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			Epigraph

			The conduct of the ­people was so indescribably
frightful, that I felt for some time afterwards
almost as if I ­were living in a city of dev­ils.

			—Charles Dickens

			Shanghai was a city of vice and vio­lence, of 
opulence wildly juxtaposed to unbelievable 
poverty, of whirling roulette wheels and exploding 
shotguns and crying beggars . . . Shanghai had 
become a tawdry city of refugees and rackets.

			—Vanya Oakes,
White Man’s Folly (1943)

			Shanghai. A heaven built upon a hell!

			—Mu Shiying,
Shanghai Fox-­trot (1934)

			Truly the devil pulls on all our strings.

			—Charles Baudelaire
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			Preface

			I lived in Shanghai for many years. Daily I walked the city’s streets, soaking up its unique atmosphere. Despite the myriad skyscrapers and overhead expressways, I spent my spare time looking for traces of what had been before, wandering a city of ghosts and trying to recapture the lives of ­those foreigners of so many nations who once knew the International Settlement of Shanghai as their home. In the last quarter of a ­century, Shanghai has become a city reborn. In the early 1950s, a virtual dust sheet was cast over the port, and ­little changed for more than forty years. It was only in the mid-1990s that Shanghai was allowed to thrive again. In the late twentieth and early twenty-­first ­century I lived in a city that was building at breakneck speed, bulldozing the old and well-worn seemingly without a care, keen to construct the new and shiny as fast as pos­si­ble. But an older city still, just about, exists.

			It’s easy to succumb to nostalgia in Shanghai. The metropolis is constantly eroding the built environment of its past. It is rapidly losing the last remnants of both its art deco and modernist architectural heritage, as well as its traditional narrow, confined rookeries and alleyways, shikumen stone dwellings and lilong lane ­houses. Periodically Shanghai does try to recall its previous heyday between the world wars, but ­every renewed bout of nostalgia 
becomes more disconnected, more affected by hindsight. It takes increasing amounts of imagination to catch a glimpse of the old glamour and style of Shanghai (best done at twilight or dawn, I find) down an alley, in the lobby of an old building, along the banks of one of the city’s creeks and streams. In my effort to understand what the city’s inhabitants once thought and why they acted as they did, my quest has always focused on the lower depths of this once remarkably cosmopolitan city, Shanghai’s foreign underbelly: ­those rarely written about, the men and ­women not covered in glory or fabulous riches, not feted or even remembered in the minutes and formal rec­ords of the city. I’m drawn to the flotsam and jetsam, the impoverished émigrés and stranded refugees, transient ne’er-­do-­wells and washed-up chancers, con men and female grifters. I seek out ­those foreigners who came to the China Coast and preferred to exist in the city’s criminal milieu, to dis­appear into its laneways and backstreets. ­They’re not distinguished or heroic. Invariably ­they’re liars and cheats. ­They’re rarely anything close to good, and all are terribly flawed, often living in Shanghai ­because they ­were one step ahead of the law and, invariably, other options ­were few and far between. But many of them had a certain style, panache; their own par­tic­u­lar flair. They take a lot of seeking, but their traces—­faint, sketchy—­remain.

			City of Dev­ils is based on real ­people and real events, as best as can be divined from the witnesses, participants, and reports of the time. A complete rec­ord is impossible due to the nature of the ­people involved, their somewhat clandestine lives, purposely hidden pasts and false names, changed birthdates and the crimes they committed and/or abetted, all of which they would never willingly confess to. Where rec­ords do exist, they are rarely as complete and as detailed as the academic historian would accept—­falsifications, clerical errors, and downright lies ­were exacerbated by war and devastation. Although assumptions have been made, I’ve done my utmost to adhere to historical accuracy. Of course all the main players are now gone, though I am sure they would have denied every­thing, just as they did at the time.

			This story is drawn from a wide variety of sources, primary and secondary. As we are now three quarters of a ­century distant from the finale of the events in this book, primary sources are difficult. Fortunately, some ­people who lived through ­those times still remain with us, while ­others told their stories to their ­children and grandchildren—­they are thanked in the acknowl­edgments. I trawled through a large range of secondary sources, including the archives of the Shanghai Municipal Police and the Shanghai Special Branch, the annual reports of the Shanghai Municipal Council, the archives of the British and American consulates, the rec­ords of the U.S. Court for China at Shanghai and the archives of the United States Marine Corps. I also drew upon the China Coast newspapers and periodicals of the time, especially the China Weekly Review, China Press, North-­China Daily News, Shanghai Times, Shopping News, Peking and Tientsin Times and Walla-­Walla (the magazine of the U.S. Fourth Marines in Shanghai). The excerpts from the Shopping News that appear in the text are genuine historical articles from the publication, with one or two minor additions in the interest of advancing the narrative.

			I have tried to re­create the linguistic Tower of Babel that was the treaty port of Shanghai between the world wars. As well as En­glish (in its British, Irish, American, and Australian variants), other commonly spoken languages ­were Yiddish, German, Rus­sian, Portuguese, French, Italian, and Spanish, as well as Tagalog, Korean, and Japa­nese. Shanghai was also, of course, a melting pot of Chinese dialects—­Mandarin-­Pekingese dialect and Cantonese as well as, obviously, the local Shanghainese dialect. I have used the Reverend Donald MacGillivray’s A Mandarin-­Romanized Dictionary of Chinese (eighth edition, 1930) to standardise the Wade-­Giles system of romanisation. That said, ­there is no definitive answer to most of ­these romanisations.

