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Introduction


“Do we know one another?”


Two people stand across from each other at a social function. They have been looking at each other for a while, as is common at such occasions. That first glance might have only lasted two or three tenths of a second, but it was more than long enough to arouse that mutual mixture of feelings (curiosity, elation, and slight embarrassment) which was leading them closer to each another. They then talk and try to figure out where they might have met before and under what circumstances. They divulge a detail or two about themselves and make inquiries to discover what they might have in common. If the conversation leads to the sharing of names, occupations, opinions or viewpoints, they will later claim with conviction that they know who that other person is.


But do they really? I think first and foremost that the question is whether we ever really know ourselves. Aside from any conversation we might have and apart from what can be read in our passports or résumés, can we claim with absolute certainty that we know who we are? I have my doubts, and these suspicions came to the surface in lucid form after I read this autobiographical novel from Mario Mantese.


The author has been active as a wisdom-teacher since he was flung to the outermost fringes of existence decades ago. At that time many years ago, he hovered between life and death for weeks on end. He returned from this transitional realm as something else, as a person who knows with absolute certainty that he is not the things which are written down in his passport


But then, who or what am I? Journey through Eternity explores this question through the means of a literary narrative. We follow the protagonist of the story to various places and into different time-periods. The goals of his journey might be comparable to the pursuits of a modern world-traveler, who seeks respite from the everyday world and hopes to learn a few new things about life. However, as the plot unfolds, it becomes increasingly clear that the tale of this journey is not going to share that kind of story. This man’s adventure follows an internal map, a hidden plan, though he goes on for quite a while without clear awareness of it. It is the itinerary of his soul. In this life, he is traveling in order to find his purpose and to fulfill his destiny.


These are formidable words. Reading about them in the form of a novel allows us to approach their implications more comfortably. Perhaps. We are not exactly sure, but we have our intuitive sense of what is happening. There is a resonance when we read sentences like, ‘My gazing at the mummy had abruptly opened an inner door. In fractions of seconds or minutes, I traveled back hundreds, even thousands of years into my past.’


This scene takes place in the Egyptian section of the British Museum in London. That visitors to the museum are filled with notions of previous eras is part of the intended effect of such an exhibition. But something else is being described here. The protagonist travels thousands of years back into his own past. We will experience in an early chapter of the book what he lived out in his previous life in ancient Egypt. Gradually, the precious experiences of his past are pushed back up into his consciousness. He is in the process of gathering deeper remnants from earlier incarnations. Though it is not his conscious aim, a new wholeness emerges, and a purpose which extends far beyond the perimeters of a single person.


That’s not all. The central figure of this novel interacts with others who have advanced considerably along the path of liberating consciousness. These beings are extremely difficult to grasp. They are inconspicuous in the external world, and they appear to move in realms beyond those recognizable to us. They show up in the story to accompany and assist the lead character as he gains extraordinary insights into the nature of his own being: “Although I had known this man for only a few minutes, his being seemed deeply familiar. It was as if we had known each other forever, although any previous memory of our companionship was buried in the vague obscurity of past ages.” Our man contemplates his encounter with his soul-guide. “Although I knew nothing about him, not even his name, he seemed to know quite a bit about me. I had the odd impression that my soul was an open book for him, which he could browse through as he pleased.”


These helpers would never want to pressure or force their protégé into anything. Absolutely not! Although they are deeply convinced of the magnitude of their mission, they always consider the free will of the one they accompany. He has to take responsibility for each step he takes.


A delightful story it is, illustrating the unfathomable possibilities of human development. Should we believe it, or is it all too beautiful to be true? That is not the point. Here, we are invited to ponder these prospects without the slightest intention to be persuaded. Maybe this is how it really is. And if it is, it wouldn’t be a bad thing at all.


Stating it in another way: I believe at least as deeply in the authenticity of this story as I do that we both know each other when you read my name below.


Martin Frischknecht




Shanghai


A loud knock on the ramshackle wooden door tore me out of a deep dreamless sleep.


“Sir, your bathwater,” called out the ship’s mate. His raspy smoker’s voice had become quite familiar. Bearing a strong accent and considerable vanity, he had informed me several times that his name was Manolo, and that he came from Santo Domingo. His thick oily hair was always tightly combed back, and he always wore the same red shirt. His mood was easily recognizable by the tone of his voice, as was the amount of alcohol he had consumed the night before. But today there was unusual agitation in the tone of his speech.


