black qipao seats us at a round table by the window. I gaze wistfully at her hair, bobbed short and set in those fashionable marcelle waves.

‘Did you enjoy the market, Lady Jing?’ Ah Lang asks as towers of steaming baskets are placed in the centre of the table, along with side dishes of sliced cucumber with Szechwan peppers and cold jellyfish.

‘Yes, thank you for accompanying me. Though, I think Gigi had the most fun of us all, judging by her many purchases.’

‘Big Wang said we should have fun, not spend our time trying to find out if some mortal swindled him,’ Gigi says.

I glance at Willie, in case he twigs I’m following my own agenda, but he doesn’t seem bothered. I guess today is the last day of the Mahjong Council, so whatever I do here is unlikely to affect what Big Wang needs to do back in yin Shanghai. Brother Zhu will have answers – I need to find a way to talk to him, but I still haven’t figured out how to broach the subject without giving myself away.

‘I want to go dancing,’ Gigi continues.

Ah Lang’s face cracks into a bright smile. ‘I know a great place for dancing and music.’

‘You do?’ Gigi asks.

‘A friend of mine likes to spend time in the jazz bars here. We often play music together. I strum my pipa, and he plays his bamboo flute.’ He chuckles. ‘We sometimes even play the Paramount—’

Gigi is staring at Ah Lang like she’s never seen him before. ‘You’ve been to yang Shanghai?’ Her voice is sharp and high.

Ah Lang seems oblivious to Gigi’s rising anger. ‘Yes, a few times a year my friend invites me.’

The temperature around the table drops noticeably. ‘I’ve been sitting in Hell, waiting for that window once a year when I’m allowed back into the Celestial realms to see you, my darling.’ The way Gigi bites out the last word does not bode well for Ah Lang. He pales noticeably. ‘When at any time, I could have popped over to yang Shanghai, and watched you and your friend play the Paramount.’

‘It’s only Brother Zhu. I didn’t think it was important.’ Ah Lang rubs the back of his neck, attempts a pained looking smile. ‘You know now.’

I feel sorry for Ah Lang, who is squirming and clearly confused as to Gigi’s sudden pique. But this is perfect. Brother Zhu is exactly who I need to see.

‘Maybe you’re right, Gigi. Maybe some fun is in order,’ I say, but Gigi’s answering glare makes me hesitate. I clear my throat. Probably best to let her calm down first. ‘I’m full, I need to walk for a bit.’

Mr Lee stands as well. ‘Yes, excellent idea, Lady Jing. One hundred steps after every meal is the path to longevity.’ He raises a fist palm salute to Gigi and Ah Lang. Neither notice. Ah Lang is too busy staring wide-eyed at Gigi, who reminds me strongly of a cobra about to strike.

Willie glances at us, then at Gigi and Ah Lang. He too stands. ‘I’ll wait in my car.’

We all hurry out of the restaurant. As soon as the doors glide shut behind us, Gigi’s voice, strident, rises in volume.

‘She’s very intense,’ Mr Lee says, casting a glance over his shoulder as Willie heads to his car. It isn’t until we’re out of earshot of Gigi’s shrieking that we slow and start giggling.

With great effort, I pull my face into a mock frown. ‘This won’t do.’ I mimic the sonorous intonations of old-school scholars, clasp my hands behind my back as we stroll beneath crooked pines. ‘Effort makes the mind, Mr Lee. And what better way to hone our intellect and moral aptitude than to recite the classics.’

Mr Lee clasps his hands behind his back and nods sagely. ‘Ah yes. I am curious as to which poets you consider to be classics.’

My neck prickles and I have the sensation we are being watched again. I pretend to take in the scenery, gazing all around. Two white-haired men in navy silk changpao play xiangqi chess on one of the stone tables dotted around the garden, there’s a pond beyond them where a group of women have gathered, and songbirds flit from tree to tree, their chirps a pleasant background symphony. Nothing jumps out. But the malice burning holes in my back is undeniable.

I clear my throat, play the game of carefree nonchalance, and intone, ‘Wind sweeps the world; rain darkens the village. Thunder rolls from the mountains like churning waves. The fire and blanket keep me very warm. Me and my cat are not going out.’

Mr Lee cough-laughs. ‘You consider Lu You’s poem about his cat a classic?’

‘It displays common sense and compassion,’ I say haughtily, keeping my senses alert. ‘And there are no rotted butterflies, peach blossoms, pines, or heavenly ponds.’