			It’s worth noting that most slang, curses, racial epithets, and colloquial words and terms used are specific to the time and place and may, if not viewed in the context of the period and place, trou­ble modern sensibilities. Throughout I have sought to use ­those words and phrases most commonly noted in memoirs and news­papers of the time. Many are now deemed offensive, and I have no desire to revive them except in the interest of historical accuracy. Between the wars Shanghai was certainly highly cosmopolitan, but it was, in many ways both formal and informal, segregated between the Chinese and the foreigners. At times the two communities interacted and overlapped—­this went for the respective criminal minority as well as the law-­abiding majority of the city’s populace—­but, for most of the characters in this book, Shanghai was a Chinese city where they invariably worked, played, and committed criminal acts largely with other foreigners.

			At a time of ever-­escalating inflation in Shanghai in the late 1930s and early 1940s, calculating any prices in the text into ­today’s money is problematic. Shanghai used multiple currencies and did business in anything considered reliable, from gold bullion to Indian rupees. The Mexican silver dollar was the most trusted currency during the time of the Badlands and was imported in ­great volume. The Bank of China issued Chinese one-­dollar, five-­dollar, ten-­dollar, fifty-­dollar, and hundred-­dollar notes, though inflation made ­these problematic, as did rampant forgery. Coiners also put out fake coppers—­three hundred (real ones) equalled one silver dollar. As a rough guide, Shanghai Mexican silver dollar amounts can be multiplied by six for an approximate equivalent U.S. dollar sum in 2017.

			—Paul French, London, August 2017

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Shanghai was a prize won ­after victory in an opium war, a war waged by ­Great Britain to open China to a drug that caused pain, waste, and death in the ­Middle Kingdom while enriching the western nations. The foreigners claimed Shanghai as part of their victory terms, cauterised it from the rest of China by a most unequal treaty signed in the face of British gunboats. And so a strange urban aberration grew up on the banks of the Whangpoo River, close to the mouth of the Yangtze River, gateway to the vast Chinese hinterlands. The foreigners who came to build the city described Shanghai as a shining light, an example to the heathen darkness of China of the benefits of ­free trade and modernity. To ­others, the freebooting city was ­little more than a magnet attracting adventurers and ne’er-­do-­wells; a festering goiter of badness; stolen territory. Yet good, bad, or not caring ­either way, grow Shanghai did, from walled fishing village in dread of marauding pirates to an international ‘treaty port’ and the world’s fifth largest city by the 1930s—a deafening babel of tongues, a hodge­podge of administrations, home to hopeful souls from several dozen nations joined together by one ­simple guiding ethos: money and the getting of it. In a hundred Sunday sermons from the missionaries who hoped to bring the light to China, Shanghai was the insanity of Sodom incarnate. Shanghai became a legend: the Wild East. By the 1920s, three and a half million ­people called the nine square miles of the International Settlement home.

			The International Settlement governed itself—­not a colony like Hong Kong or Singapore, but a treaty port, a place of trade and enrichment for the conquerors. The Settlement was administered by an elected Municipal Council composed mostly of foreigners—­‘Shanghailanders’—­and, ­later, grudgingly a few ‘Shanghainese’ Chinese. The foreign-­run Municipal Police enforced the law and, if needed, the Shanghai Volunteers would muster to reinforce the foreign troops stationed in the city to protect the Settlement. The Settlement represented fourteen foreign powers—­Belgium, Brazil, Denmark, France, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, ­Great Britain, and the United States—­who had extracted treaty port rights from a weak and teetering Qing Dynasty China. Each had its own consulate and courts within the Settlement, for within the Settlement a foreigner was not subject to Chinese justice but only to that of his or her own nation. This extraterritoriality meant that an American could only be called before the American court, a Briton before the British court and so on and so on. A mixed court was created to resolve ­legal issues between foreigners and Chinese, with a foreign assessor sitting alongside a Chinese magistrate.

			The French refused to join the Settlement and maintained their own adjacent concession with their own municipal council, police force, troops, and justice system. The vastness of China abutted the foreign concessions to the north and to the west. ­Those areas, the roads just beyond the Settlement’s borders, became contested no-­man’s-­lands. As China spiraled downward ­towards war with Japan, the once leafy and suburban Western Roads area of the city transformed into a ‘badlands’ of gambling, dope, and vice.

			Shanghai’s existence was the most direct manifestation of the weakness of the ailing Qing Dynasty—­Chinese soil taken by foreign powers. In 1911 the 267-­year-­old dynasty collapsed, and a Chinese republic was born. That republic descended swiftly to infighting and fratricidal dispute. Warlords ­rose and ruled ­giant swathes of China the size of Eu­rope with their own private bandit armies throughout the 1920s. China appeared constantly on the point of collapse, about to fragment into a hundred warring states. Against this chaos Shanghai stood solid, prospered, and grew.

			Shanghai between the world wars was a home to ­those with nowhere ­else to go and no one ­else to take them in. Its International Settlement, French Concession, and Badlands district admitted the paperless, the refugee, the fleeing; ­those who sought adventure far from the ­Great Depression and poverty; the desperate who sought sanctuary from fascism and communism; ­those who sought to build criminal empires; and ­those who wished to forget. The city asked nothing of them, not visas nor money nor status. Shanghai became a city of reinvention. It reinvented old China as something modern, glittering and golden, where a Chinese peasant ­didn’t have to chi ku, ‘eat bitterness’, as generations of their forebears had, but could grow rich and flourish. It transformed an unwanted orphan, born in a cold-­water tenement in the American Midwest, on the run from a maximum-­security prison, into a millionaire through slot machines, roulette wheels, and vio­lence. It transformed a hungry and ambitious Jewish boy from the Vienna ghetto, dreaming of an escape from poverty, into a master impresario who created dazzling dance hall spectaculars with chorus lines that rivalled anything New York, London, or Paris could muster, alongside a casino empire such as the Far East had never seen before.

