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From Venice to Shanghai, from Mumbai to Iowa — eighteen head-spinning essays by the critically acclaimed author of Ireland’s Eye.




“The word travel, Mark Anthony Jarman tells us, is linked to travail and error, to wander and err. In these vivid essays he wanders the world, each one offering a new adventure. Some are haunted by the solemn, whether the pandemic or the death of a friend, while others are lighthearted and wry. All of them reminded me of the unexpectedness of travel and the surprise of chance encounters — everything we gain from going somewhere we’ve never been before.”

— ALIX OHLIN, author of We Want What We Want




“A vigorously kinetic book at the cusp of the global and the planetary. Its journeys and anti-journeys take us where we want to go but resist going. These pages also shimmer with a radical love for the well-made literary sentence. Read anywhere.”

— JASPREET SINGH, author of Face: A Novel of the Anthropocene




“Mark Anthony Jarman is a formidable interpreter of place. In these wide-ranging essays, inspired by travel but which supersede mere travel writing, he turns a sharp, observant eye on the mystery of experience and consciousness. He has the rare ability to take the reader with him on these fascinating journeys with picaresque wit and an alertness that never fails to both inform and entertain.”

— JEAN McNEIL, author of Ice Diaries: An Antarctic Memoir
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DRUNKARDS! I MOLEST YOU!


February 2020: The Virus Inside Venice



Walking the fondamenta on Venice’s north lagoon, I see the snowy Dolomite Alps across the water as if through a sharp lens. A rare sight, such clear skies in February. A good omen for this trip, I decide. Somewhere out there in the bright lagoon is an island of bones, a mountain of skulls; skools says Antonello the bearded Italian archeologist. Plague victims from the 1300s to the 1600s and bodies exhumed from San Michele and many other islands to travel by bone-barge to the ossario, thousands of skeletons moved for reasons of sanitation and sheer lack of room. Plagues then and now a new plague in the news; we await its arrival.

We met Antonello the archeologist at a restaurant-hostel-radio station on Campo dei Gesuiti. Our apartment is roomy, but has no balcony, so the nearby hostel and café, with tables in the sun, is a good hangout.

Antonello worked mapping the north lagoon and its scattered islands. “What is word in English?”

I realize his survey used a drone.

Sì, sì, his drone passing over a mountain of skulls, bones dumped over pestilent centuries. Med students used to visit to steal skulls and bones for study. I wonder if med students will study coronavirus, our brand new plague. Antonello also worked repairing the façade of the church on San Michele, the cemetery island; high tides and waves were washing right into the church, making it icy in the winter and dangerous for the elderly.

He mentions the poet Joseph Brodsky buried on the island close to Ezra Pound and Olga Rudge and a few drowned sailors. Antonello likes Brodsky very much, but says Ezra is problematic, fascista. That’s why there is only a bush over his grave, and flowers blanketing the others. Stravinsky rests there with coins on his slab, and Russian dancers with rain-grey ballet slippers left on their stones, and brainy Doppler lying beneath his coloured lights on double stars!

Clarissa and I drift to a bar on a Cannareggio canal, amber Nuda e Cruda beer and outside tables in the sunny afternoon. Winter, but we’ve had such good luck with the sun. A speedboat pulls up beside our table, the man at the wheel yelling wildly, “Ubriaconi molesto!”

Clarissa translates: “Drunkards! I molest you!”

The speedboat driver clambers out and a man inside the bar waltzes out to bear-hug the man by the canal. I like a table where locals can roar up in speedboat wash and shout such a line.

By our tables a sign reads “Table Service? No Fucking Way!” When you go inside to order, the tip jar is labelled TRUMP ASSASSINATION FUND. The bartender wears an L.A. Kings hockey jersey and a ton of rings and gold chains; he cranks up crap rap and we move on, walking secret routes to avoid the crowded Strada Nova, the horrible artery through Venice. The Bridge of Fists, the Alley of Assassins, Square of the Pork Butchers, Convent of the Barefoot, Street of Proverbs, Ponte delle Tette, literally the Bridge of Breasts, where women once displayed themselves in windows above.

An African man sees me walking and his face lights up. “You look like my father! You from Kenya?” He is very dark and I am pale as Santa. I greatly admire this line, but it is a ploy for money that I have heard before; forgive me if I do not stop to chat with my new son.

