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When Renee woke up, she wasn’t in her room at home. It took her a moment to remember where she was. Then she smiled.

She sat up and leaned back against the plush velvet headboard, looking around with pleasure at the suite her boyfriend had booked for the fortnight. There hadn’t been time to check it out last night. She’d only been able to shuck off her shoes and dump her bag in a corner before Jason had distracted her.

It was the penthouse suite, with a wraparound terrace—the most expensive set of rooms in the hotel. Fresh white carnations were set out in a black vase on a side table by the bed. Next to the flowers was a card—Renee leaned over to look at it—saying how delighted the hotel was to be hosting global pop sensation Jason Tsai. Morning sunshine streamed in from the adjoining conservatory.

It was the kind of place Renee wouldn’t have splurged on even in the days when she was spending on her father’s dime. Despite Dad’s wealth, he had an appreciation of the value of money that ruled out certain extravagances.

Jason had a different attitude, but then, it wasn’t like he couldn’t afford it. His last album EXTRA.ordinary had been a huge success in China, Hong Kong, and his native Taiwan, as well as across Southeast Asia.

“Wang Leehom for the TikTok generation,” the South China Morning Post had called him, to Jason’s chagrin. He liked to think he was in a class of his own.

And he was, Renee thought loyally. Their relationship wasn’t public—his fans wouldn’t be happy about it, and Jason had his endorsement deals to think of. But she sometimes entertained herself with imagining the reaction of people back home in Singapore to the fact she was dating Jason Tsai. It would impress her parents’ friends and her old schoolmates more than anything else she’d ever done.

She got out of bed, wriggling her toes in the carpet, and wrapped herself in a crisp white hotel bathrobe, before wandering out to the sitting room.

Jason was taking a phone call out on the terrace, already dressed in a Comme des Garçons hoodie and distressed jeans. Behind him unfurled the lush green expanse of Hyde Park. The city skyline rose up beyond, prosaic and beautiful in the sun. Brown, white, and grey office buildings, Victorian red brick, the ever-present cranes, and in the distance, the geometric glass shapes of the City’s skyscrapers, looming over the squat onion dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral.

Renee’s heart rose. She never got sick of London. She might have been born in Singapore, but she’d chosen this city.

She was admiring Jason’s ass in those jeans when he turned and she saw he was frowning. His face cleared when he met her eyes. He said something into his phone, wrapping up the call, and came in.

“Good morning, handsome,” said Renee.

“Morning.” Jason smiled. A little thrill of anticipation shivered through Renee.

Sometimes she worried about their relationship. Her business kept her busy, but Jason was on another level. He was always touring, or recording, or visiting his parents in their giant suburban house in California, festooned with photos of him at every microstage of development—from kindergarten concerts in Taipei, to his first day at elementary school in Walnut Creek, to that weird Korean magazine shoot he did when he debuted, where he was draped suggestively over a horse.

It was hard to connect the way Renee felt one should in a serious relationship. There were video calls, but either they spoke when it was nighttime for her and Jason had just woken up—and he was not a morning person—or it was nighttime at Jason’s end, which tended to lead his mind towards the bedroom.

Renee had nothing against FaceTime sex in principle, but it was hard to get in the mood when it was the middle of the afternoon and Jason was booked in between a call with suppliers and a session with the tax accountant. And then his feelings got hurt, and she felt bad . . .

But now they were going to have a whole two weeks with nothing to do except focus on each other. Jason was in town to shoot a music video, and he’d extended the trip so they could have a holiday.

It was going to be amazing. Renee would make sure of it.

Jason sat on the sofa opposite her. “How do you look so good when you’ve just gotten out of bed?”

“Thank my dermatologist,” said Renee. “Are you hungry?” She picked up her phone, navigating to the hotel’s online menu. “They serve these gorgeous breakfast spreads here, with cute little waffles. I saw them on Instagram. Are you off carbs at the moment? We could get you an English breakfast—or ooh, grilled lamb kidneys, that’s interesting. Or we could go out? Have you thought about what you want to do while you’re here? Don’t laugh, but I made a spreadsheet.”

Renee swiped away from the breakfast menu on her phone, bringing up her spreadsheet. “There’s so much you never get around to doing when you live in London. I thought we could do a champagne flight on the London Eye? Kind of cheesy, but fun?”

Jason held up his hands, laughing. “Hey, slow down.”

“Sorry,” said Renee, penitent. “You must be jet-lagged. We can get room service and chill. Whatever you want to do.” She set down her phone, smiling up at him. “I’ve been really looking forward to this.”

“Yeah. Totally,” said Jason, but his eyes slid away from hers. He rubbed his thighs, clearing his throat. “Listen, Renee . . .”

Renee waited, but nothing further was forthcoming. Jason avoided meeting her eyes.

Foreboding swept over her, like the shadow of a passing cloud.

“What is it?” she said. She glanced at his phone, in his front jeans pocket.

Maybe something had come up. He was going to have to fly off early, or reshoot the music video . . . “Was that your manager on the phone?”

“No,” said Jason. “I was talking to my mom.”

This wasn’t surprising; Jason spoke to his mother daily. It was one of the things Renee liked most about him. And it meant the call was probably nothing to do with work.

Warm with relief, she said, “You guys are so cute. How is your mom? Are her feet better?”

Jason blinked. “Her feet?”

“You know, the warts on her feet,” said Renee. “We’ve been texting, she told me about them. She said they were caused by the wind entering her liver or something. She was using these weird herbal plasters to get rid of them, but she was running low, so I got some shipped from Singapore. They were a different brand, though. Did the plasters work?”

There was an ominous wrinkle between Jason’s eyebrows. “Why are you texting my mom?”

Renee felt cold suddenly, insufficiently protected. She wished she’d got dressed before coming out into the sitting room. She pulled her bathrobe closer around her, folding her arms. “Her friends at church have a son who’s coming over to do his Ph.D. in London. She wanted advice on where he should stay. Should I not text your mom?”

Jason’s forehead smoothed out. “No, it’s—I didn’t realise you guys were so close, that’s all.” He attempted a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

He was picking at a stray thread protruding from an artistic rip in his jeans. Renee’s hands itched to stop him. She would have done it any other time, but somehow she was reluctant to touch him just then.

“I didn’t mean to overstep,” she said. “Your mom texted me first, so I thought . . .”

“I said it was fine,” said Jason, with a trace of impatience. “Mom will talk to anyone. She’s still in touch with my high school janitor. They trade gardening tips.” He rolled his eyes.