			But no city, not even Shanghai, was big enough for all ­those who sought to profit from it. And so inevitably men, nations, and ideologies clashed in an ever-­expanding orgy of vio­lence and retribution, while an invading Japa­nese army raped and ravaged outside the gates of the International Settlement.

			Shanghai was surrounded—by sea to the east and south and by the ferocious pillaging armies of Japan to the north and west. In August 1937, the Japa­nese bombed the Chinese-­controlled portions of the city. They avoided attacking the foreign concession, not yet wanting war with the Eu­ro­pean powers and Amer­i­ca, and so the International Settlement and the French Concession became the ‘Solitary Island’ (Gudao, as it was dubbed by the Chinese). Lines long demarcated and agreed upon ­were crossed, negotiated spheres of influence ­were laid to waste, and thousands of innocent ­people were killed. While the phosphorous flames of the fox demons of war swirled through the burnt-­out streets and devastated quarters of the Chinese portions of the city, the Japa­nese entered the ­house and took every­thing. ­Those who could escape did so, but many ­were left ­behind in the City of Dev­ils.

			This book is a true account of the lives of two men who inhabited Shanghai in its last, ­dying days before Pearl Harbor, when it fell definitively to the Japa­nese occupation. Joe Farren, born in the Vienna ghetto as penniless Josef Pollak, had come to Shanghai as an exhibition dancer and risen to become ‘Dapper Joe’, the city’s own Flo Ziegfeld, ­running the best chorus lines in the swankest nightclubs, and finishing up with his name in neon above the Badland’s biggest casino. His partner in that last, most lavish Shanghai venture was another man who changed names and identities—­Jack Riley, ex–­U.S. Navy, wanted prison escapee, who began his China Coast criminal ­career as a bouncer in the toughest rookeries of northern Shanghai and ­rose to be the city’s slots king, controlling ­every slot machine in the city.

			Over the years the two men edged warily around each other as they became rich and power­ful, as between them they created much of the city’s reputation as an international capital of sin and vice. Joe constantly sought more and accepted the city’s temptations if they facilitated his rise; Jack greedily grasped any and ­every opportunity that presented itself. ‘Dapper Joe’ and ‘Lucky Jack’ collided, collaborated, clashed, and then made truce and partnered, a ­thing nobody could have predicted.

			In November 1940 they bestrode the Badlands of Shanghai like kings, the streets their kingdom, their gigantic nightclub and casino their palace, while all around the Solitary Island ­were desperation, poverty, starvation, and genocide. They thought they ruled Shanghai; but the city had other ideas.

			This is the story of their rise to power, as part of Shanghai’s foreign underworld; it is also the story of their downfall and the trail of destruction they left in their wake. Shanghai was their playground for a flickering few years, a city where for a fleeting moment even the wildest dreams seemed pos­si­ble.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The Dev­il’s Last Dance

			February 15, 1941—­Farren’s Nightclub, 
­Great Western Road, the Shanghai Badlands

			Shanghai is not the city it once was . . .’ She heard it over and over again, repeated so often it had become received wisdom. At the still-­swank cocktail parties just off the stunning waterfront Bund; at dinner parties in the still-­elegant apartments and villa ­houses of the French Concession . . . Since August 14, 1937, Bloody Saturday, Shanghai was not what it once had been.

			She disagreed.

			Not that the war, the bombings, the Japa­nese ­hadn’t changed ­things, but that change ­wasn’t all bad. Shanghai clouds had silver linings. Her ­father, a bullion dealer, was making more money than ever: inflationary and uncertain times meant demand for gold had soared. The Japa­nese encirclement of the foreign concessions was an incon­ve­nience; fewer ships came and went; airplane ser­vice was erratic to non­ex­is­tent. Life in the protected Solitary Island could be tiresome as it meant many of life’s goodies ­didn’t make it to Shanghai anymore, but nothing was insurmountable.

			For Alice Daisy Simmons, just turned twenty-­eight, a Shanghailander by birth, unmarried and a partner in her ­father’s firm, Solitary Island life was exciting. From her Frenchtown pent­house, the wardrobe stuffed with tailor-­made gowns and Siberian furs, Alice looked out on a city that twinkled at night like a jewel box. They all knew war raged in the hinterlands, that the war­time capital at Chungking was bombed nightly, that ­little seemed to stand in the way of the Japa­nese Imperial Army and their desire to subjugate all China. But ­here, in Shanghai’s foreign concessions, the neon still shone brightly, taxicabs still hustled for fares, and the nightclubs swung just like before.

			While other Shanghailander girls had been shipped out—­down to Hong Kong, away to far-­off Australia—­she had stayed. Her ­father believed in Shanghai, believed the Japa­nese would want it to remain a special place that generated profits for them. Therefore they would leave it alone, ring-­fence it, and let Shanghai do what it had always done: make money. She believed that too.

			And so she had remained in the Solitary Island, and found it a surrounded citadel where ­those who could afford it continued to dedicate themselves to plea­sure as the rest of the world burned around them. This was Shanghai in 1941, and she was part of it.

			A chill Shanghai February, close to midnight. Alice arrives at Farren’s on the ­Great Western Road, her favourite nightspot, supposedly the largest in the Far East. The place enthrals her. ­After the Japa­nese invaded the western districts of the city and allowed the cabarets, casinos, dope dens, and brothels of the Badlands to spring up cheek-­by-­jowl alongside the streets and boulevards of the Settlement and Frenchtown, she had begun making excuses to avoid the stuffy drawing room soirées; the boring tittle-­tattle of lunchtime tiffins and Frenchtown cafés. What she discovered, ­under the neon lights, beyond the velvet rope, was Farren’s and its three floors of roulette, chemin de fer, and craps.