Africans and locals are rare, but Venice is crammed with Brits, especially with its Carnevale at full bore.

“Yoinks! Monday’s film shoot is cancelled. That means we get rat-arsed Sunday night!”

“Oy you right cunts I’m out fifty quid!”

Once the English tongue was posh and snotty; now the lexicon is downscale, slurred yob-speak, and the shift in England happened in minutes.

Near Santi Apostoli a café plays old jazz standards, big band, swing, Billie Holiday, Sarah Vaughan, Ella Fitzgerald singing the double entendres of Cole Porter’s “Love for Sale,” wondering who will pay the price of love. Dominating a back wall is a massive daguerreotype, a black-and-white shot of Louis Armstrong and his Hot Five circa 1926.

The waitress is very formal, almost flamenco: raven hair pulled back, starched white top and black tights; she brings me an Ichnusa lager from Sardinia and she indicates their turntable and racks of LPs for me to choose. I find Howlin’ Wolf on vinyl and am happy.

The staff show me how high December’s floodwater reached inside the café, the stain on the wall knee high, but they point to their chests to show the height of the tides a few blocks over in San Marco; every lane roiling with filthy salty water.

Our waitress says, “The salt will rot a place if it’s not cleaned with freshwater. Then we turn up the heat and it dries. We cleaned up and opened every night,” the waitress says proudly.

At a small table a couple finishes a big bottle of wine, celebrating Carnevale. The thin young British man has a giant Jimmy Durante nose, wears the limpest T-shirt in history and striped sweatpants as if he was just cut from a soccer try-out. A demure Asian woman sits across from him, her jet bangs trimmed just so, scarlet lipstick, silk scarf draped over her fashionable sweater. The two do not match.

He says, “You have a type. Maybe it’s tall, dark and handsome. But at the end of the day that doesn’t matter. If an attraction is there, at the end of the day, types go out the window.”

She is shy, her voice quieter than his. A Carnevale romance and he is trying for philosophy, trying to keep her from slipping away. He doesn’t care about this new virus in the news, leans to kiss her, but she looks at her phone. Not a good sign, but I can see that her private smile is playful.

He glances at his phone, says, “The boat is at 10:40, one hour, drink up.”

I cannot hear her reply.

“Does he know you’re seeing me?”

A quiet yes from her.

“Really! He knows about us?! I’m surprised. If I knew something like that I wouldn’t talk to you.”

“There is no use being jealous,” she says. “It leads nowhere. He is also English.” Their wine bottle is almost empty; are both a tad drunk?

He says, “If we did break up, you’d be the one that got away. Yeah, no, it’d be like…”

She says, “If we did… I just get really…it’s always difficult…I don’t want to be hurt.”

“I feel the same! You just need, at the end of the day, someone who makes you happy.” He keeps saying at the end of the day, trying to close a deal, preserve this festive fever, this romantic contagion.

In the café window costumes pass, Venice’s Carnevale motoring on despite the news of the virus spreading from China to northern Italy. Periwigs and vast hoop dresses, Johnny Depp pirates, Batman and Spider-Man, Boy George, sexy cops and nuns, steampunk goggles, zebras, pandas, bunnies, even a young woman with a small basketball hoop propped above her head; I am not sure how any of these costumes are linked to Medieval Venice.

Antonello the archeologist claims the last real Venetian died fifty years ago.

Many locals hate Carnevale’s hordes of drunken outsiders, but a tiny girl gleefully throws confetti on anyone passing her. Such confetti is sold in small bags and at this time of year collects in every crack and corner. Clarissa hopes it is biodegradable.

The skinny Jimmy Durante says, “I’m happy with you. You’re still happy with him obviously.”

“If I say something to him…” Her voice trails off.

He gives her his phone to show her an English football match, his favourite club. Very romantic. “It’s a draw, but look, 71 per cent possession. If you have the ball that much, you’ll score. The second half will be good. Do you want to finish your drink?”

He pulls on his cap, waiting for her.

“Did you pay?” she asks, standing unsteadily.

He tries to help with her jacket, but their arms get crossed up and he clumsily pulls her backward. Her small green sweater lifts, reveals to us a taut abdomen and lovely rib cage, the startling belly he wants his face to stay near.