Renee laughed, though she could hear the ring of nervousness in it. She couldn’t tell what, or who, had made Jason impatient. His mom, because she was too gregarious? Or Renee, because of whatever it was she’d done to send this bright morning off course?

It must be the tiredness making him cranky. They’d gone to bed upon arriving at the hotel, but sleep hadn’t been Jason’s top priority last night.

He was coming straight off an intense few months of touring and publicity. Renee needed to be supportive.

“Mr. Vazquez?” she said lightly. “The one who sells Jason Tsai memorabilia on eBay?”

“He rescued her dying bonsai once, so now it’s like she owes him her life,” grumbled Jason. “He’s probably got dibs on my firstborn.”

His mood seemed to be passing. The tightness in Renee’s chest eased.

“That might not be so bad,” she said. “Our kid will be a bonsai master.”

She knew immediately it was the wrong thing to say. Jason’s face twitched.

She could change the subject, try to smooth things over. Instead, Renee said, a hollowness opening in her chest:

“Jason, what’s wrong?”

A muscle spasmed in Jason’s jaw as he came to a decision. He squared his shoulders, letting out a breath.

“Mom was hassling me about this house she wants me to buy back home,” he said, gesturing at his phone. “She’s been nagging me a lot lately about settling down. It’s made me think about the future, and what I really want.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs, and looked her in the eye.

“I want you to know, you mean a lot to me,” said Jason. “Nothing’s ever going to change that.”

“What do you mean?” said Renee, but she already knew.

There would be no lingering over lavish hotel breakfasts, feeding each other cute little waffles; no ambling around her city with their hands in each other’s pockets; no champagne flights on the London Eye or anywhere else. Jason having to cut their holiday short for work would have been the good outcome.

“Look, Renee,” said Jason. “I love spending time with you. You’re gorgeous, you’re smart, you’re funny. But what you and I want out of life, it’s too different. I don’t see us working out long-term.”

He sighed, glancing away, before looking back at her. “I’ve known this for a while, but I wanted to wait till we could talk in person. I felt you deserved that much from me.”

Renee still had her arms wrapped around herself. Her fingers dug into the flesh of her arms.

“Why did we have sex if you were only planning on dumping me?” she blurted, and then was furious at herself for betraying so much. It was a pathetic thing to say to someone who had made it abundantly clear he didn’t give a shit about her feelings. She wouldn’t have said it if she wasn’t so off-balance.

Jason looked pensive, his eyes distant and melancholy. Renee recognised his expression: it was the exact same one he had worn in his recent campaign for Celine. She’d passed a blown-up version in half the MTR stations and shopping malls of Hong Kong on her last trip there. This somewhat undermined its impact now.

“I should have said something last night,” he admitted. “But it was so good to see you again. And you were so excited. I didn’t want to, you know, ruin the vibes.”

Renee’s jaw was starting to ache. “You could’ve thought more about my feelings and less about the vibes.”

“This isn’t easy for me either,” said Jason. “But we’ve got to face facts. What future do we have? My career’s back in Asia. If there was a plan for you to move back to Singapore eventually, maybe we could have worked things out. But you say you like it here. You don’t want to go back.”

“You know what it was like for me there.” Renee’s mouth was dry. She had to swallow before she could get the next words out. “With my family.”

“I get it.” Jason was transparently keen to steer clear of her family, a topic liable to upset Renee at the best of times. “But this isn’t sustainable. You see that, right? We’ve been drifting apart for a while anyway.”

“I’ve been trying,” Renee said, hating the self-pitying wobble in her voice but unable to stop it. “It wasn’t easy to make the time for this vacation, with the new launch for Virtu coming up. But I cleared my diary for you.”

Jason hated it when girls cried. Renee had thought it was cute when he’d told her this on their third date. It hadn’t occurred to her then to wonder how many girls had cried in front of him, and why.

“Oh yeah, your launch,” he said, in an ill-advised attempt to redirect the conversation. “What is it, your fall/winter collection?”

It was October, far too late to start marketing an autumn/winter collection.

“It’s our new homewares line,” said Renee. She’d talked incessantly about Virtu at Home on their calls. But why should Jason have any recollection of that? It was only the thing that had consumed her life for the past eight months. “I’ve been planning to expand the brand beyond womenswear for a while. I showed you the samples. Your mom liked the bowls, remember? I was going to send her some.”

Jason had the grace to look embarrassed. “Sorry. I’ve been busy.”

Renee softened. “I know you are. I know what it’s like. I find it hard to let go of work, too.”

It was a bad idea to let her guard down. She kept forgetting she and Jason were no longer on the same side.

“And I’ve always admired your passion for your business,” he said smoothly. “But let’s be real, Renee. You can’t afford two big careers in a relationship. I need someone who will be with me, who’ll put me first. Can you honestly say you’re willing to do that?”

His face was blurry, famously perfect cheekbones and all. Renee wiped her tears off on her arm, furious at her dumb eyeballs for betraying her. “It’s not like you’ve put me before your job. Or are you the only one who gets to expect that?”

“Let’s not do this.” Jason got up, to make it clear he, at least, was done with the conversation.

“I’ll always care about you,” he said. “I’m just not in love with you anymore.”

Renee registered the authenticity, the gentleness with which Jason charmed interviewers and fans alike. It wasn’t working on her this time, but that didn’t matter. She didn’t matter to him anymore, except as a problem to get rid of.
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Renee decided to walk back to her flat instead of getting a cab. It wasn’t that far. She could go through Hyde Park. The fresh air might help clear her head. And it would be slightly less humiliating to be sobbing in a public park, surrounded by Londoners averting their eyes, than in the back seat of a taxi with the driver right there.

She’d always loved her proximity to the vast green oasis of the park. Its very scale was settling, dwarfing the red buses and tourist coaches stopping and starting along the busy roads bordering its perimeter.

But for once the place’s magic failed her. Renee trudged past stately trees decked in autumn colours and tourists arguing over directions, dragging the suitcase she’d filled with date-night dresses and lingerie behind her.

With typical caprice, the weather had turned. The sun had gone in and the sky was a glowing off-white. The light, reflecting off the ruffled slate-grey surface of the Serpentine, made the grass look greener than ever.

The park wasn’t as busy as it would have been on a weekend, but there were people around, as always in London. Families were feeding the ducks while trying to dodge the geese. Couples were out walking their dogs. Roller skaters skimmed along the broad, even paths. Renee felt like the only lonely person in the world.

Tears kept rising to her eyes despite herself. She wiped them away on her sleeve, sick of herself and her stupid feelings. She couldn’t think of that morning without cringing right down to her soul.