			She is known ­here, treated with re­spect, among ­people who feel the same thrill. The young Austrian refugees who man the doors swing them wide open and usher her in with exaggerated bows and cheeky winks. The head doorman, Walter, a ­great bear of a Viennese but always charming, helps Alice out of her fur as a coat-­check girl has a hanger ready. He motions her ­towards the bar, where Joe Farren, the patron of the club and master impresario of Shanghai’s war­time nightlife, pours her a glass of champagne from an ice bucket that stands on the corner, always full, ready for Dapper Joe to toast his most favoured clientele. He kisses her cheeks and raises his own glass. They clink flutes. He whispers in her ear over the sound of the band whipping up a storm on the dance floor. She ­doesn’t quite hear what he says but nods and smiles. With Gentleman Joe it’s always compliments.

			Alice moves through the diners and dancers, ­those left in Shanghai lucky enough to be able to afford steak and champagne, to shrug off their cares and dance. It’s a dwindling group, but ­those best able to party and ­gamble come to Farren’s. She heads up the staircase to the gambling floors and makes for the roulette ­tables where her cohort of fellow gamblers gathers nightly. Alice favours roulette, a game of pure chance that rewards only ­those willing to believe in the long odds and with the money to stay in the game all night. It is always surprising that so many in Shanghai, a city that few bet on surviving much longer, should worship at the roulette ­table. But the ­tables are packed. ­There are no spare stools, though she knows they ­will always find a place for her.

			Usually she would begin her eve­ning talking with the pit boss, Gentleman Joe Farren’s partner, Jack Riley. Where Joe is suave, all middle-­European elegance, Jack is American bluntness with a rough charm. But she knows Jack ­wouldn’t be around to­night; ­she’d heard Jack had trou­ble with the courts and was lying low. Some thought he’d skipped town; ­others that he was hunkered down over in Hongkew, up by ­Little Tokyo, and ­wouldn’t be reappearing anytime soon as the law, or what was left of it in Shanghai, had sworn to jail him.

			She stops to drink a good-­luck toast with a few friends who also spend their eve­nings at the Farren’s roulette ­tables. Then she de­ci­des to see if the gods of good joss are with her that eve­ning and heads ­towards the ­table. Albert Rosenbaum, Jack’s number two and stand-in pit boss, sees Alice and winks. He taps the shoulder of a Chinese dandy and whispers in his ear. The dandy has been betting low amounts and coming up evens, so neither he nor Farren’s is ahead. The dandy refuses the croupier’s offer to bet and decides to call it a night, pocketing a few chips in a pile that Rosenbaum has added to as an incentive to vacate his place. Rosenbaum motions to Alice to take the vacant spot. He places a pile of chips on the ­table for her, and she sees him make a note in his ­little notebook of the amount. A good pit boss always makes sure the regulars with money to burn have chips in front of them.

			Alice sips the last of her champagne. She nods to Joe as he comes up the stairs from the bar and heads up one more flight to his top-­floor private office with Rosenbaum.

			Suddenly, she hears shots and screaming from downstairs. She knows what’s happening. This is the Badlands; desperate gunmen had raided other nightclubs and casinos. She watches the players at the next ­table scramble under­neath. Then more screaming, shouting, glass shattering. More gunshots, this time on the gambling floors. A light fitting shatters; wood splinters fly as a shot hits the wall opposite the roulette ­table. She hears footsteps heavy on the stairway and turns round. Alice is surprised to see Jack Riley, shotgun in hand, with his German bodyguard, Schmidt, waving a Mauser, scattering ­people looking to get down the stairs. Jack ­shouldn’t be ­here; the police are hunting him; he is Shanghai’s most wanted man. He smiles at her, his usual broken-­tooth grin she knows so well. He looks embarrassed, and then he looks away. Jack and Schmidt point their guns up at the ceiling and fire. Croupiers are diving for cover. Jack glances back at her momentarily. Then she feels a sharp burning sensation in her back and falls to the floor.

			March 28, 1941—­Young Allen Court, 
Shanghai International Settlement

			A lone and friendless, Jack Riley is holed up in the Young Allen apartments on the Chapoo Road, Hongkew. He is not so Lucky Jack now. Only the vast stretches of Shanghai’s Eastern District—­Hongkew, Yangtzsepoo, the Northern External Roads—­offer the possibility of sanctuary. This is predominantly Chinese Shanghai, effectively outside Shanghai Municipal Police day-­to-­day control. It’s policed by the Japa­nese, its northern edge raked by Imperial Japa­nese Army snipers and trashed by civilian Japa­nese looters who call themselves ronin. Hongkew is now inhabited only by transients, Chinese refugees from the countryside, Japa­nese army deserters, and marauding pi-­seh hoodlums for hire. Jack is on the lam and paying over the odds, in cash daily, for the flop. Every­one knows he’s on the run, the newspapers revelling in the fact that, fi­nally, the odds are stacked against the Slots King of Shanghai. His crew, dubbed Riley’s Friends, have evaporated. All of his former allies are in the wind.