They exit our café and turn left toward the north lagoon. Outside in the lane she really leans into him and laughs, clutching his arm tight as they speed-walk. The little girl throws confetti over them as if at a wedding. They all look very happy; outside the shy woman is a different person than inside the café, she was holding back, she is playful! I was wrong to be pessimistic; now I will imagine happy endings for them.

But the boat on the lagoon: does that mean one last night of romance together or is it the fast boat taking them to the airport, to separation on different planes to different worlds?

Walking the quays earlier, I saw an ancient man strapped to a stretcher and loaded into a low bobbing ambulance boat, Misericordia Seravezza, oxygen tubes jammed into his nostrils, oxygen to his lungs, his brain. Oxygen tubes: is difficulty breathing a symptom of the new virus? In my head my dead buddy Townes sings, begging someone to lend him their lungs. The crew moves awkwardly to place the man into the unstable speedboat, his head lower than his feet as they load him. He must feel so vulnerable.

I stop out of dubious respect for the serious moment and we make eye contact. Does he resent me watching, or do we connect? Just offshore the walls of San Michele cemetery boast a salmon glow. Does he have a spot there waiting for him on that pretty island?

Loaded up, the boat shoots across the laguna and another ambulance boat honks at it cheerfully.

To pick you up, an ambulance boat must thread the canals closest to your door, then they start walking with a stretcher. Venice’s canals and calli are a mysterious network, a damp floating city where the young leave town for the mainland and old people wait for a knock at the door.

More and more talk of the virus, “the vee-roos,” and in a matter of hours Carnevale masks give way to surgical masks. On the Strada a few diehard revellers pass in carnival costume, tri-corner hats and capes and skull masks; keep the party going, man. Now the holidayers in skull masks seem apropos, reminding me of Reverend Gary Davis and his gruff blues line that death never takes a vacation, in this land.

In February Italy pulls ahead of China in Covid-19 deaths, but Venice remains a strangely serene republic. The lockdowns are on the mainland; besides, this separate island nation is not really Italy. Venice is familiar with plagues. 1347, 1361, 1528, 1575–77, 1629–33, 1656. Bubonic plagues, the Black Death, Asiatic cholera, malaria, swinepox, French pox, dropsie, fistula, scrofula, scowring, Spanish flu: in some plagues two out of three died, ulcerated bodies thrown into carts and boats.

Imagine throwing down your tiny daughter or son like fluid garbage. One lazaretto island recorded five hundred bodies a day.

The word quarantine comes from Venice: a ship suspected of carrying pestilence had to sit at anchor forty days and forty nights, a nice biblical number. Many churches in Venice are dedicated to deliverance from mysterious plagues from the east, from Yunnan, plagues travelling the Silk Road to Europe with merchants and soldiers and religious pilgrims, plagues on the sea and walking the Amber Road, the Incense Route, the Spice Road.

Antonello the archeologist vanishes from our campo; he is from Lombardia and Lombardia has been hit hard. Perhaps he is needed with his family. I gave him Brodsky’s Watermark and lent him my Jan Morris book on Trieste, The Meaning of Nowhere, but now he is nowhere. Oh well, the books have gone to a good home. Formal in posture and bearing, he always called me signore. I hope his family is all right.

Madding crowds no longer clog Strada Nova. “Usually this street is packed,” says Eduardo, a charming man serving us cicchetti at La Cantina. He makes his hands close tight to mimic the usual press of bodies at the finale of Carnevale. “They all escaped,” he mutters mournfully.

Thank God the drunken bozos are gone, I think; I have drunkophobia, but for Eduardo this is the loss of his livelihood. A tough time on top of the disastrous floods. What a year for Venice. “The Politic.” He struggles for the word in English.

“The government?”

“Sì, the government cancelled Carnevale at one p.m.”

The last Tuesday of Carnevale is usually a wild party; the next day is Ash Wednesday and Lent’s penance, a farewell to meat, the same arc as Mardi Gras in New Orleans. The party stops dead this year; Venice’s rooftop statues stand and watch as the last tourists melt away, as if fleeing an invading army, lines of wheeled suitcases pulled to the boats on the fondamenta, suitcases filling the boats on the airport run, a minor Stalingrad.

Ryanair plucks the drunkards from a plague city as signs go up at local pharmacies: Sold Out of Surgical Masks. Sold Out of Hand Gel. Do we need these? I’ve never worn a mask. We notice masks improvised with duct tape and buckets, snorkels and big blue water coolers, like bad sci-fi props. No drugs work on this virus, no vaccine.