Surely she could have foreseen how things would turn out. The signs were all there, in retrospect—Jason’s reluctance to commit, his growing disinterest.

Anyway, wasn’t this always happening to her? Chasing a man’s approval, only to be discarded when it turned out she wasn’t willing to give up enough of herself. Renee had let down pretty much every man in her life in this way, starting with her father.

With one exception. But that had been a bigger disaster than all the rest.

Ten years had passed since then. It seemed she hadn’t learnt anything from the experience.

“You’re back early from your holiday, Miss Goh,” said the concierge, as Renee entered her building.

Renee didn’t respond. Dragan took one look at her face, then discovered something on his computer screen that required urgent attention.

Renee lived in an apartment complex on the southwestern edge of Hyde Park, a severe-looking structure of white stone, black metal, and glass. Inside, the ambience was that of an upscale hotel someone had, for reasons best known to themselves, set up in a warehouse. A good fifty percent of the flats were unoccupied for most of the year, purchased by Russian oligarchs and Middle Eastern oil barons as pieds-à-terre.

It wasn’t exactly where she would have chosen to live despite its amenities—a private gym, swimming pool, and health spa, as well as the right to claim Kensington Palace as a near neighbour. But she knew she was lucky. Though the business was doing well, she could never have afforded somewhere like this on the salary she paid herself.

And she loved her flat itself. The rooms were airy and light-filled, ridiculously spacious by both London and Singaporean standards, with large windows looking out on quiet residential streets. The flat had been a princely graduation gift from her great-aunt, bestowed partly for affection, but mostly as a blow in her baroque years-long quarrel with Renee’s parents.

Over the years Renee had made the place her own, decorating it with vivid batik fabrics sourced from Indonesia, tropical plants whose carbon footprint equalled that of most celebrities, and rattan chairs that sent her Instagram following into joyful spasms of nostalgia. The fact she didn’t spend all that much time in the flat was beside the point. She liked knowing it was there and beautiful, a haven when she needed it.

Right now, though, the flat seemed abandoned, the light filtering through the windows grey and deadening. Renee poured herself a glass of water and drank it standing at the kitchen counter, shivering. She’d told the smart thermostat she wouldn’t be home for two weeks.

By the time she set her glass down on the counter, her mind was made up. She unzipped her suitcase, grabbing her toiletries bag without looking at the sad, hopeful collection of clothes folded under it.

Her face was a mess. Her eyes were puffy, dried tear-tracks tacky on her cheeks, and her nose was an auspicious, but not especially attractive, shade of bright red.

Jason was probably relaxing in his suite, relieved to have got an awkward conversation over with. Renee snatched up a facecloth, burning with humiliation, and set about repairing the damage.

She took a keen professional interest in her appearance. She worked in fashion; it made good business sense to be beautiful. Her features were all right—apart from her jaw, which was becoming as square as her father’s. But getting her skin under control required the help of a dermatologist, as well as the daily application of an elaborate multistep regime, arrived at after years of painstaking experimentation. The regime was nonetheless vulnerable to being undermined at any moment by hormonal variations, atmospheric humidity, pollution, stress, or the random vagaries of fate.

Her skin was a bloody metaphor for her life, Renee thought ruefully. On paper, her life looked perfect—at least, until this morning. But even before then, had she been happy with Jason? How could you be happy with a boyfriend who lived thousands of miles away; who refused to be pinned down for regular calls; who left your messages on read while plastering selfies with gorgeous starlets all over social media?

She’d kept working at their relationship, because everyone knew that was what relationships needed—hard work. Renee had never lost out on anything for lack of trying. And yet here she was.

It would probably be some comfort to the randos who left mean-spirited comments on her Instagram if they knew how miserable she felt. The thought prompted Renee to take a sparkling selfie when she was done with her face and post it.


Can’t WAIT to share what I’ve got in store for you guys. Just one final push from all of us at @VirtuLabel!



And then she went to work.

Louise looked up, startled, with the expression of a PA who was definitely browsing Vinted.

“Oh hey, Renee,” she said. “Did you forget something?”

Renee didn’t talk much about her personal life in the office. Secrecy outside their immediate family circles had been a precondition of her relationship with Jason. Even though most British people had no idea who he was, Louise talked about watching East Asian dramas, and Renee suspected her of being BTS ARMY.

But Renee had said she was going on holiday with her boyfriend and would only be available in the event of an emergency. Her reappearance called for explanation.

“Plans have changed,” she said brightly. “We’ve broken up.”

Louise looked as though she couldn’t decide whether to be more worried or intrigued. “Oh no! Are you OK?”

Renee had to be OK. It was Louise’s job to manage her diary, not her feelings. Besides, she had things to do: bowls to launch, collections to develop. She’d been so preoccupied with Virtu at Home that their Chinese New Year collection was running behind schedule, and that was their biggest season, when people were buying new clothes to visit their families in, generating the bulk of their annual revenue.

“It’s fine. It was mutual,” lied Renee. “I thought I’d take the chance to catch up on stuff, since my diary’s empty for two weeks. Maybe we’ll even be able to roll out Virtu at Home early.”

This summoned up a hollow rictus on Louise’s face. The team were all feeling the strain of gearing up for the launch. Renee reminded herself to give everyone a bonus. It was looking as though the figures would justify it this year.

“Joke,” she added. But before she could escape to her office, Louise said:

“About your diary—are your evenings free now?”

Renee paused at the door to her office. “What is it?”

“You know the Dior exhibition at the V&A?” said Louise. “I know you said you couldn’t make the private view, but the Selfridges buyer rang this morning to ask if you were going to be there. Her boss is attending and wants to meet you. I wasn’t going to bother you about it, but since you’re in . . .”

“Louise,” said Renee sternly. “If something like that comes up in the future, I want you to text me. I don’t care if I’m on a beach in the Maldives, or pushing out a baby, or whatever. I’ll make it work.”

Louise had wide eyes and freckles scattered across her light brown skin, which gave her an air of innocence. She raised her eyes to the ceiling. “What was it you said at last week’s one-to-one? Something about burnout and the importance of taking breaks . . .”

“Going to a museum is like a break,” said Renee.

Louise gave her a look. Renee said airily, “When’s the event?”

Louise shook her head, but she only said, “Tonight. I’ll send you a calendar invite with the details.”

“You’re a star,” said Renee.

She went into her office, buoyed up. She’d figured the evening would major on bingeing kdramas in her pyjamas while eating Ben & Jerry’s straight out of the tub. Instead, she was going to be out at the hottest exhibition in town, wearing something glamorous.