I stretched my stiff, weary limbs and listened to his impatient, snorting respiration behind the closed twin doors. My gaze wandered over to the tattered calendar hanging on a rusty nail at the foot of my bunk, as it did first thing every morning.


“Your water,” repeated the sailor insistently from behind the door. His summons this time sounded almost threatening.


“I’m coming,” I said, attempting to pacify him. I slowly rose out of the rock-hard bed with a lethargic groan and opened the door.


Manolo stepped into my room hastily and set a battered tin bowl down on the low table which was fastened to the floor. The oily fish smell which had etched itself into the wood of the tabletop drifted unpleasantly into my nostrils every morning as I leaned over the bowl for morning washing.


“Mister Park, we have arrived at our destination,” proclaimed Manolo with an impassioned voice, and then exited my cabin.


‘Finally!’ I thought to myself. With a deep sigh of relief, I tore out what would be the last page of the calendar. It was the 12th of February. The ship’s siren bellowed two times, the deep penetrating tones reverberating like yawns of a generic sea monster. The harsh voice of the captain could be heard above on deck. His orders were brief and very direct.


A powerful quake shook through the old boat, causing it to echo with moaning, suffering wails. Lars, a bear-like Swede with a thick red beard, had cut the engine. He had spent most of the voyage in the interior of the ship; “in the bowels,” as he fondly called his engines. Those machines were his sole concern.


The team of six seamen was a colorful assortment of wild characters. An anonymous play of fate had brought this peculiar constellation together. The Swede had invited me to his room once to show me photos of his homeland and the faded foldouts of scantily clad women posted up on the walls of his cabin. But the penetrating stink of sweat and rum in his quarters was unbearable. I found a courteous way to get myself out of there and move as quickly as possible up the narrow steps to the deck, where I could breathe fresh air again.


The water Manola brought me for my morning wash was ice cold and had a musty smell. I looked into the mirror that hung crooked over the sink from a single nail on the wall. I gazed beyond the cracks running through it and was stunned. There were green-yellow rings around my sunken eyes, and my gaunt face was overgrown with gray whiskers. Seasickness had crept into my body like a crippling poison during the long journey and never subsided. The miserable feeling of being on the verge of vomiting had installed itself in my abdomen like a tormenting ghost. Feeble and exhausted, I sat on the cold chair in my cabin and began to shiver.


The thought of being able to leave this perpetually swaying ship stirred ambivalent feelings. It was strange: there was no sense of elation, none of the euphoria I had expected to feel upon finally reaching my destination, Shanghai.


Ouch, this dull razor! Blood flowed down my left cheek and fell in droplets over the sink, giving the water a reddish hue. With great effort I managed to pull out the woven suitcase I had inherited from an uncle from under the cot. I opened the buckles attaching the tightly drawn leather straps. Impatiently rummaging through my clothing, I found the small pouch containing bandages. I placed one over the cut on my cheek, but I forgot to first apply something to halt the bleeding.


Loud knocking on the door pulled me out of my thought-world once again. The captain had come to say goodbye. Ian Mackintosh was his name. He represented the fourth generation of captains with the name Mackintosh, a long-established Scottish family. He had invited me into his sparsely furnished cabin many times to play chess. He was particularly proud of his prized chessboard with hand-carved figures made of ivory. An Arab sultan had offered it to him as a gift after he had safely guided a freighter carrying premium spices and valuable silks from India. All the cargo arrived undamaged, which had been no simple job. Before he brought his ship to port in India, he had his crew search the entire ship for rats. He recalled this story and details of the rat-inspection more than once for me.


A lacquered chest stood in one corner of his room where a large colony of woodworms had made their home. The many small holes in the wood were evidence of their industrious existence. There was a logbook on top of the chest, and next to it was a sextant. The captain had meticulously demonstrated the use of this navigational instrument on deck for me several times. I was awe-struck each time I was allowed to gain a glimpse the night sky studded with shining stars. The never-ending universe seemed so near, the stars appearing almost within grasp. This powerful experience affected my consciousness. I had a profound vision of the earth as a luminous ship gliding without a sound through a magical, immeasurable sea of stars.