We have Venice to ourselves! So few people left, making plain how outnumbered the locals are. Once made shadows in their own village, Venetians are now visible. Only a few nights ago, at the height of Carnevale, we almost suffocated in a crush by the Rialto Bridge. Fluorescent polizia stood with arms out in a scarecrow stance to divide the narrow pedestrian mayhem, a human wall to force us into one-way lanes. Arms out to almost touch the next polizia. I was glad they were there in the tourist chaos and I said grazie to each officer.

Now we walk a ghost town, which I enjoy, others flee, but I enjoy the Rialto eerily empty. It is ego, I want Venice all to myself. I buy souvenir T-shirts at bargain prices, using up pennies and small coins that we collect and never spend. The street vendor grimaces, but accepts my envelope of tiny coins. I am his sole customer.

Our apartment has no television and Venice has no cars and we are always walking and climbing small bridges to cross water; this is the way to live! For six weeks we have walked and walked everywhere, our clothes becoming looser. On Sundays the older women on our campo stroll in boxy fur coats, men in dark suits and Homburg hats. Occasionally a haughty face from 500 years ago. Venetians hate us, but I hate to leave, don’t miss home at all. I don’t miss the world of duties and noisy dump-trucks and mindless neighbours revving Ram pickups. Two continents pull from their moorings, Canada receding and the ocean becomes wider and wider.

One night we walk to see the Korean film Parasite at the Italian cinema by the grocery, looking forward to the intriguing mix. What language will the subtitles be? But we see a poster: Avviso Al Pubblico. All cinemas closed. “The vee-roos.”

The museums closed days ago. Will the stations and borders close and trap us? We still have stops to visit friends in Trieste, Ljubljana, Zagreb, and Maribor, then we must reach Vienna for our flight. In Venice we register with the Canadian Embassy, wait for directives and hope we can stay as long as possible.

As the last tourists, we receive attention from the Vaporetto Gestapo when we return from the island of Giudecca and a visit to Il Redentore, a stunning plague church (plague of 1575–77); pale arches on high make the church ceiling seem to float away.

Our day started with a splendidly affordable vaporetto voyage around the end of Venice and San Pietro, the boat doggedly crossing waves and spray to a narrow island, to Giudecca’s lovely novel views of Venice. Now in my face a glum woman in a municipal uniform.

Ticket, she asks. We show our tickets confidently.

No, something wrong, you didn’t validate twice.

We bought return tickets, both ways.

No, only an hour. Coming back you must validate again. There are signs!

I show her my Visa receipt and our tickets. We paid today and we validated them today. We have done nothing wrong.

You must validate twice.

The same ticket twice? Why?

Because people could use them again and again.

The fines for two of us plus the cost of the original tickets totals about $200. “Cash or credit?” A younger uniformed man joins her and they press us. “Cash or credit?”

What if we run from the boat? Will they chase us through Venice? I might pay a lower fine to be rid of them, but $200 is far too high. “I’ll go to jail,” I say, then worry I might regret those words.

“Cash or credit?” They keep up the pressure. An older man in uniform joins her, all three uniforms leaning at us. He says, “Why don’t you just pay and be done with it,” as if I am the unreasonable one. “Cash or credit?”

ABC, Always Be Closing, like the big-nose guy in the café, close the deal before she leaves him and it’s too late. I wonder if that couple will stay in touch; will they escape the virus? I decide I am not paying a cent. We have done nothing wrong. I repeat, “I will not pay.”

Clarissa told me later that they seemed to wilt when we didn’t buy their pitch. Wearily, they filled out tickets to be paid later. “The fine will double if you don’t pay in five days!” warned the older man sternly. But they know Italian bureaucracy (another form of pestilence), and they know we will never pay.

In five days we’ll see Jason in Slovenia, in seven days Venice will be quarantined, borders closed. Hence the pressure right off the bat for cash or credit and their little machine held out, poised for my tourist moolah. Jason’s daughter begs him, via SMS, to stay away from us. Don’t go meet him! Love, your daughter who doesn’t want u 2b on the news.