			Shanghai is a dead end, a lethal cul-­de-­sac. ­There’s no way out. No white man would last five minutes in the occupied countryside outside the city, where Japa­nese Navy bluejackets roam. The sea is twenty Jap-­infested miles downriver, and the Whangpoo River is on lockdown, with ­Little Tokyo’s marine gendarmerie on patrol. Frenchtown is too small, with too many enemies—­the Sûreté, the Vichyites, the Frenchtown Corsicans he’s crossed before. The Badlands is crawling with trigger-­happy, dubiously fresh-­badged faux-­police goons of the Chinese collaborators and nasty Japa­nese Kempeitai, Tokyo’s homegrown version of the Gestapo, military police fingernail pullers, who’d love to give him a beating and then claim the bounty. They used to smile like friends, take his fat envelopes stuffed with cash, break bread and parley. ­Every last one of them knows Jack’s mug intimately—­they took money off him for long enough. Jack ­won’t get any help from the Shanghai Badlands Syndicate ­either. Thanks to him, it’s over. He’s interfered with business, broken rule number one: ­don’t draw undue attention.

			It’s not that he ­doesn’t have regrets; it’s just that he ­doesn’t have many. He feels bad for not having treated Babe and Nazedha, the only two real ­women in his life, better. He wishes ­things had worked out better with Joe. He ­can’t get the image of that girl, Alice, out of his head, at the roulette ­table, falling down to the floor, her eyes on him all the time.

			So ­here is Jack, among the rubble and the smouldering timbers, the result of Imperial Japa­nese Navy bombs aimed at the main railway line out of the city. The room is bare, cold, the fireplace useless, even if he had coal—­and nobody without serious connections in Shanghai has had coal for months. He’s left with a Japa­nese hibachi stove and precious ­little charcoal to fuel it. The place reeks from his chamber pot, the toilet broken. An iron bedstead, an ancient mattress made rancid and lumpy by a thousand arses, a thin red eiderdown that’s never seen a laundry. A ­little balcony, but he dare not show his face. Late at night he hears the ping of the solitary shots from Type 97 sniper ­rifles picking off poor indigents out scavenging firewood. Their bodies are left in the street. The first night he woke up scratching, the wall­paper covered with bugs, a seething mass. He sleeps fully clothed, but the lice get in anyway, marking his arms and legs like the worst kind of track marks. Jack never took to the toot juice or the needle; he was always a caffeine and Benzedrine junkie. He’d kill for a cup of joe now, and he’s down to a handful of bennies his old squeeze Babe cadged for him ­under the ­counter at the Sine Pharmacy on the Hongkew Broadway. He knows he has to stretch them out to keep alert and stop the tremors from kicking in.

			He is too well known to leave the building—­who ­doesn’t know Slots King Jack’s trademark chipped-­tooth grin? ­Every schmuck who ever bought a two-­cent beer or a dollar hooker down at the Jukong Alley brothel shacks, or cruised Ave­nue Eddy for better-­class working girls, or took in the floor show at DD’s, ritzed at the Paramount, spun a wheel at Farren’s, bet on the mutts at the Canidrome, attended the Friday night fights in Frenchtown, watched the baseball, caught the super fast Basque boys at the jai­ alai, shot the shit at the Fourth Marines Club, slummed it in the Scott Road Trenches or huddled out back of Blood Alley for the bareknuckle Square-­Gos knows him, ­every single one of them now a betrayer.

			­There are ­rifle butt–­sized holes gouged in the masonry where the Japa­nese used the building to snipe Nationalist soldiers in ’37. He ­can’t bathe or shower and uses an increasingly blunt razor to shave his face. He is deteriorating and he knows it—­his collar grimy, cuffs filthy. His teeth ache, his gums bleed, and the cold makes his fin­gers hurt. Jack Riley is, for the first time in a long, long time, desperate.

			Crouched by the win­dow he hears the end, the growling engine of the Red Maria. Men spill out the back, taking up position in full body armour—­they’re expecting him to shoot it out. The Municipal Police riot squad has come with wide-­bore guns, the safety catches flicked off, corporals shouldering ugly Chinese knock­off Mauser M.1896 semi-­automatics with broom-­handle grips—­old-­school and nasty. ­There are huge white boys with the red hair of Ireland, the meanness of Ulster, and the menacing grins of ­England; oilskin-­clad Sikhs standing ramrod straight, handpicked for the elite squad and armed with .303 carbines. Snipers take up positions, alongside a man with a teargas bomb.

			The Young Allen apartment complex is strangely ­silent. The riot squad ­won’t hesitate. Their standard ­orders? Shoot to kill, then count to ten. How the hell had it come to this? Jack slides ­under the bed frame in the hope it’ll offer some protection. He stares up at the rusty springs of the iron bedstead; he can almost feel the men’s fin­gers caressing the triggers outside. Maybe ­he’ll be Lucky Jack just once more . . . before it all gets shot to shit.

		

	
		
			Part one

			The Rise to Greatness

			Shanghai is a big city. It is a modern city. It is also a unique city. Its up-­to-­the-­minute citizens live in skyscraper apartments and pent-­houses, listen and dance to the latest in swing ­music.

			—China Digest, 1940

			Shanghai: saturated in riches and crimes, in vanities and vices, in miseries and poisons . . .

			—Marc Chadourne, 
Tour de la terre: Extrême-­Orient (1935)

			Let us sing of that old tavern, where dark Louis used to dwell

			Where the Olgas and the Sonyas cast their spell

			Of Whitey Smith, Bo Diddley and the ­little Carlton girl

			Of Joe Farren and his own sweet Russky Nell

			—‘Maloo Memories’, a pastiche 
of an old Shanghai Volunteer Corps song

		

	
		
			1

			Born Fahnie Albert Becker, the custodians called him John. His origins ­were a subject of rumour and conjecture, an ever-­changing story as the years and then the de­cades passed. But the man who would be Jack Riley to all in Shanghai was prob­ably born in a Colorado logging camp near Manitou Springs in 1897, the son of a certain Nellie Shanks and Albert Azel Becker. His old man, a violent alcoholic, was gone before his son’s first birthday. His ­mother, broke and deserted, dumped him in a Tulsa orphanage, where the custodians beat the boys and left them hungry at night. Becker deci­ded to bail when he was seven. He bummed around and somehow reached Denver, where he got a job polishing brass and emptying spittoons in a nightclub, sleeping out back; the joint was part casino, part dive bar, part brothel.