The captain was notably pleased every time he could display his remarkable knowledge of the astral bodies. He claimed he knew the night sky so well that he could cross all the oceans without using a compass or sextant. It was not completely clear to me whether this was a seaman’s yarn or the actual truth. But all his observations came across as logical, clear, and deeply understood.


I sometimes had the feeling that this headstrong Scotsman possessed a sort of astronomical clairvoyance. His deep understanding of the greater correlations between heaven and earth affirmed his penchant for metaphysics. He once stated that the infinite sea of stars most certainly emerged from the exhalation of the Creator. There were a few magical moments on deck when I would inconspicuously observe him. At times, his face lit up as if he was enraptured in another world. In those moments, he and the stars appeared to melt into one grand unity.


Mackintosh could always be seen in the same dark blue jacket embellished with brightly polished brass buttons and reeking of tar. Under it, he wore a gray-white starched shirt with a standing collar buttoned to the top. His watery eyes and fleshy red bulbous nose belied his intimate bond with Scottish malt whiskey. But he was never seen drunk. His copper-red hair and bushy beard, neatly shaved to a point on his extending chin, emphasized his indomitable authority and tenacity. He had the team on board entirely under his control.


“I will see you again in three weeks for your return trip,” announced Captain Mackintosh. “Don’t forget that we pull up the anchor at 5:00 a.m. Enjoy Shanghai. It’s a very interesting city. And you’d better find yourself a doctor. You have to get yourself strong and healthy again for the trip back.” He then reached out his hand. The grip of his handshake felt like a vise. “Ok then, see you soon,” he said finally, and briskly exited the cabin. He had many things to do before the ship would reach port.


Anxious voices blared on deck. The clamorous ringing of the large bell on the bow signaled that we were nearing the dock. The portal in my room was so fogged up and dirty that I could hardly see through it. This hadn’t bothered me before, because there wasn’t much to see out on the open waters during the previous weeks. In any case, with quite a bit of effort I was able to pry the window open and have a look outside.


I watched as a junk moved extremely close to a freighter and then passed by our ship. Our tan-colored sail was drawn taut by a cool sea breeze. The briny brown water approaching the waterfront smelled of fish, motor oil, and feces. Docks with huge warehouses adjacent to them lined both sides of the long entrance to the harbor. There was also a flurry of human activity, as dockworkers loaded and unloaded cargo in the early morning light.


A strong jolt almost knocked me off my feet. Lars had throttled the motor. Through the morning mist, I glimpsed the huge gray stone houses that outlined the district of Shanghai called Waitan, often referred to as ‘The Bund’.


Sharp calls and nervous laughter exposed the tension that had accumulated amongst the sailors. After several weeks at sea, they could hardly wait to roam the streets and the shady dives located near the port of this vital city.


“Sir, excuse me. I will take the washing bowl,” said Manola, who was standing behind me. I was absorbed in thoughts and had not even noticed him entering. He looked at me questioningly and was visibly relieved when I nodded back and said that he could take the bowl. He moved hastily, and I saw a feverish glow in his eyes. This was for a good reason. His first objective when he reached land was to visit a bordello. He had declared this intention many times with euphoric anticipation, and now he could hardly wait.


For days, I was preoccupied with other thoughts, thoughts that lurked like vague shadows in my brain. I was seriously asking myself whether the contact person who was supposed to pick me up at the pier would be there. Did this person know that we had arrived a day later than scheduled because of bad weather at sea?


I put on my dark gray suit and tried to make it fit properly, but to no avail. I had lost a huge amount of weight due to exhaustion and anxiety caused by seasickness. The suit that had been neatly folded in my suitcase had long awaited its employment, but now it hung saggy and shapeless over my weary frame.


Feeling woozy, I cautiously stepped over the swaying narrow footbridge and disembarked the ship. Finally, I felt solid ground under my feet. The captain waved to me from the command bridge, and I had a rush of mixed feelings as I walked alongside the rusty freight ship. Ian Mackintosh had never once asked me the reason for my journey, and I had great appreciation for his discretion.