Mr Lee laughs, then glances sideways at me. ‘Perhaps you’ll enjoy this one. It is not a classic as Lord Ma might consider, but I find it moving, nonetheless.’ He runs a hand over his face, wiping away his goofy smile. He strokes a non-existent beard, gazes at the pond with its nodding lotus flowers, and recites:

 

‘Please pardon my wanton stubbornness, immortal goddess.

Awake or asleep I see you always; the reason being

I carved your image into a stamp,

And with it branded you over and over onto my soul.

My praises for you, whether you care to listen or not,

are faithful and dependable as a cockerel’s midday crow;

Every second stretches as long as a day,

Every second raises my voice even higher.

I never wished for you to come down from heaven –

A thunderbolt that disrupts all.

But I hope, on an unexpected spring day,

When people are busy minding their own happiness,

a quiet breeze should bring me a message

That heaven and earth will one day meet again.’

 

‘Wah. Apart from the rotted roosters, that was really good. I’ve never heard anything like it.’ I guide us towards the women, to check if any yaojing are hidden among them.

He ducks his head, looking pleased by my reaction. ‘It’s new, not yet published. My friend Shao Xunmei wrote it.’

We skirt the pond, passing the women practicing tai chi in the rock garden. They all smell of mortal yang qi.

‘It’s much better than those crusty poems about being drunk and leaning on pines,’ I say. My throat itches from the combined scent of the women’s blood and qi. I swallow, trying to soothe the burn.

Mr Lee chuckles, and I guide us away from the women towards the canals in town. As their scent fades, Mr Lee’s grows more intense. I can almost taste the honeyed overripe persimmon flavour of his blood, the cool watermelon crispness of his yang qi. My gums swell and ache, my fangs pressing to slide out. I recite cat poems to keep my mind off Mr Lee’s intoxicating scent, and when my throat is too dry to continue, I demand Mr Lee recite more of his friend Xunmei’s recent compositions.

We head to the white-washed buildings of Nanxiang where grey tiles ripple across the rooftops and stone dragons undulate along the ridges. The town is built on an ancient network of narrow canals, which makes it easy to meander, and easy to spot anyone following us.

When we reach the first bridge, Mr Lee holds out his arm. ‘Please help me across the bridge; I don’t much like water,’ he says with a gentle smile.

I swallow again, this time because I’m salivating and don’t want to drool. I can’t seem to deny the expectation in his gaze, so I take his arm and smile tightly.

‘Why thank you for your kindness,’ he says. ‘This is much better than being wrapped in a burlap bag.’

As soon as we are over the bridge, I put some space between us, and try to breathe through my clenched teeth. The sensation of being followed is still there but I’m too distracted to focus. We pass through groups of mortals, all out for a gentle stroll. Whoever is watching us might be any one of them but I when I try to sniff the air for strangers, all I can smell is Mr Lee.

We turn a corner and are faced with another bridge and another canal. He links his arm through mine and I practically drag him across, impatient to stop the physical contact. I pull away as soon as we are over. My fangs are out and my head spins. We turn a corner, and there is yet another bridge. I nearly cry in frustration and rub my face to try and soothe that ache in my gums. Mr Lee glances down at me and without a word offers me a too see roll from his pocket, then another, then another.

I lean against a white-washed wall and close my eyes. ‘I need blood.’

I feel him flinch, in the change of his scent, in the sourness that betrays his reluctance. Like before. I pretend not to notice, though it stings.

‘Right now?’ he asks.

‘No, not now. But soon.’

‘What happens if you don’t get any?’

I look at him. He’s pale, but there’s a steely resolve in his eyes.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I’ve never had to find out. You know, it’s been almost a hundred years and Big Wang has never failed to provide for me.’ I bite my lip. ‘I really should be nicer to the old bat.’

Mr Lee laughs but it sounds flat. We’ve come full circle in the small town and exhausted all the streets.

‘We’d better head back,’ he says.

The too see rolls have dulled the edge of my thirst but my fangs haven’t retracted. The prickle is still there at the nape of my neck but my head hurts and I can’t focus on anything except making sure I don’t drain Mr Lee. The restaurant isn’t far – I can see it in the distance and a dark figure by the shiny black motorcar that can only be Willie. It’s a straight shot back. Willie will see, and hear, if anything happens to Mr Lee.