			At seventeen he found a home and a ­family in the United States Navy. He shipped out of San Francisco for Manila on the U.S.S. Quiros as an apprentice seaman for two years on Yangtze Patrol, the ‘Yang Pat’ of the United States Asiatic Fleet. The Quiros was part of a squadron that patrolled upriver from Shanghai to Chung­king and all ports in between, protecting U.S. citizens and interests, guarding the tankers of John D. Rocke­fel­ler’s Standard Oil Com­pany, the up-­country terminals of Texaco, and the packed ware­houses and go-­downs of British-­American Tobacco.

			Discharged in 1919, Becker ­couldn’t think of anything better to do than re-­enlist for another tour, this time Manila to Shanghai. Nights off he spent playing craps in the Hongkew and Chapei sailor bars and drinking along Blood Alley with money won in prizefights out back of the bars. Righ­teous bucko mate, rated fighter, all-­round good guy. Then he was back aboard and upriver to Wuhu, Nanking, and Chungking, his downtime spent boxing on deck, ­going ashore to play baseball, or shooting craps in the mess. The Yang Pat rotated and the Quiros headed home. John Becker was honourably discharged in 1921.

			John Becker stepped ashore in San Francisco and wandered the port towns of California, staying in one-­night cash-­only flops, eating corned beef in sawdust-­floored restaurants or chop suey in all-­night Chinese diners, oyster shells crunchy underfoot. Then came Prohibition, and he switched to speakeasies and shebeens, sucking down rotgut hooch, sandpaper gin, and near beer. Eventually he ran out of money and headed back to Oklahoma, to Tulsa County; the only city he could vaguely call home, though his memories of that orphanage and the violent custodians ­were far from warm.

			He got a gig at a taxi com­pany. He knew engines, and the com­pany could save a mechanic’s wage by having him ser­vice his own vehicle. In 1923 Becker was still driving drunks home on the late shift, but he knew for sure Tulsa was a bust. Darktown was in cinders ­after the Greenwood race riots, and crime was out of control.

			One night he picks up two guys at the Cave House speakeasy out on Charles Page Boulevard. It’s a good fare, and Becker has been drinking and feels like he can ­handle ­these boys. When they get to the destination, a ­house in the suburbs, the men tell John Becker to wait while they pick something up, and then ­they’ll head back to town. The meter’s still ­running, he’s supping a quart of rye, so what the heck. The men walk up to the ­house across the lawn, the outline of their hats vis­i­ble as they open the door and smoke wafts out into the dark night air. ­There’s shouting, commotion, and a shot; the men come out fast, dragging a third who ­doesn’t look like he wants to leave.

			If you believe John Becker, he ­didn’t know anything till he heard the shouting and the shot. The men threw the third in the back and jumped in, punching the daylights out of the poor sap. Becker drives them to another ­house, and they drag the beaten guy in with them, but not before one of the men hands him a hundred-­dollar bill and tells him to vamoose. The next day the cops show up and bust Becker for kidnapping. His fare had boosted an illegal dice game, killed one of the punters, and kidnapped another. ­There’s a kidnapping epidemic in the Midwest, and it’s re-­election year, so the judge is not inclined to go easy. John Becker goes down for thirty-­five years in the Oklahoma State Penitentiary, McAlester.

			His civvies are confiscated, his head shaved to prevent lice; he’s fingerprinted and photographed. On the cellblock: big guards with black batons; seven-­by-­three-­foot cells; a disinfectant-­filled bucket for your shit; a deafening siren in case of escape or riot; bad, bad food; men praying; hardened cons deranged with untreated syphilis, sobbing for their mamas; the mad and the bad of McAlester.

			Becker plays dice for smokes. He becomes a trusty and gets a job in the shop. An old lag shows him how to make a pair of loaded dice that ­will always come out the way you want, if you learn to throw them just so and distract the heels. ­Those hours of pitching with the Yang Pat crew prove useful; he becomes the starting pitcher on the prison baseball team. They head for an out-­of-­pen game in McAlester City, and when the team heads one way with the guards, Becker heads the other. Walking away, the sweat streaming down his back, he waits for a guard’s bullet to smash into his spine. Not ­running, not turning back, heart beating fit to jump right out of his chest. But the bullet never comes. He hops a freight ­running the St. Louis–­San Francisco line. He’s just skipped out on the lion’s share of a three and a half de­cade stretch.

			On the run, he’s in a San Francisco boarding­house down on the Embarcadero—as far west as you can get without swimming. He’s spent nights in hobo camps where nobody asks your name. Now he needs to hunker down, stay out of sight, hope Oklahoma forgets about him. He knows he got lucky; he got a second chance. He quits the booze and the smokes—no profit in ­either. He rolls a drunk tramp on the waterfront and nabs his papers, and he’s ­Edward Thomas Riley now. Fahnie Albert Becker is history. He likes Jack better than Edward, thinks ­he’ll keep the T, and Riley suits just fine too—­anonymous, everyday, all-­American. ­There must be thousands of Jack Rileys out ­there. But some ­things are more difficult to change than your name.