She knew what it should be, too—her treasured Dior trouser suit from the Raf Simons era, with its pared-back take on the classic hourglass-shaped Bar jacket. She’d bought it for an enormous sum from a dealer in pre-owned couture back in Singapore.

Renee saw herself in a high-ceilinged gallery, drinking champagne (well, probably prosecco) and pitching Virtu to a major retailer.

Take that, Jason. She didn’t need him or anyone else.

Once she was at her desk, the hours flew by. That was the great consolation of her work. Renee might not have a boyfriend anymore. She might not have many friends, or a family in any meaningful sense, or hobbies, or a social life that extended beyond networking events. But she had Virtu.

She had founded Virtu in her teens, starting out by selling bespoke cheongsam to monied women twice her age. She’d grown the brand over the years, designing her own prints based on Chinese brocades and Indonesian batik, producing dresses and suits modelled on traditional Asian attire—from cheongsam to salwar kameez, kimono to baju kebaya.

Dad had provided the capital, though he’d grumbled about it. No one would pay that much for a local brand, he said. They’d shell out for Louis Vuitton or Ralph Lauren, but not for anything made by someone called Renee Goh.

He’d scoffed when Renee reminded him of the existence of Jimmy Choo. But she’d refused to be put off. She had known there was a market for her work out there; she was only making clothes she wanted to wear herself. Over time she’d built a loyal following of women who recognised in her design aesthetic, with its mix of heritage and modernity, something they hadn’t known they’d been looking for.

Now, besides the two Virtu boutiques in Singapore, the brand was stocked in high-end department stores in Malaysia and Thailand. It hadn’t originally been her plan to tackle Europe so early on; the conquest of Asia would have occupied her for years. But since she was here now, the next goal was a London store.

They weren’t there quite yet. The majority of their revenue came from their established markets in Southeast Asia. It was for those customers that the new homewares line was intended. But cracking London was the next thing on Renee’s list, once she was able to raise the necessary funding.

It was possible her dedication to her business was a tad monomaniacal. Her therapist had had a lot to say about it. All Renee could say in her defence was that work was the only thing that had ever given her back what she put into it.

She spent the majority of her working time running the business rather than doing anything creative. A day free of meetings, like this one, was a luxury. She didn’t mean to waste it.

She was deep in the details of a cheongsam—1920s inspired, with broad sleeves past the elbows—when her personal phone rang.

Tearing herself reluctantly from her sketches, Renee stabbed at the screen with a finger, meaning to cancel the call. It was probably some telemarketer . . . unless it was Jason?

It was neither.

“Su Ren.” The voice on the line was male, resonant and authoritative, with a clipped Singaporean accent. It would have been immediately familiar to certain specific groups of people in Singapore and Malaysia: the business press, several politicians, a number of charities, and probably, most of the other people who regularly populated the pages of Tatler Asia.

Renee knew it well, too, of course. Her stomach clenched. “Dad. What’s up?”

She hadn’t spoken to her father in a while. She’d rung him in February to wish him a happy Chinese New Year. Dad had told her to come home and Renee had hung up. That was how their conversations usually went.

“Did something happen?” said Renee. “Is everyone OK?” She thought of her brothers, her mind skating uncomfortably over how she might feel if something bad happened to either of them. Her mind went on to her mom, and her nieces and nephews. A chill struck her heart.

Thank goodness. At least she wasn’t a completely terrible human being.

“What if they’re not OK?” said Dad. “There’s nothing you can do over there, isn’t it?”

Renee stayed silent, which was what she should have done in the first place. She should have learnt by now that there was nothing she could say or do that couldn’t somehow be weaponised by her family against her. That was why she’d stopped talking to them.

“I’m calling about business,” said her father. “I’m planning to step down.”

Renee froze. “What?”

Of all the things she’d have guessed Dad might say, that wasn’t on the list. Her father had been the family business, her whole life. Chahaya Group was synonymous with Goh Kheng Tat.

“I told your brothers this morning,” said Dad. “I’m getting old. It’s time for me to stop working so hard. At this age, I should be enjoying life. Spending time with my family, playing with my grandchildren.”

This was pointed. It was Renee’s parents’ view that at her age, only a couple of months short of thirty-one, Renee was overdue providing them with grandchildren, even though they already had six from her brothers.

“Someone is going to have to take charge of the group,” said Dad. “A business like Chahaya, it’s not easy to hand over.”

The joke about Chahaya was that it owned half of Singapore and had built the other half. It wasn’t much of a joke, because it wasn’t far from the truth.

Both of Renee’s brothers and their wives were employed by Chahaya Group, as were innumerable uncles, aunts and cousins, her parents’ many godchildren, and various others more tenuously connected to the family. It could have absorbed a lot more people—including Renee, as her dad had mostly given up on reminding her.

“I can’t simply pass it on to anybody,” Dad went on. “The company needs someone who can do the job. But I worked so long to build it up. It should stay in the family.” He paused. “Can you hear me?”

Renee was clutching the phone so hard her hand hurt. She made herself relax her grip.

“Yes,” she said.

“What would you say,” said Dad, “if I asked you to take over Chahaya?”
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It took Ket Siong a while to realise he’d misplaced his date for the evening.

He hadn’t come for Alicia’s company, any more than he’d come for the exhibition itself. The name Dior meant as little to him as, he supposed, Shostakovich or Britten would to someone who didn’t care about classical music.

But he felt a twinge of guilt at his inattention. He wouldn’t have been able to attend the private view if not for Alicia Tan. Only current or potential patrons of the museum had been invited—as well as celebrities and socialites whose borrowed glamour might tempt the monied but less famous to dip into their pockets. Alicia had an invite because her father was managing partner of a magic circle firm who occasionally indulged in being a patron of the arts.

Ket Siong was in his best suit, a relic of his performing days. His mother had taken him to his father’s old tailor years ago to have it made up, in a small, unassuming lot that smelt of mothballs, tucked away in a corner of a Kuala Lumpur shopping mall. Mr. Loke had turned out an unexpected masterpiece, though when Ket Siong’s mother had thanked him, the old man said dismissively, “Didn’t do much. If everybody was shaped like your boy, I’d have an easy life.”

Despite the armour of Mr. Loke’s impeccable cut, Ket Siong felt out of place, adrift in a sea of elegant people smelling of designer perfume and champagne. Even the waitstaff were intimidatingly smart in monochrome suits, wafting past with trays of outlandish canapés: tiny glasses of smoked eel suspended in saffron jelly; garlicky curls of octopus nestled in mini charcoal brioche buns; teardrop-shaped dollops of ricotta coated with truffle dust.