I wonder if the old man in the ambulance boat is alive. Breathe a virus and breathe in history. That tube taped to his face; it is hard to be dignified with tape and plastic glued to your nose, dropped into a boat while I stare. I could see the Alps; maybe he too saw the high icy massifs from his boat pitching on the waves.

Before the Gestapo caught us, nuns boarded our small boat at a stop, two nuns shepherding an ancient nun in a wheelchair. The lagoon windy, shutters above banging with metal excitement, and the crewman holds the rocking boat with just a single rope as the nuns struggle to push their wheelchair from solid wharf to the boat’s heaving deck.

The older nun’s skin is of no colour and the younger nuns (young as in seventy) pull low a white wool hat to keep her warm in the wind. She might be a hundred years old, not much left, no eyebrows, as if someone took a pencil eraser to her features, but her eyes are present and watching us. They back her wheelchair into a sheltered alcove and set the brakes. Va bene!

The oily engine roars, the workhorse of a boat reverses, backs out briefly, then lurches forward and the wheelchair rolls loose on the deck, our Methuselah nun free to fly overboard into the drink or pitch headfirst down the stairs.

She might drown or crack her skull, but we are products of our time and the moment seems out of Monty Python (more Brits!). Several of us chase her liberated go-kart and hang on. The old girl is calm about her ride. The two nuns drape themselves over the arms and wheels, almost falling down, but their heads are up, eyes wet and laughing exultantly.

We are all laughing soon, a healthy approach to a slapstick world, a world which has such funny moments and has Dolomite peaks in that magic direction and a world also home to the Vaporetto Gestapo and a virus wanting to lodge in our lungs and send a percentage of us to Skull Island.

Do you know Eden Robinson the Haisla-Heiltsuk writer? Years ago I took Eden and her earthquake laugh to the Cabin diner on Woodstock Road; soon her giant laugh had everyone else in the room laughing over their coffee and fried eggs. A tiny diner in New Brunswick and nuns on a tiny vessel in Venice. It was the same: no distance between people, mad laughter, and no one really sure why this is happening to us.





MY NIGHT WITH THE GENERALS

Dr. Li from Guangzhou approaches me in the Deco bronze of the Shanghai hotel lobby, his big face beaming a deep smile. “Remember I said I had something special for you?”

Dr. Li draws on a slim cigar as we walk the Huangpu River under the Buck Rogers high-rises. A different skyline in 1832, when Europeans first saw Nantao’s walled city and hundreds of barks and sampans massed at a muddy shore.

“1832 is not so long ago,” says Dr. Li.

This river carrying Arab traders, Dutch and Portuguese traders, East India Companies, and British clippers dashing in to unload trunks of opium and dazed Methodist missionaries bringing Jesus and hoping strange fevers won’t snuff them as they move into the upstream reaches. Dr. Li tells me more of his city of Guangzhou on the Pearl River, once the open port of Canton and a vortex in the Opium Wars.

We turn on an avenue of plane trees and Li is excited as we near the desired address.

“A kind of private club,” he smiles. A mystery.

Upstairs he shows me suites with different themes: traditional Chinese, Scandinavian modern, a karaoke room with laser lights and mic, a room for tea ceremonies, and numerous bedrooms, which make me nervous. Is this a bordello of some kind? A new age opium den? What exactly does Li have in mind for me? It will be awkward if our hosts assume that all foreign visitors desire a concubine.

Gifts are important in China and losing face is very detrimental, so mine is a nervous tour. I don’t want to insult my hosts. What might be next? Next a very formal young waiter serves us tasty snacks in a suite, including tiny shrimp and ginger in oily dark sauces and, at my request, a glass of Tsingtao.

Dr. Li says, “I like to come here to play cards. A good place for a business meeting, to socialize, relax.”

“You are a shark at cards?”

“Not so good, but my friends love to gamble.”

We do not linger at our table of drinks and spiced sauces. “Oh look, almost eight p.m.,” says Li. “We’ll go down to the show on the main floor.”

The main floor room is arranged like an intimate dinner theatre. But what is the show? We take seats right at the stage and I see rows of People’s Liberation Army officers, bedecked with slabs of medals, generals at tables farther from the stage than us; clearly our seats are primo. The shining blue curtains are out of David Lynch and I am nervous among this junta of Red Army uniforms. What is on the agenda? Chinese opera? Naked dancers? Mimes? Fado music?