I followed a sign with Chinese characters but also showing a bit of English writing. An arrow also indicated the way to customs and immigration. I was already glad that I had studied some Chinese for several months with my friend Professor Stark, and that I had thought to stick the Chinese dictionary he recommended in my luggage.


“How long will you stay in China?” the officer asked in a mistrustful tone.


“Three weeks,” I answered in an awkward voice, as if the question had called me back from a faraway dreamland.


Shortly afterwards, I was standing out on the street with my suitcase. The shock was extreme. It was as if an invisible force was squeezing my brain into a tight ball. I stood alone, suddenly engulfed in a bustling throng of human beings. My fragile health struggled to cope with the intensity. The impact threatened to trigger a breakdown then and there, or at least that is how it felt. Close to collapsing, I simply sat down on my suitcase.


For many weeks and for most hours during those days, I had been alone in my cabin, drifting on an ocean that refused to expose any land, or so it seemed. And now, here I was in the middle of a pulsing horde of humanity. The noise was unbearable. The dull lethargy still clinging to my body was my only sense of myself, and even that last trace of vitality was being sucked out of me. I was beyond miserable.


This grim, lifeless condition robbed me of any trace of identity. In its place, it imparted an odd feeling of anonymity. Two older men stopped and scrutinized me with curiosity and bewilderment, as if I was a misplaced being from a distant star. A layer of gray clouds hung over the city on that rainy morning. Adrift in a thoughtless mind-state, I had completely lost track of my original purpose for coming to China.


“Mister Park, Mister Park.” A voice I had never heard before snatched me out of my semi-consciousness. My swollen eyes fell upon a small older man with a sinewy body. He was also barefoot. “Come along,” he said, and directed me to take a seat in the rickshaw that stood next to him. With a skillful lunge, he heaved the heavy suitcase onto the seat next to me. He then paused for a moment, grinned, and scratched his chin. After taking his place between the two long wooden poles with which he towed the cart, he pulled them up, and we were off.


The hardy but faded navy-blue jacket the driver wore was buttoned to the top. Beneath his round black cap, a narrow braided pony-tail swung back and forth over his collar.


“Where are we going?” I wanted to know.


“Guesthouse,” was his curt answer. He also gestured to me that I should hold onto my suitcase.


We rode first through narrow, putrid-smelling side-streets, until we turned into the Zongshan Road which follows the Huangpu River. The driver skillfully guided the rickshaw through a dense sea of bicycles, pedestrians, and hopelessly overfilled buses. We passed other rickshaw drivers, to whom he always offered a few remarks. I presumed his topic was the foreign passenger he had just picked up at the port.


Occasionally, a black limousine could be seen heedlessly forcing its way through the crowds. They transported members of the anointed upper-class who allowed themselves to be chauffeured through the city traffic. The drivers adapted their mannerisms to their stiff uniforms and were well aware of their privileged status. They drove into the heap of humanity without the slightest concern for anybody’s safety, causing many frightened walkers to jump out of the way.


The morning was cold and I began to shiver again. A group of drunk sailors groveled their way through the crowds. On the other side of the street next to the water, I noticed a sizeable pedestrian zone. It was a park with a long promenade lined with leafless trees, where hundreds of people old and young were doing their daily Tai-Chi practice. Their deliberately executed movements expressed tranquility and harmony, offering a glaring contrast to the haste of the rushing masses.


I had to think of the yin-yang emblem, symbolizing the unification and coinciding eradication of all dichotomies.


After a while, we turned into Nanjing Road. My breath stopped and I had to rub my eyes to be sure my senses were not deluding me. I thought that the street that we had just left had to be the most crowded street in the city. But I was mistaken. What a scene! Thousands of people were moving up and down the streets on foot or on their bicycles; human traffic beyond imagination!


An image from early childhood arose in my consciousness. I remembered being at the edge of a forest with a friend and poking at an anthill with a stick. The resulting chaos was tremendous. That seething maelstrom sprawling in every direction was quite similar to what I saw here.


My senses were overwhelmed. After so many weeks at sea, I struggled to process the intensity of all this sensory input. Again, a stifling pressure condensed inside my head. I was exhausted and could hardly wait to arrive at the guesthouse and take refuge in my own private space. I was in dire need of recuperation from my travels.