Ket Siong conscientiously ate everything offered to him so he could report back to his family, but he wasn’t in a mood to relish the spread. Upscale parties had never really been his scene, and he was out of practice now. He’d declined at first when Alicia asked him to come, but she’d kept pushing.

“I’d feel silly going by myself, and all my friends are busy.” She’d handed Ket Siong the invitation to the event. “Come on, Ket.” Ket Siong went by his generation name with Westerners, to save them having two syllables to butcher, and despite her Malaysian Chinese grandfather, for these purposes Alicia counted as a Westerner. “It’ll be fun.”

The invite bore the Victoria and Albert Museum’s logo on the front, the stark black letters embossed on thick, glossy card stock. The card fell open in Ket Siong’s hand, revealing images of women dressed in bold hues of green and yellow and blue.

“There’ll be free drinks,” said Alicia. “And hors d’oeuvres. We don’t have to stay the whole evening.”

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” Ket Siong began. Then he turned the invitation over and saw the list of major donors on the other side, printed in a grey so discreet it was nearly illegible. One name leapt out at him.

He told his brother about the event, but not about the name he’d seen in the list of donors.

“Are you interested in the exhibition, or the girl?” said Ket Hau.

Ket Siong blinked. “Alicia? She only graduated a couple of years ago. Too young for me.”

“You’re only thirty-one. It’s not that big a gap,” said Ket Hau. “She must not think it is, if she invited you.”

Ket Siong shook his head. He wasn’t sure why Alicia had chosen to invite him, but it wasn’t that. “Do you think it’s inappropriate to accept an invitation like that from the sister of a student?”

The female relatives of the kids whom Ket Siong taught piano had a disconcerting tendency to hover during his lessons. He wasn’t sure what they wanted from him, but he had a feeling he shouldn’t encourage them.

“She’s not the one you’re teaching,” said Ket Hau. “But if you don’t like the girl, should you go? You don’t want to give her the wrong idea.”

“I don’t think I would,” said Ket Siong. “Alicia was very clear it wasn’t a date.” She had placed so much emphasis on this point that it might have been offensive, if not for the fact that Ket Siong wanted it to be a date even less than Alicia did.

Ket Hau gave him a look. “What’s the draw, if it’s not the girl? I didn’t know you were into fashion.”

Ket Siong shrugged, but he’d known his brother would ask. After a moment he said, “She was so insistent, it was hard to say no. And it’d be something different. It’s been a while since I’ve done anything like this.”

“Had fun, you mean,” said Ket Hau.

It was true their life in London over the past three years had held little space for fun. They had not come here via the usual pathways of schooling or work or marriage. They hadn’t originally been planning on leaving Malaysia at all. It had been hard to believe that flight would be necessary, until the fact was forced upon them.

As a result, they’d had to start from scratch, with very little preparation, practical or emotional, for what proved to be a new life in the UK. Navigating the bureaucratic complexities of the immigration system, gaining employment, and finding a place to live had absorbed all their energy at first.

It had taken years to achieve the relative stability they enjoyed now. But Ket Hau had yearnings for more.

Not for himself. He claimed to be content with his job as a paralegal at a City law firm, spending his days putting together court bundles and reviewing stupefyingly boring documents.

“You forget the conditions I worked in back home,” he told Ket Siong. “I kept asking for a new office chair because mine was killing my back and they kept saying, no budget. Now I can have as many Herman Miller Aerons as I can sit on. I could line up three and sleep on them if I wanted.”

Admittedly, paralegalling didn’t pay much relative to the cost of living in London. Ket Hau earned just enough to enable them to live in a cramped flat and feel constantly stressed about it. But he was studying to pass the SQE, and his earning power would be improved once he qualified as a solicitor. The fact that he hated what he was doing was, he said, irrelevant.

For Ket Siong, though, Ket Hau demanded more than a decent job with as many expensive office chairs as his heart could desire. He wanted nothing less than that Ket Siong should be happy.

That wasn’t something Ket Siong had been able to give his brother for some years now.

“I don’t see why you shouldn’t go,” said Ket Hau. “How much would it cost if you had to buy a ticket, twenty quid? Do it, Siong. You can come back and tell us about the canapés.”

So here Ket Siong was, with that name on the list of donors burnt into the back of his mind.

Alicia had been next to him during the speeches, nursing her glass of champagne and eyeing up the other guests. She must have wandered off after.

Looking for her, he passed mannequins in wasp-waisted cocktail dresses, extravagant satin evening gowns, and impeccably tailored coats. One room recalled the grandeur of a stately home, with mannequins posed in various attitudes in a Grecian gazebo. Another room was overhung with a profusion of trailing artificial foliage, illuminated by shifting multicoloured lights. The dresses on display shimmered and glowed.

It was all somewhat lost on Ket Siong. It was the people there who interested him, not the exhibits. It wasn’t just Alicia he was looking out for.

He rounded the corner into another gallery—a relatively small room, dominated by a ballgown in a column of glass in the centre. Scanning the crowd, Ket Siong’s eyes caught on a man’s profile.

It was as though someone had poured freezing water down his back. He stiffened.

The man was talking to a white woman. From this distance, Ket Siong could only make out a few distinguishing features. A stout, prosperous figure, shorter than most of the other men there, with salt-and-pepper hair. He was in a dark suit—nothing particularly fashionable, to Ket Siong’s untrained eye. He could have been anyone.

But then the woman moved away and the man turned. Ket Siong saw his face. The skin on his forearms prickled, excitement sour in his gut.

Ket Siong had never met the man before, but he knew who he was. Tan Sri Low Teck Wee, chairman of Freshview Industries.

Low was no celebrity. He only happened to control vast swathes of the state of Sarawak in Malaysia, through the conglomerate his father had founded and he had piloted to its present dominance.

Ket Siong had never particularly followed business news. Five years ago, he wouldn’t have known to distinguish Low Teck Wee from any other middle-aged Chinese man. But he’d spent the night before reading articles about Low, and he recognised the face from the photos—a round, weathered, bespectacled face, deceptively jovial, with shrewdness lurking in the narrow eyes.

“Tan Sri,” said Ket Siong.

Low Teck Wee was looking at his phone. He started.

“I’m surprised to see you here,” said Ket Siong. He could feel his pulse fluttering in his throat. His face felt stiff, but he was glad to hear his voice was even.

He glanced at the exhibits ranked behind Low: faceless mannequins in gowns of red and cream and black, trapped behind glass. “Are you a fan of Dior?”