The room lights dim, stage lights brighten, and an older trio in plain military uniforms takes the stage, two men and one woman. Judging by the excited reception, this trio is famous. Their uniforms are unadorned, no braid or decorations, as if still in the hills fighting with Mao’s guerrillas. The trio has everyone’s rapt attention; no one touches a drink.

Dr. Li tells me that they are retired People’s Liberation Army singers who will entertain us with patriotic anthems. Ah, so maybe it’s not a bordello.

When they sing my friend is entranced; his energetic eyes slow down and he forgets I am there. We are so close to the stage I could touch the sleeve of one aged singer, close enough to see that all three singers wear heavy stage makeup in the spotlights.

The three performers look very happy to be here, but sing in a restrained, professional manner. They put a lot into their vocals, but do not clap or dance around. I don’t understand the lyrics, but Li tells me they are singing a famous song, “The East is Red” (the Communist party is like the sun).

The audience, these Red Army officers of a certain age: how did they fare, I wonder, during the purges and camps and cruel hysteria of the Cultural Revolution? During the Great Leap Forward, President Liu tried to counter the famine, to get food to the starving peasants. Mao never forgave this kindness and he waited years to take his revenge.

In this small theatre, who wielded Mao’s whip and who felt the whip? It is impossible for me to know these officers’ worlds, their doubts in dark years as they accepted their allotment of pain. I try to look happy in a kingdom where you can be penalized for insufficient enthusiasm, but slowly I intuit that the show is not to do with me.

I suspect that Dr. Li convinced a boss in Guangzhou that he was entertaining an important foreign dignitary and used this deception to wangle coveted tickets to this show in Shanghai.

I relax a little once I realize I am a conduit for my smiling host to stroll down memory lane. On this night of the generals, I am secondary to the famous singers and old marching songs. As children, Li and a million others began school days with these songs, every day. This singing group is their equivalent of Peter, Paul and Mary, or the Beatles.

I suspect the formal waiters and the boy soldier who examined my visa are too young for such fervent nostalgia, though they’d know enough to fake the fervour.

“They are allowed to wear military uniforms,” I ask, “even if they are retired?”

Li says, “Yes, yes, they are still part of the People’s Liberation Army, like an emeritus professor, retired but not departed.” The singers sing, Sailing heavy seas takes a strong helmsman, and the loaded word helmsman leads me to a question.

“Would these singers have known Chairman Mao?”

“I’m sure they met Mao many times, they were very prominent performers in the 1970s.”

A biography of Mao sits on my bedside table and as I turn the pages I am surprised by my hatred of Mao as he betrays every friend and starves his own people. Poor old Liu, who tried to ease the famine, was killed by Red Guards, and Party Leader Chou En-lai was not allowed treatment for agonizing cancer.

My sons are history buffs so I emailed them earlier in the week to see if they can tell me how many Chinese deaths Mao was party to, since in China I’m not able to Google China.

The crowd applauds a song and Dr. Li looks around and whispers, “Many places like this are closing and art troupes are being reduced. The new leader’s wife was a famous singer, but the leader says entertaining must be modest, fewer dishes and drinks. Too many officials enriched themselves or spent too much government money on luxuries.” The Party does not approve of a party.

The aged trio sings “Little White Poplar Tree” and “Ode to the Motherland” (our living conditions are improving every day) and the room hums with lusty nostalgia.

They sing of Mao as China’s saviour with no mention of Mao as mass murderer or his diet of virgins. How such adoration and amnesia? They sing, Without the Communist Party there would be no new China!

The walls and voices vibrate for well over an hour in this old-time religion. The Sgt. Pepper vibe of the ornate uniforms, the galaxies of medals and red stars in this dazzling star chamber. This night is memorable, like that time kayaking and a tiny albino deer came to the water’s edge and the pale ghost stepped in the river to a tiny island; an island not even the size of a kitchen table, but a fresh crop of green grass waiting just for it to graze.

My son Martin emails me a reply after the show: No clue how many people Mao killed, communism death count isn’t something with much merit. Not saying Mao was good, just that the process of tallying up death to discredit is usually a reactionary/conservative talking point that glosses over the sins of capitalism.