I suddenly noticed that someone was tugging on my bag and trying to pull it out of the rickshaw. A smartly dressed Chinese man with a European hat and foxlike eyes was trying to separate me from my suitcase. Luckily, I had listened to the advice of the rickshaw driver and was holding tightly to both leather straps. Despite several strong blows to his fingers, this fellow had no intention of letting go of my luggage. But our little ruckus caught the attention of my driver, who swiftly turned and shouted at the thief. Many people were standing by and watching. Frightened by the fierce reaction of the driver, the man immediately released his grip on my belongings and disappeared into the crowd. The driver wore a triumphant smile and signaled to let me know that I had been wise to follow his advice.


After a long and strenuous ride, we turned into the Hubai-Lu Street and then into a small dark road lined with rundown houses. I began to seriously ask myself what kind of accommodations my host had arranged. I knew him only from a private exchange of letters over the previous year.


White-grey banners hung across the lane high up between the houses. The rough-trodden cobblestones were slippery from the drizzling rain, which made challenging work for my driver as we passed numerous squalid little shops. The smell of urine and feces was everywhere. These unpleasant odors gradually crept through my nasal passages, prompting a spell of nausea which I could barely manage to control. Once again, I had the constant feeling that I was about to throw up at any second.


A shoemaker was sitting in front of his shop surrounded by a mound of old shoes. I could smell the mix of aged leather and old sweat coming from the pile. He acknowledged my driver as he cheerfully poured himself some green tea from a small canister, and my driver responded with a short bow as we drove by. A nightingale confined in a tiny wooden cage sang out a melancholy ballad, giving a special mood to the street life. Six men passed barefoot in a convoy with empty expressions on their faces. They were hauling heavily loaded baskets balanced with bamboo rods. Their teetering steps and the arched poles suggested that the loads were extremely full. I could hear the loud, agitated chortle of ducks from two of the baskets. They were on their way to the market, soon to face their inescapable demise.


The driver suddenly stopped and pointed to the house next to us. Above the entrance was a weathered sign upon which ‘Chefoo Guesthouse’ was written. I stood next to the rickshaw with consternation and attempted to suppress my disappointment. The guesthouse was anything but what I had imagined as my journey’s final destination. Then again, I had no choice. This was the place that my host had chosen for me.


An obese, out-of-breath Chinese man stepped out of the front door and indicated after a resolute handshake that I should go inside. “Welcome,” he said. “I am the owner of this house.” I was also welcomed by the unpleasant smell of mildew coming from old furniture in the small lobby. I soon noticed a large spittoon next to the reception desk, but was determined not to look at the contents, knowing my stomach would probably not be able to handle it.


The innkeeper ceremoniously opened the guestbook and showed me where to enter my name. I had to smile a bit at his proud manner, because the page was completely empty and I was the only guest. He gave a commanding call towards a room separated from the lobby by a curtain. An older boy popped out and stood for a moment as if rooted to the floor, staring at me with utter astonishment. He had obviously never seen a foreigner before. He then eyed the rickshaw driver who was standing next to me waiting impatiently for his money. I reached into my pocket and gave him almost double the fee we had agreed on. He thanked me several times, stuck the money in his left pocket, and exited in a hurry. Moments later, I could hear him running his rickety machine up the street.


In the meantime, the owner of the hotel looked into the guestbook and read my name out loud with earnest enthusiasm. He then raised his head and told me his name was Shie Kein. He informed me that he was born and raised in the local neighborhood. The boy picked up my suitcase and carried it up a steep, creaking wooden stairway. We moved through a dimly lit hallway, and I immediately noticed the empty spittoons on the ground set next to the doors of each guestroom.


I finally was inside my room. The furnishings consisted of a shabby carpet, a narrow bed, a chair, and a table. The single window provided a view of the street below. There was already a thermos can filled with hot water on the table and a plate with small satchels filled generously with green tea. Behind a sliding panel I discovered a wooden sink with a mirror hanging over it. I laughed when I saw the surface of the mirror covered with grimy stains allowing only small, disconnected sections of my face to be seen.


Someone knocked on the door. It was Shie Kein. With a friendly smile and without saying a word, he handed me a bath towel and left. The towel was frayed and almost transparent. It was impossible to guess just how old it was.