Low laughed. “No, no. My daughter wanted to come. She’s here somewhere.” The way the man spoke—the rise and fall on each syllable so different from the British accent—gave Ket Siong an unexpected pang. It was an accent he associated with home. He didn’t hear it much these days, outside the confines of the flat where he lived with his family.

Low had identified a fellow countryman in Ket Siong, too. He peered at Ket Siong above his glasses. “You’re Charmaine’s friend? You must forgive me. I am getting old, cannot remember names already.”

“You don’t know me, Tan Sri,” said Ket Siong. “But most people have heard of Freshview. I saw The Edge reported record profits for the company this year.”

Low nodded. “You’re from Malaysia? Interested in business?” He didn’t seem surprised at having a stranger accost him. Perhaps he was used to being approached by young men on the make.

“The Ensengei venture must have been lucrative,” said Ket Siong. He’d curled his hand into a fist, his fingernails digging into his palm. He loosened his grip with an effort.

“Management must have been pleased about the Court of Appeal ruling,” he continued. “Didn’t the first instance judge find the area was native customary land? Of course, I hear Freshview continued logging even after that judgment. Perhaps you knew you would be vindicated on appeal?”

The slightly sozzled friendliness evaporated from Low’s face. “Are you a reporter or what?”

“An interested citizen,” said Ket Siong. He did still have a Malaysian passport, though he wasn’t going back anytime soon.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you read online, young man,” said Low. All warmth had fled from his voice. “At Freshview, we do things by the book. Everything above board. Why do you think the appeal court ruled in our favour?”

As though conscious that a defence premised on the irreproachable integrity of the Malaysian judiciary was perhaps not the most robust, he hurried on:

“All these bloggers and so-called journalists like to complain about development. But what would they do without their handphones and their Wi-Fi? If we were all like them, sitting around complaining only, the country would be going nowhere.”

He seemed sincerely outraged. Face meant a great deal to such men, but Ket Siong thought that to Low Teck Wee, being in the right mattered as much as appearing to be right. There might be a way in there.

“Tan Sri,” said Ket Siong. “Do you know what happened to Stephen Jembu?”

Low looked at him, his face wiped blank of expression. He did not say anything. After a moment, he turned on his heel and walked away.

His back radiated defensiveness, as though he expected Ket Siong to pounce at any moment. But Ket Siong made no move to stop him. He stayed where he was, watching as Low was swallowed up in the crowd.

Ket Siong was shaking. He only realised this when an attendant offered him drinks. Reaching out for a glass of orange juice, he saw that his hand was trembling.

Not with fear, but anger. He’d thought he had accepted what had happened, or at least that he had become used to the idea, as one grows inured to horror over time.

Evidently he wasn’t used to it. He felt enraged, but also foolish, scaldingly ashamed of his naïveté. As ashamed as he had felt when he’d first heard the news about Stephen.

He ended up in front of the glass case in the centre of the room, enclosing a mannequin in a ballgown. He stared at it, unseeing, his heart pounding dully in his chest.

He took a deep breath, held it, and let it out, counting to eight, as he’d learnt to do at yoga class. Stephen had had a hot yoga phase, had dragged Ket Siong and his brother to excruciating sessions in a Mont Kiara studio frequented by sinewy expats, until Ket Hau revolted: “I’m sweating my ass off every day in this country and you’re making me do this. If you want to pay hundreds of ringgit to fold yourself into origami, that’s your business. But leave me and Siong out of it. It’s against our religion.”

“Being lazy is a religion now?” Stephen jeered. But he’d come with them for a reparative iced lime juice, and even wangled a refund from the studio for the classes they were no longer doing. Ket Siong saw his face, flushed with triumph, as he held the cash out to Ket Hau.

The vividness of the image was a blessing. Ket Siong could no longer recall the precise timbre of Stephen’s voice.

The adrenaline drained away. With it went his anger, leaving only grief. But grief was a familiar companion by now; it should be easy to bear.

As his mind quieted down and his heartbeat slowed, he found himself following the lines of the ballgown with his gaze, from the bodice down to the skirt, along the train and up again.

The gown was an explosion of ivory tulle, turned gold in the warm lighting of the gallery. The kind of thing a Disney princess might wear, but it had an architectural rigour that even Ket Siong, unused to looking at women’s fashion with any kind of attention, could discern. He wondered what marvels of construction and design an expert might see in the gown. He should have done some reading before coming. The caption only told him that the gown had been designed by Christian Dior for Princess Margaret, to be worn on her twenty-first birthday.

Calm settled on Ket Siong, and he remembered Alicia. He should go find her.

But someone had joined him by the display case. A woman, gazing raptly at the ballgown.

“Isn’t it amazing?” she said. “There’s so much to see here, I feel like my brain is going to explode. Look at that embroidery!”

Ket Siong was not infrequently addressed by strangers in public spaces—mostly women, but sometimes men. He didn’t think he invited it, exactly, but Ket Hau said, “You can’t blame them for trying.”

He was about to give a polite nod and move away, but something about the woman’s voice caught his attention. The accent was unusual—vaguely but not quite American—and it was familiar. But he didn’t really know anyone in London, except for his students.

He looked away from the exhibit. He had no preparation, so the sight of Renee Goh hit him between the eyes like a brick.

The immediacy with which he knew her shocked him. It had been ten years since he’d last seen her, but apparently his brain had stored his memories of Renee in a special compartment, ready to throw them up at the right moment, as fresh as ever. It was as though no time had passed at all.

He’d thought of her, when his family first cast up in London. But as far as he knew, Renee had returned to Singapore after finishing her degree. After so long, it was easy to resist the temptation to look her up online. That chapter of his life was not one he relished looking back on.

Renee’s face had lost some of its softness, the squarish lines of her jaw more evident than they had been before. She’d always been self-conscious about her jaw, but she was no less lovely now—more so, if anything.

Her eyes were exactly the same. Beautiful eyes, shaped like half-moons and shaded by absurdly long lashes, but the most beautiful thing about them had always been their expression, how transparently they conveyed her every emotion.

She did not recognise him. She gave him a discreet once-over. Ket Siong registered, with a sense of unreality, that she was checking him out.

There was a slight trace of uncertainty in her eyes. It struck him that she might be trying to work out whether any interest she expressed had a chance of being reciprocated. Ket Siong probably wasn’t the only straight man at the exhibition, but he was definitely outnumbered.

Whatever Renee gathered from her inspection, it seemed to give her confidence. She smiled. “My name’s Renee.”

“I know,” said Ket Siong. He wondered if Renee often chatted men up at parties. She was wearing several rings, but the fourth finger of her left hand was bare.