 

The drive home is frosty, Gigi refusing to be drawn into conversation with Ah Lang, no matter how hard he tries. I lean my head out the window, try to dispel the dizziness and Mr Lee’s scent. Slowly my head clears, and thinking back on that feeling of being followed . . . it seems to only happen when Mr Lee and I are on our own. I didn’t feel it at all when we were in Zhabei with Ah Lang and Gigi. Interesting, but I don’t know how that fits with everything else.

Now that my head isn’t pounding, I take a careful breath inside the car. My throat immediately feels like I’ve swallowed razors, so I stick my head out the window again.

‘The Paramount really is an amazing place,’ Ah Lang says, trying to engage Gigi. ‘You’ll love it, petal. It’s the best club in Shanghai.’

Gigi stares out the car window, as if she hasn’t heard him.

‘Mention my name if you have any trouble,’ Willie says. ‘The Paramount is a favourite playing ground for yaojing. Be wary of any hulijing.’

With Gigi in this mood, it’s unlikely we’ll be going anywhere tonight. I know what she’s like and when she’s in a temper, she is the most contrary woman I know. And there’s no way I’ll get to talk to Brother Zhu if we don’t all agree to go to the Paramount. However . . . if I play my hand right, I can make her think she wants more than anything to go the Paramount. I glance at Mr Lee, who is gazing out the window, his attention far away. His words grate at my conscience. Lying is the path of cowards.

I hesitate, then feel foolish for allowing a mortal’s opinions to sway my purpose. I take a deep breath of fresh air then pull my head inside. I say, ‘Big Wang said the hulijing are bound by the laws of Tian to behave, is that true?’ and then hold my breath again.

‘Mmmgh,’ Willie says, making that same non-committal noise Big Wang so favours. ‘They dare not cause blatant mafan, but I would not be surprised if they tried very hard to make you dishonour Tian. Big Wang says to remember your anger management lessons.’ Through the rearview mirror, Willie levels his cold gaze on me.

I nod as if really considering and infuse my voice with a smidgeon of fear. ‘Maybe it’s best we don’t go. Better to stay in the hotel,’ I say, then return my head out the window and wait for Gigi to be contrary. San, er, yi . . .

Right on cue, Gigi says, ‘I’m not sitting in my hotel room,’ at the same time as Ah Lang says, ‘Please, let me show you the Paramount?’

Gigi glares at him, but Ah Lang seems pleased that she’s even looking his way. ‘I’ve never seen any hulijing step out of line there. The bouncers are strict and have no hesitation in banning troublemakers. And you can get all dressed up, petal. Show off to everyone the goddess you are.’

Gigi doesn’t respond to the lavish praise, not even a tiny lift of her cheeks. She only turns away again, back to the window. I’ve never seen her ignore a compliment.

‘I’m not letting you sit in a hotel room either, Jing,’ Gigi says to the window. ‘Big Wang said we had to show you how to have fun.’

I feel a pang at manipulating her when she’s feeling low, but I blame it on the lack of blood. If I don’t make sure to clinch the deal, Gigi might still change her mind.

Another deep breath of fresh air and I pull my head inside the car. Wrinkling my nose, I aim for her weak spot. ‘It’s too mafan. I didn’t bring anything fancy and besides, I don’t even know how to dance. Let’s just forget it. Or better yet, why don’t you go without me.’

‘Big Wang was clear that we go where you go. Do not for the love of Tian make me spend my time in yang Shanghai cooped up in a hotel room.’ Her voice trembles like she is about to cry. I am horrified by the notion of dealing with a weeping Gigi and nearly abandon my plan.

Ah Lang hears it too, and turns those rotted dark eyes on me, gooey and pleading, and I want to turn away at their sappy theatrics, but I cannot deny I have been dealt the perfect cards. Pushing down my thirst, I sigh, let my disgust show and play my ace. There’s no way Gigi will back out now.

‘Alright,’ I say, ‘I’ll go with you, but I’m not getting dressed up.’

Gigi turns in her seat, high colour on her cheeks. ‘I am not letting you waltz into the Paramount looking like some bedraggled half-deity,’ she says, tone sharp enough to slice through stone.

The truth of her words has an unexpected sting. ‘That’s what I am, Gigi.’ I sound ridiculously maudlin, and I remind myself that I am getting what I want without anyone knowing it. Yay me.

As we pull up to the Cathay Hotel, she huffs, turns to look at me. Her gaze is hard. ‘That may well be what you are. But that is not who you are. You are Lady Jing of Mount Kunlun and you are going to look like a goddess tonight, so help me Tian.’