			Jack sits at a small ­table, rolls up his sleeves, and pours caustic soda in a glass. He takes off his leather ­belt and puts it between his teeth, then lays two hand towels out next to the glass. He takes three deep breaths, looks out the win­dow at the scrappy backyard of the boarding­house, and dips the fin­gers of his left hand in the chemical mix. The acid burns, and he snorts through his nose, forcing himself to dip each fin­ger, then switches to his right hand, breathes ­really deeply, and repeats the process—­thumbs and all. He takes his last fin­ger out and relaxes his jaw, lets the ­belt fall out on his lap. He manages to wrap the towels around his hands and staggers over to the bed. He lies ­there for days, in satisfied agony. The whorls on his fingertips are gone, and they slowly heal and harden into callused skin. It ­ain’t pretty, but he’s a new man with a new start. He signs on as a mechanic with a tramp freighter heading across the Pacific to the Philippines.

			[image: ]

			Jack had liked Manila on his two Navy tours. First he stays at the Seamen’s Mission, but then gets wise to where ­things are ­really happening. He hangs out at Ed Mitchell’s Rhonda Grill, swings by a hole-­in-­the-­wall called Tom’s ­Dixie Kitchen that cooks tender steaks and sells imported Scotch for nine pesos a shot. He laps up the scene at the Metro Garden and Grill Ballroom, watching the Navy boys of the United States Asiatic Fleet drinking iced Pabst. On Christmas Day, the joints round Manila Bay and the Metro are a sea of white hats. It seems ­those boys ­can’t spend their wages fast enough—­booze, girls, dope.

			Jack trades up to a room at the Manila ­Hotel. He gets himself into some craps games and wins himself a stake with ­those magic Oklahoma State Pen dice. He attends the after­noon tea dances at the genteel Bayview ­Hotel to tickle the ears of the Navy wives and buys himself some Saigon linen suits to smarten up his act. Early after­noon he takes in the movies at the theatres near the Malacanyan Palace ­until he realises the seat cushions are teeming with lice; he has to wash his hair with kerosene to kill the bastards. He likes walking the wealthy streets where the rich mestizos and the expat Americans live: the quiet, wide, tree-­lined thoroughfares by the Bay or Dewey Boulevard with high-­end American compounds, a LaSalle convertible in ­every driveway.

			Down at the Metro, Jack hooks up with a local called Paco who shows him the sights. Paco has a British gal called Evelyn who’s got a Rus­sian surname, Oleaga, on account of having been married to a Rus­sian some time back. Paco and Evelyn spot Jack for a bucko-­mate-­on-­the-­lam right off the bat. They hang out nightly at Ed Mitchell’s before hitting the Metro: determinedly teetotaling Jack on the seltzer, Evelyn on the ­house Dubonnet cocktails. Paco invariably gets shit-­faced with his Manilamen ­brothers, leaving Jack and Evelyn to talk. Jack breathes in her chypre perfume and digs her fancy cut-­glass accent. He tells her he wants out. Manila is a steamy version of Tulsa, but Shanghai is the real deal. She confesses she hates this swamp and wants to go to Shanghai too. Jack tells her to look him up.

			A ­couple of weeks ­later Paco pulls a bank heist with his ­brothers on Evelyn’s tip-­off and walks away with forty thousand pesos. ­Evelyn had her claws into the man­ag­er and sweet-­talked every­thing out of him that Paco needed to know to rob the place right when the teller’s drawers ­were full to bursting. Evelyn asks for her share, and Paco laughs, spits in her face, and slaps her across the room before throwing her out on the street and calling her evil. Evelyn, black-­eyed, finds Jack drinking coffee in the Rhonda Grill and tells him the sorry story. Jack takes umbrage on her behalf and walks her back to her Chinatown apartment, where he finds Paco liquored up and smooching a Japa­nese whore. Jack beats the living crap out of Paco and hands Evelyn her cut, only to watch while she kicks Paco repeatedly in the cojones. Paco was right, Jack thinks, you are evil, Evil Evelyn. She stays the night in his ­hotel room, leaving the scent of chypre on Jack’s sheets. The next morning he takes her to the harbour and watches her board a steamer for Shanghai, Paco already forgotten. Evil Evelyn pecks him on the cheek and says she owes him one.

			In Manila Jack sees his first real industrial-­size slot-­machine operation and the gawk-­eyed leatherneck marines lining up to lose their coin on payday. He’d seen slots in Tulsa, but only one at a time in a speakeasy or a blind pig. Nobody had much coin to spare back ­there. But in Manila, they cover ­whole floors. He watches the coins go in, the wheels spin, and a fuck of a lot fewer coins come out. ­Later, a thick-­necked guy comes over and empties the back of the machine into a bucket, right up to the brim. Sweet business. Jack gets friendly with the lanky overseer, some ex-­army Canadian called Penfold, or Pinfold. He explains the slots business to Jack. Easiest money on God’s green earth, no wages wasted on croupiers, machines ­don’t thieve the take, the dumbest hick could figure it out: just pop a peso in the slot, pull the lever, and wave it goodbye. Then do it again . . . and again . . . and again. It’s rigged to the ­house and pays out ten per cent max on a good day.

			It’s time to move on. Jack buddies up with the Navy boys and jumps a U.S. Army transport heading for Shanghai. The U.S.S. Chaumont does the run regular and the crew are always willing to do a favour for a Yang Pat vet. Maybe they could carry the odd cargo from Manila for an old U.S. Navy man trying to make a go of it on the China Coast? Maybe they could at that.