“You do?” she said, her smile fading.

“It’s Yap Ket Siong,” he said quickly, as if he was a telemarketer at risk of being hung up on. “Maybe you don’t remember . . .”

Renee’s eyes widened. “Yap Ket Siong?”

Ket Siong felt a kick of apprehension in his stomach. He dreaded seeing her face close down. They hadn’t parted on good terms.

Renee looked him over, this time not bothering to hide her scrutiny.

“Oh my God, it’s really you,” she said. “You’ve grown up!”

Her face came alive, her expression worlds away from what it had been when she thought she was flirting with a stranger. The smile that broke across her face now was a Renee classic, spontaneous and unguarded, a dimple appearing in her left cheek.

Ket Siong remembered the dimple. It had caused him considerable difficulty back in the day. It had seemed to him that it would be a lot easier being in love with her and having to hide it, if not for that dimple.

Relieved, he smiled back, only realising once it happened how unfamiliar the expression felt on his face. “So have you.”

“But this is amazing! I never thought I’d see you again.” Renee took a step closer to him, her hand hovering as if to touch him, confirm he was really there. She flushed and drew her hand back, pushing her hair behind her ear. Ket Siong felt a small, unwarranted stab of disappointment.

“Are you here on holiday?” said Renee.

She seemed genuinely pleased. It was generous of her, given what he’d done the last time they’d seen each other.

It had been a long time, Ket Siong reminded himself. What had passed between them back then meant less to Renee, probably, than it meant to him. She’d had numerous boyfriends before him, and no doubt boyfriends after.

He felt a glow of warmth nonetheless. “I live in London now.”

“Me too.” Renee laughed. “Funny how things work out. I guess everyone comes to London in the end. How have you been?”

Ket Siong’s first thought was of Stephen. He felt his face stiffen, a sick lurching in his stomach. It was Stephen his brother meant when Ket Hau said, “The important thing is, we’re safe, we’re together. Everything else, we can handle.”

“Fine,” said Ket Siong. “What about you?”

“Oh, I can’t even begin to tell you,” said Renee, with feeling. “There’s so much.” She glanced around the room.

The gallery was shadowy, most of the light coming from the spotlights trained on the displays. This threw the gowns into sharp relief, so that they glowed against the velvety black backdrop like jewels, but it also gave the space a deceptive sense of intimacy.

Of course, they were not actually alone. There were a couple of other people there, older women with beautifully coiffed white hair and clothes so deliberately shapeless they had to be the extreme of fashion. They were talking in low voices by a glass case full of sketches, gesturing with their champagne flutes as they pointed out details to each other.

“Do you want to go for a drink?” said Renee, her eyes on the women.

Ket Siong hesitated for slightly too long. The light in Renee’s face dimmed.

“You’ve probably got plans,” she said, so easily Ket Siong wondered if he’d imagined her disappointment. “But we should catch up sometime. I’ll see you around?”

If Ket Siong let her go now, he might never see her again.

“A drink would be great,” he said. “But I came with someone. I should let her know.”

Renee’s expression flickered.

“Oh, you should bring her along,” she said. “Is it your girlfriend?”

“No!” Ket Siong cleared his throat. “No. A friend. Let me just—I’ll go tell her.”

“OK,” said Renee. “Ask her to join us. Will you come back here, or . . .?”

Ket Siong nodded. “I won’t be long.”
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Ket Siong allowed himself a backward glance as he was leaving the room. Renee had wandered over to look at the sketches, her hair falling across her face as she bent her head. She was obviously eavesdropping on the fashionable white-haired women’s conversation. She bit her lip to suppress a smile, that dimple coming and going in her cheek.

Renee had always been like this: alive to the people around her, perpetually ready to delight in their idiosyncrasies. He had to force himself to turn away.

He managed to track Alicia down in a stark white room. Glass compartments covered the walls from floor to ceiling, containing headless mannequins arrayed in white. Alicia was talking to a woman, a very trendy young person with pink hair.

Whatever they were talking about, it was clear it was important to Alicia. She kept glancing sideways at her companion, her hands flying periodically to her hair—twirling a strand around her finger, tucking it behind her ear.

This made Ket Siong feel a little better about his intention to abandon her. He attempted to catch her attention.

This proved more difficult than expected. Staring at her while walking past faux-casually did not work, though Ket Siong passed Alicia twice without looking away from her. He would have done it a third time, except a middle-aged woman in a floral dress noticed him. She gave him a flattening look of disapproval.

It wasn’t part of Ket Siong’s plan to have security called on him. He waited till the watchful floral woman had moved away, then tried his luck hissing and jerking his head—agonisingly aware, all the while, of the fact Renee was waiting by that ivory ballgown, all too capable of inviting the next attractive man she saw out for a drink, or being so invited.

It was evident that Alicia had spotted him, but was determined not to respond. She continued to pretend she didn’t see him even when he approached close enough that he was right behind her interlocutor.

“You all right, Alicia?” said the pink-haired girl.

“Yes! Fine!” said Alicia. “Just got distracted by that gorgeous jacket—no, not behind you. Right here!”

She put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, steering her to look at the display. While the girl was busy inspecting it, Alicia made a vigorous shooing motion at Ket Siong behind her back.

Loath as he was to intrude, Ket Siong felt it necessary to draw a line. He was not accustomed to being treated like a wayward chicken, especially by someone so much younger.

“Alicia, have you got a moment?” he said.

Alicia’s friend jumped, understandably startled to realise he was there. Alicia glared at him.

“I’ll be back in a sec,” she told her friend.

“What’s wrong?” said Ket Siong, when he’d finally succeeded in pulling Alicia aside.

“Ket,” she said, “do you know what ‘cockblocking’ means?”

“Oh,” said Ket Siong.

Fortunately, Alicia simmered down upon hearing his news. He did not mention Renee’s invitation for her to join them.

“Who is this person you’ve run into?” said Alicia, intrigued. “Is it a woman?” She glanced back at her friend, adding, “Or a man? Or other? I mean . . .”

“An old friend,” said Ket Siong, who knew perfectly well what she meant. “Will you be OK getting home?”

“Yes.” But Alicia was avoiding his eyes in a way that suggested home might not be her destination that evening.

It was her brother who was Ket Siong’s student, not Alicia. Still, he’d escorted her here. That gave him some responsibility for her.

“Do you know her well?” he said, glancing at the girl she’d been speaking to. The girl was eyeing Ket Siong suspiciously. “You’ve got my number. Text me if you need anything.”

“I’ll be fine,” said Alicia. “You go. Have fun.”