Mao’s decades and decrees may have killed eighty million Chinese humans. Stalin, a huge influence on Mao, reportedly said you must break eggs to make an omelette. Mao said a revolution is not a dinner party. But still, stopping the breath of eighty million of your own people to avoid a dinner party? In North America and Europe and Iraq statues are toppled routinely. To my huge surprise, Mao’s statues still stand and Mao’s giant portrait survives on the Gate of Heavenly Peace. Mao’s jovial face is on the paper money in my hand, and every TV plays patriotic war movies, movies featuring Mao in his younger days, like early Elvis.

In China there is a feeling that Mao made mistakes, but he accomplished so much. Perhaps I envy his fame, envy those who have such strong faith, those who entertain no doubt. I feast on doubt.

In the brightly lit streets outside the club Li lights a happy cigar and walking past us in the street are those who have hukou permits and those who do not have household permits and worry of internal deportation and prison. In the streets roll the ghosts of colonial rickshaw drivers, ghosts rolling through the mystery odours and fluids and butchers’ wooden shambles.

Dr. Li and I stroll past mechanics surrounded by sneakers and gears and electronics and melons heaped like bowling balls — jumbled products and machine parts strewn on sidewalks. I cannot tell if they are creating mysterious things or it is an arcane retail display. I must keep in mind that China is not foreign; I am foreign.

In the French Concession one man spends in a shop a million yuan on gold and a man outside shits on the street as we try not to watch. A woman directs a child to the road, wipes her child afterward, then drops the soiled Kleenex on the pile of crap. Who will clean this pile of crap? The new leader? Huge blank walls plead for graffiti, but no one dares touch them. No Google or Facebook and on chat sites young women may not wield bananas suggestively. Begging and bananas are verboten, but one may shit on a street without a care.

Li says, “Don’t forget, Dickensian London was worse for running sewers and plagues and coal dust in the air and corpses in the river. That was not that long ago.”

“Very true.”

How soon we forget, how we enjoy looking for difference, looking for flaws. China zoomed through the Industrial Revolution and the Robber Barons in about three seconds. Climates change, spicy dishes on the Lazy Susans change, and China changes every moment; no maps or apps can keep up. Think how maddening Italy can be with its contradictory rules and rulers.

I vow to stop judgement, though that is difficult for my jaundiced eye. I like to judge, I judge in the same way the soldiers and visa officers and great leaders judge us for deviations from the correct path.

Nights and days I walk Shanghai, men coughing and horking and hawking happily, brewing up phlegm from deep within. Shanghai is bronchial, is sulphur dioxide. Women in pretty sheath dresses and updo hair walk to the curb to spit impressively and soon my lungs join them, soon I am coughing with the Chinese.

Mao generously said, Let one hundred flowers bloom, but his poetry was dangerous code, a trap for his foes, a way for Mao to discover dissidents. In the hills flowers provide opium gum for heroin, dead pigs drift past us in the city’s river, and heady chemicals provide vapours for our throats, all of us coughing clouds of Canadian coal from our super-port south of Vancouver. Communism or capitalism, we live in particulates and chemicals. The model does not work.

We take twenty thousand breaths each day; in polluted Shanghai and Mumbai none of these inhalations are good. Masks are common in the streets, foreshadowing a virus that has not yet hit. As in India, China enters my blood, makes me new.

Nights are cooler and some rooms have AC, but in Shanghai’s inferno sun I linger under plane trees, lacerated colonial trees; I confess to liking colonial decay and I seek colonial shadows along Joyful Undertaking Street and Bubbling Well Road, feeling alone in the 1.6 billion who worship both Mao and the dollar.

Li says, “In a way, Shanghai was a European creation, a gateway drug. The traders encouraged opium addiction, but Shanghai flourished under the British; local Chinese amassed huge fortunes as well as the internationals. This was an open city and treaty port; there was much more freedom and diverse nationalities. White Russians and Jews and Muslims and Americans and Portuguese and Germans. Shanghai was not under the thumb of the Emperor, the Emperor was in Beijing. As they say, the mountains are high and the Emperor is far away. Shanghai has always been a separate place, belonging to no one.”

He says that Mao and the early Communist party flourished in Shanghai in a way they could not elsewhere, but Mao fled to the mountains when his old ally Chiang started shooting all the communists and trade unionists. Perhaps that betrayal changed Mao.

Party spin doctors enjoy pushing Mao’s sunburnt peasant image (an early version of prole drift?), but Mao’s
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