			[image: ]

			The cold weather lingers late in Shanghai the spring of 1930. Jack Riley’s fin­gers feel the cold bad. He’s got a one-­room flop with a shared can up in Hongkew that’s a pay-­by-­the-­day establishment. It’s run by an old Swedish seaman’s ­widow who’s soft on sailors and ­doesn’t hassle him for the rent. He keeps warm in his single divan with a leaky old kerosene heater and stashes his clothes in a mothball-­smelling closet pushed against the mouldy blue walls. By night Jack’s got a gig bouncing the door of the Venus Café, a late-­late-­night cabaret up on the North Szechuen Road, close by the dive bars of Jukong Alley. Babylonian Jewish Sam Levy runs the joint with his sister-­in-­law, Girgee, and they take a liking to Jack. Sam schmoozes the patrons while Girgee keeps the business side of ­things ticking over—­ten cents a dance with the White Rus­sian hostesses. Sam’s happy to have Jack take care of the door, pay him some, and have his com­pany for the Venus’s traditional four a.m. ham and eggs, when the riffraff is sent on its way.

			The Venus is a quiet joint till about midnight, when it becomes a bad-­news mix of off-­duty marines, British squaddies, Shanghai’s foreign lowlife, and slumming swells. Jack is packing knuckle­dusters and a leather cosh, and ­there’s a cutthroat Bengal razor in his breast pocket if ­things go truly south. Feet and fists ­will deal with ninety-­nine per cent of the trou­ble at the Venus, and Jack’s rep as a tasty amateur Navy boxer helps some. He’s partnered with another ex-­Navy tough guy called Mickey O’Brien, who’s solid backup. The two hit it off from day one.

			He’s taken up with a regular at the Venus, Babe Sadlir, who’s been in Shanghai ‘since Christ only knows when’. Brown-­eyed Babe is originally from Nevada via some dark times in San Francisco ­after stabbing a girl who took her man. She ditched the man, dodged the police, and lit out for Shanghai. Babe is one of the legion of ‘White Flowers’ of the China Coast, semi-­high-­class tramps who drift the Settlement, grifting the newly arrived British ‘griffins’, ­those young businessmen with money to spend who work at the ­great corporations, or hongs, as ­they’re known, or the soldiers with pay to waste and the sojourners looking for com­pany while ­they’re in port.

			By day you’ll find Babe topping up her tan by the pool at the Columbia Country Club, scandalising the taipan wives with her Mei Li Bah cigarettes and short shorts that ­don’t leave much to the imagination. By night you’ll find her drinking champagne and snaffling ­free caviar in her tight-­fitting linen dresses—­all on some British or French officer’s tab at the Cercle Sportif Français. She stays out all night a lot and lets Jack crash at her place in the Young Allen apartments on Chapoo Road. They even get it together occasionally. Jack likes Babe: the jagged scar on her neck from some ancient catfight, how she ­can’t speak without cursing, her blonde ringlets. She teaches him the funny-­sounding China Coast pidgin En­glish and a smattering of Shanghainese patter. But she’s got an awful bad dope habit and dis­appears for days, getting glassy-­eyed on the divans in Leong’s opium den out back of the Moon Palace dance hall, a ballroom with a mostly Chinese clientele, on the Hong­kew Broadway. Leong’s sweet on her blonde hair, calls her a ‘fox spirit girl’ and lets her have dope gratis till she can find another sucker to sub her.

			Jack finds Sam’s four a.m. crew are mostly Jewish. ­There’s Al Israel, who runs the Del Monte Café out in the Western External Roads on Ave­nue Haig; the Wiengarten ­brothers, Sammy and Al, who front the Red Rose Cabaret and a bunch of hooch shacks north of the Soochow Creek; Albert Rosenbaum, who’d come to Shanghai from Mexico City via New York; a Swiss heist merchant called Elly Widler, who has you counting your fin­gers ­after ­you’ve shaken hands with him; and the exhibition dancers Joe and Nellie Farren. Babe knows Nellie from the Majestic; Joe’s in tight with the Israelites, being of that persuasion himself.

			One night ­after the ham and eggs Joe tells Jack ­there’s a long-­standing craps game close by, out back of the Isis Cinema, organised by the White Rus­sian band that accompanies the ­silent flicks. ­There’s an old army blanket rather than felt for a shooting surface. Get low down against the wall and roll them dice. The suckers fresh out of California or just off the boat from ­England let Jack Riley use his very own special rolling bones, his sole souvenir of the Oklahoma State Pen. Six the hard way, easy eight, hard ten. Jack rolls a four, ‘­Little Joe from Kokomo’; a snake-­eyes, comes up with three on each dice and calls it ‘Jimmie Hicks from the sticks’. He keeps up the patter to keep the dice flying, the money moving, and nobody looking too closely. The sailor boys and the griffins are in awe of Jack, and they lap up his schtick.

			­They’re long games; they go on till way past dawn. Jack ups the stakes, lures the mugs in, stares down anyone who would like to suggest Jack Riley’s dice ­ain’t straight. He prowls the Trenches bar strip ­after the Venus closes, hearing the Chinese touts crying ‘Poluski girls, Poluski girls’, taking the punters in the craps games out back of the shacks that run the length of the Scott Road and always building his stake a ­little higher. The next step is to gain some real estate of his own, put down some Shanghai roots.

			In the shadow of the North Station train lines, the filth and driftwood of Shanghai pile into bug-­infested lodgings along Jukong Alley, a ghetto no decent resident of foreign Shanghai—­that’s a Shanghailander to you—­would stand for. It’s a million miles from the top joints like the Majestic Ballroom with smoothly mixed whisky sodas—­stengahs, as everyone calls them—and a cloakroom stacked with Siberian furs.
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