As I got myself cleaned up, a question shot through my mind: when would my contact pick me up and bring me to the Lodge of the Golden Dragon? I had no idea. I re-read the parched letter once again to assure myself that he would vouch for my entry into the secret lodge. I was curious what awaited me there. The inner spiritual work was naturally familiar to me, but why hat someone called me to Shanghai? I knew that it must be important, and that it was very unusual for a European to be invited to this lodge. Hardly anyone in the world knew of its existence.


I sat on the chair and looked out the window again. As my eyes wandered down to the small street below, I thought, ‘Maybe I will be taken tonight!’ In order to distract myself, I began to read out of a book I had brought along which reviewed the various Chinese dynasties and their ancient traditions. But I was actually very tired and couldn’t concentrate on the text at all. Still, my attention did fall on one sentence quoting a Taoist sage: “Open the mystery of the golden blossom. It is the light of heaven, the light of the Tao.”


At some point, I must have fallen asleep on the chair. A loud knock on the door abruptly tossed me out of the world of sleep and back into the waking world. My first thought was that I was being picked up. But no, it was Shie Kein. He wanted to know whether I was satisfied with my room, and then persistently tried to pull me into a longer conversation. I noticed his slyness. He was trying to coax me into explaining the reason for my stay in Shanghai. Vulgar curiosity bolted through his eyes. At some point he noticed that his strategies were getting him nowhere. He then said a gruff goodnight and left. Night had fallen over the city as I climbed into the bed and immediately fell asleep.


The next morning, the loud cries of children from the street woke me from a dreamless sleep. My first activity was to check the time. An unnerving realization came over me; my clock had stopped in the middle of the night. Cronos, the god of time, had cast a spell. For the time being, I was exiled into a timeless existence.


After I washed up, I immediately went down to the reception to ask whether someone had left a message. To my surprise, there was no one there. The entryway was barred and the shutters were closed on the one window that opened to the street. It was bizarre: I was actually locked into the guesthouse like a prisoner under house arrest.


Uncomfortable thoughts stirred in my mind. What if my contact came to pick me up but found the door locked? Though these doubts arose, I knew on a deeper level that I could trust the higher power that guides all of life.


I sat down on an old dusty sofa in the lobby and waited. Cracks around the window allowed daylight to enter, creating a strange atmosphere. The ocean of time seemed to move in its own rhythm within the bounds of this city, and I needed more time to acclimate.


I finally heard the turning of a key in the heavy lock of the front door. Shie Kien stepped into the lobby with two full shopping bags. When he saw me sitting there, he was so surprised, he let one of the bags fall to the ground. He was extremely embarrassed to have left me locked inside the hotel. He apologized and then told me why he had done it. There were plenty of walk-in thieves in this part of the city, thugs who would slip in anywhere and steal everything they could get their hands on. Thus, he never forgot to lock the door when he left the house. After telling me this, I understood his precautions very well and told him so. I also told him that I was expecting someone and asked him to inform me right away if someone asked for me.


I stayed in bed reading and sleeping the entire day. Shie Kein brought my food to the room. I felt I couldn’t leave the guesthouse, because I had no idea when my contact would appear.


More days passed in this same manner. I waited and waited. Every morning, I would go down to the reception and ask Shie Kein whether someone had left a message for me, and each time he shook his bald round head with a negative reply. Time went by at a sluggish pace. Hours on the clock seemed to extend endlessly. This uncertainty began to wear on me, yet there was no option but to remain patient.


Then, on the dawn of my sixth day in Shanghai, I heard light footsteps moving through the hallway. I thought it would be Shie Kien, but it wasn’t. Someone slid a letter under my door and into the room, and again I heard steps moving away quickly. I hurried to the door and opened it but couldn’t see anyone in the hallway. My hands shook as I opened the letter which was sealed in yellow wax with the emblem of a small dragon.


The message was short: “Come to Hu Sing Teahouse tomorrow at eight o’clock.” I ran down the stairs and asked Shie Kein whether he himself had left the letter for me, or whether it had come by courier. He said no to both possibilities, and assured me that he had been at the reception the entire morning. Nobody had used the stairs. He was deeply disturbed when I told him that someone had slid a letter under my door a few minutes before. The circumstances were puzzling indeed. Shie Kein became very unsettled and spoke of invisible spirits. I went back to my room and was so excited that I could hardly sleep.