She’s in a full-blown mood. Normally I’d enjoy provoking her, but she’s too pathetic right now. Goading her wouldn’t be fun so I leave her be. Besides I can’t speak while I’m holding my breath.

Satisfied she’s made her point, she nods stiffly at Willie and sweeps out of the car. Ah Lang hurriedly offers Willie a fist palm salute, then scurries after Gigi.

I follow, only to stop when I notice Mr Lee isn’t with me. I turn and find him walking behind me by a few steps. I am grateful for the distance because, Tian, he smells good. I lick my lips, only to realise with a start that he’s watching me.

He steps back. ‘You go on up,’ he says. ‘I’ll join you later.’

My fangs scrape the inside of my mouth. I nod, and head to my room.

 

It’s the smell that draws me from sleep. I wake with a burning throat, and those creepy baby angels staring down at me. My fangs are already out, my gums throbbing. The air is heavy with the aroma of over-ripe persimmon. I climb out of bed and follow my nose to the sitting room.

Mr Lee looks up as I enter. He’s pouring dark red liquid from a bottle into a crystal flute with a pleased expression.

‘Good sleep?’

I nod, shocked by his good humour. Watching him for signs of stress or fear, I slip into the chair. He’s humming to himself, clearly at ease. He doesn’t smell of fear, though there is a sharp alcoholic smell clinging to him. Snacks fill the table – profiteroles and strawberries – and tea.

Mr Lee pushes the flute towards me, and then sets to pouring himself fresh tea. I waste no time, picking up the blood and inhaling. This blood smells different to what I usually get. I frown. There’s a crispness to it – like finely sliced apple layered over the flesh of a persimmon so ripe it’s softened into mush. Usually, the sweetness is cloying. Not this time. This blood is more like honeyed ginger syrup with heat and kick. I feel floaty and parched.

‘Is something wrong?’ Mr Lee asks, his brows pulling together.

It takes a moment for the words to register. I suck in a shuddering breath. ‘I’ve never had blood that smells this way.’

With a stricken expression, he sets his teacup on the table. ‘Is it that


























































Author’s Note

 

Lady Jing made me do it. 

She’d probably spit on me if she saw this and gripe about always getting the blame! But it’s true – Lady Jing demanded I write her story and I am so glad I did. 

When I was growing up there were few books which reflected my identity as a Chinese Canadian teenager. Characters who embraced an appreciation of Saturday Night Live’s Church Lady and of Shanghainese breakfast treats by way of Taiwan were non-existent. Amy Tan’s Joy Luck Club was the first time I remember seeing a sliver of my diaspora experience reflected in a book. Mulan, the animated Disney film, was the first time I actually felt seen (let’s ignore for a moment its cultural inaccuracies and rejection of femininity). The film laid bare things I had felt all my life – of not fitting an expected mould, of deeply rejecting the ‘only boys do that’ binary. It was an epiphany to realise I was not alone in my feels.

A brief aside on Jing’s world in Shanghai Immortal. While this is a work of fiction, many of the events and places mentioned in the book are based on real life counterparts. The Cathay Hotel (now known as the Fairmont Peace Hotel) was a marvel in its day and hosted Charlie Chaplin and Noel Coward among many others. Unit 731, which Willie alludes to when he mentions Japanese activities up north, was Imperial Japan’s covert biological and chemical warfare research facility – the local Manchurian population was used for chilling and gruesome human experimentation. Master Chu is named after the late Chu Hongsheng, Shanghai’s maestro tailor of qipao. The books and magazines Jing buys existed in her day, as did the poems she and Tony recite by Lu You and Shao Xunmei. For further reading on 1930s Shanghai, Ruth Day’s travel diary Shanghai 1935: An American lady’s account of the city and its high society and Emily Hahn’s China to Me are both fascinating accounts of expat life in Shanghai of the 1930s, while Mao Dun’s Midnight offers a Chinese perspective of the same period. 

I am honoured and grateful for the chance to add Shanghai Immortal to the ever growing chorus of marginalised voices. More stories mean more facets of representation, which means a better reflection of the myriad of intersectional experiences. We all want to see ourselves, our experiences, in stories, but having only a few representative stories means the burden of representation on the author becomes unreasonable and unfair. No one story can be, nor should be, an absolute reflection of the whole. 

Lady Jing answers my inner child’s need for an irreverent character with familial and societal values close to my diaspora heart. I hope she entertains and lifts you as she did me.
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