Renee kept browsing through the displays while Ket Siong was gone. The exhibition was staggering, wonderful. She was glad she’d come, even if nothing came of the encouraging chat she’d had with the Selfridges buying manager. Here were sketches from the hand of Christian Dior himself, right beneath her nose. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to look into the mind of one of the greatest designers of all time.

Yet she was finding it difficult to focus, her mind wandering after Ket Siong. Would he come back alone, or with his friend?

“Friend” covered a lot of ground. Renee had been friends with Ket Siong, once upon a time.

If he brought his friend along, Renee would be able to tell what the precise nature of their relationship was. Not that it was any of her business. But it was the sort of thing that would interest her best friend, Nathalie.

“Eh, hello, hello!” said a voice behind her, making her jump. “I didn’t know you’re here.”

An older Chinese man in a moderately ill-fitting suit beamed at Renee, a glass of bubbly in his hand. She recognised him at once, but it took her a moment before his name came to her.

Low Teck Wee of Freshview Industries, of course. The last time she’d seen him was years ago, when they were sat at the same table at the wedding of the son of an Indonesian magnate. Dad had taken Renee along because Low had two daughters, but Dad’s attempt at multigenerational networking had flopped. A black cloud hung over the Low party; there had evidently been some family quarrel. Despite Renee’s overtures, Clarissa and Charmaine Low had spent the entire dinner absorbed in their phones, pointedly ignoring everyone else.

The last time Dad had mentioned Freshview to her was this morning, when he’d rung to talk about stepping down from Chahaya.

“Low Teck Wee’s company is investing in a project in London. Converting a factory site into housing and commercial units,” Dad said. “Big development. Did you hear of it? We want to get involved. Maybe you can help.”

What a coincidence. Fate seemed to be working overtime on Renee’s case today.

“Su—Su—you’re called what again?” said Low Teck Wee. “Su Yin?”

“Su Ren,” said Renee. “How are you, Uncle Low?”

“Good,” said Low. His face was already magenta, though the glass he held was only half-empty. “How is your father? I went golfing with him, must be two months ago now. After that, came to UK to see my daughters and do some business. I’m going back to Malaysia next week.”

“He’s well,” said Renee. “Busy as always.” Her father wasn’t planning on announcing his retirement until he’d decided who was taking over from him. “Are you enjoying the evening?”

“Ah, this kind of thing is not for old men like me,” said Low. “Charmaine is interested, so I came. Otherwise, who knows, she will be bringing some young man along, isn’t it?” He twinkled at her. “What about you? You’re here by yourself, or you have a friend?”

Renee knew what was coming next. She tensed.

Sure enough, Low added, “You know, Andrew got married last year. To the girl—can’t remember her name—the Delima Corp daughter. You remember my nephew Andrew?”

Even without that call with Dad, Renee would have been reluctant to offend Low. He’d always been kind to her and was not to be held accountable for anything his relatives did.

But it took an effort to muster a smile. She could feel how tight it was.

“Of course,” she said. “I heard he married Felicia Handoko. They seem like a great match.”

“Felicia, correct,” said Low. “Very nice girl. Not so pretty as you, of course. So when is your turn?”

Why were older Chinese people so nosy? Was Renee going to start interrogating all the younger people she vaguely knew about their relationship status the moment she hit fifty?

She’d better not let him see Ket Siong. The first thing Uncle Low would do would be to tell her father. Maybe Dad would assume it was Jason Uncle Low had seen her with, but he didn’t approve of Jason, believing he was not the kind of man to settle down and have a family.

Turned out Dad was right on that count. Renee hadn’t mentioned the breakup to him. She hadn’t wanted to divert him from what he’d rung to talk about—matters far more important than the fact her jerk boyfriend had dumped her that morning.

“I’m here on business,” she said. “You know I run a fashion company.”

Low had obviously forgotten, if he’d ever known, but he brightened at the reminder. “Yes, yes. I must ask Charmaine to talk to you. She’s studying business management at Westminster University, but she also wants to go into this area.” He waved at the exquisitely gowned mannequins staring facelessly down at them. “You have WhatsApp? What’s your number?”

Renee readily surrendered her digits and asked for Charmaine Low’s number in return, promising she’d get in touch. She would have done this in any case—she was all for supporting aspiring female entrepreneurs, even if they had been somewhat uncouth at a wedding banquet when they were fifteen. But any opportunity to get in Low Teck Wee’s good books was doubly valuable at the moment.

Nevertheless, she was relieved to see him off before Ket Siong reappeared. Ket Siong looked a little flustered. He was unaccompanied.

“Sorry I made you wait,” he said.

“Oh, don’t worry. I was chatting to someone else, so I didn’t notice the time,” said Renee. That was half-true, which was not as bad as a complete lie. “Is your friend not coming?”

“She has other plans,” said Ket Siong.

Probably she was no more than a friend, then. That meant less gossip to convey to Nathalie. She would be disappointed—or no, she would be pleased, given the circumstances in which Renee and Ket Siong had parted ten years ago. Renee could imagine Nathalie sniffing, Of course he does not have a girlfriend. I cursed him to be alone forever.

Renee found that she was a little pleased Ket Siong’s friend wasn’t coming for drinks. It wasn’t that she cared whether he had a girlfriend or not. It had all been so long ago, and so much had happened since. But it would be nice to be able to catch up, just the two of them.

Renee kept up a steady patter of small talk as they moved through the remaining rooms of the exhibition, making their way to the exit. But she was a little distracted, glancing around every other moment for Low Teck Wee. The event was approaching its close; there were fewer people to hide among.

She relaxed once they were out on the broad, tree-lined pavement, the entrance to the museum well behind them. She hadn’t spotted Low on the way out, and the likelihood they’d run into him now they’d left the building was low. He wouldn’t be walking. He’d either have a private car complete with chauffeur, or he’d get a taxi.

“Can you give me a sec?” she said to Ket Siong. She whipped a pair of ballet flats out of her bag, set them on the ground and reached down to take off her black patent heels, wobbling on one leg. “My place isn’t that far from here. Couldn’t bring myself to pay for a cab just so I could wear my Louboutins.”

She should have found a wall to steady herself against, or a bike stand. With her trench coat and Prada tote slung over one arm, it was hard to keep her balance. But before she could tip over, Ket Siong took her hand, relieving her of her bag and coat at the same time.

The touch of his hand, warm and dry, sent an electric shock up her spine. She jerked back, but he was already letting go, now she had both feet on the ground.

She completed the changeover from heels to flats with her head bowed, her face burning. At least it was dark, both of them bathed in the orange glow from the streetlights.
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