The Lodge of the Golden Dragon


The next day, I was already down in the lobby at the crack of dawn. Shie Kein came in accompanied by a rickshaw driver he had organized. The driver looked at me for a moment and then went over to the spittoon, which he used with loud vigor. He then came back and asked, “Hu Sing Ding?” I nodded and followed him out to the rickshaw.


The city was already congested with early morning traffic. Thousands of people were commuting towards their workplaces. The driver pressed forward through narrow streets attempting to avoid the large boulevards. An ice-cold rain shower slapped down on the mass of people like blows from a whip, pursuing them mercilessly through the city.


After passing through the French Concession, we arrived at the Chinese Garden. There was a huge pond which served as home to uncountable goldfish, and in the middle of it was an elegant old wooden teahouse. A long footbridge zigzagged across the pond and led us over to the large round two-story building. It was believed that this configuration helped to keep away evil spirits, since such ghosts could only move along straight paths. I was heedful as I crossed over this uniquely constructed walkway, constantly sidestepping those who were leaving the teahouse. A colorful hexagonal roof hung over our heads like a huge fan. At each extended corner of the roof was a statue of a fearsome demon. These were the guardians of the teahouse.


Business was bustling inside. Tables were laid out in every crack and corner of the antiquated building. As I looked around, I saw that there were no free places. The chairs were filled mostly with older men wearing the same type of dark blue coat buttoned all the way to the top. Being the only European in the place, I was surveyed with cold distrustful glares.


I went up a thin staircase to the next level and saw a free table next to a window. I had hardly settled into my seat before a man arrived with a can of green tea and a cup. He set them both down and said, “Ni Hao”, and quickly went away again. I gazed out the window and observed the numerous people crossing the footbridge to enter the teahouse. It began to rain more forcefully. Heavy drops splattered down on the pond and united with the larger body of water. I occasionally saw a fish jump up and attempt to snatch an insect from the surface of the pond.


The pleasant warm smell of tea was soothing as it wafted through my nose and down into my throat. I looked at the time; it was a few minutes after eight. Just at that moment a man suddenly appeared and asked, “Are you Mister Park?”


I was a little startled. I hadn’t noticed him approaching or sensed his presence. It seemed that my brain had completely blocked out the exterior world for a moment. “Yes, I am Mister Park,” I answered.


He sat down and introduced himself. “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Mister Wang.” This man was truly like a person from another world. He didn’t seem to fit into the surroundings in any way. His angled, smooth-shaven face, his almond-shaped eyes emanating a distinctive intensity, and his elegant European raincoat with corresponding broad-brimmed hat all served to veil this man in a mysterious aura. He was also the only Chinese man there without a braid of hair hanging down from the back of his head.


“Mister Park, please give me the lodge code.” His tone was gentle, but also firm and uncompromising.


I spoke without hesitation: “The second face sees eternally shining light.”


He nodded and gave his reply: “You know the golden elixir of life, the secret of the diamond body. Welcome to Shanghai. Please excuse my keeping you waiting so long here at the tea house, but I have just returned from Inner Mongolia. I had to pick someone up there.”


I could say nothing. He continued to speak to me as if we already knew each other. “Mister Park, the meeting is taking place today. I just received the news myself upon my return to Shanghai.”


I set down a half yuan on the table for the tea and we got up and left. Although I had known this man for only a few minutes, his being seemed deeply familiar. It was as if we had known each other forever. But any previous memory of our companionship must have been buried in the vague obscurity of past ages.


It had almost stopped raining and Mister Wang asked me whether I would mind walking to the lodge. After the long days of waiting in the guesthouse, I was more than happy to follow his suggestion. We walked for more than two hours, until we reached an outer suburb of the city where things were less frantic. We turned towards an empty cul-de-sac and followed the road until we arrived at a solitary house at the very end. A large dark red lantern hung over the entrance, and on both sides of the doorway stood stone-carved lion statues. Their scowling expressions were somehow threatening, but these were protectors dedicated to safeguarding the house from malevolent influences.
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