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Siapa yang makan cili, dia lah yang terasa pedasnya.


He who eats the chilli is the one who feels its heat.


–Malay proverb










1


So much for torrid sex tonight.


Tomorrow, Jasmine Leong Lin Li might make an obscene amount of money. But right now, she slams back five shots of tequila alone in her favourite bar on Changkat. Iskandar, her lover, is not coming after all. His wife has taken ill with a cold.


At forty-one, she is the ideal mistress – not a wife, never a mother, and gainfully employed, with little need for matrimony to complicate matters.


There goes their little celebration. And after months of her haggling with leery merchant bankers, way past the hour the men should have gone home to their spouses. At least the bartender is used to her waiting, sometimes for a little while, but other times till closing.


At some point, in snatched phone conversations, there was talk of a vacation, just her and Iskandar, to a jazz festival or on a safari. He was meant to conjure up some business deal so they could get away for three weeks. Except now he isn’t here for even one miserable drink.


It is 1 a.m. on a Wednesday. There are only a few stragglers left by the time she exits Luccio’s. The concrete pavement is slick with leftover rain, steam rising from the asphalt on the road. Her thick, wavy locks instantly go frizzy in the humidity. She pulls an elastic band off her wrist and gathers her hair into a messy topknot. It is late; no need to fuss with the hairdo.


She is attractive but not beautiful. Men have described her as ‘interesting’, their blooming desire quelled by a hint of fear. A warning sign that if they get too close, she might possibly render them stupid, all their weaknesses revealed.


The bartender hails a taxi for her and Jasmine climbs in, waving a tipsy goodbye. The driver noses the vehicle through the detritus of Ladies’ Night Wednesday. They slip down narrow Jalan Alor with its fierce flaming woks and flimsy plastic stools, through the expanse of shiny Sultan Ismail’s skyscrapers and out onto the expressway.


Here, and sometimes even overseas, people call Jasmine ‘The Bak Kwa Princess’. To the city’s other socialites, it is cause for some derision. Being named after sticky pork jerky is hardly the height of glamour, unlike those whose fathers run fleets of private jets or hock jewels to their rich friends’ wives and mistresses. But to Jasmine, it is only a name.


After all, the country’s capital in 2010 isn’t any worse for wear despite its swampy origins. KL, Kay-Yell, Kolumpo, Koala Lumpa – nothing people call it reminds them of the mud. Yet it is there, crippling its inhabitants’ legs, willing them to stand still if they get too ambitious, its cold, squelching grip a reminder not to stir up the water too much. By now, people’s noses no longer wrinkle from the stagnant stink. It has seeped into their bodies through the shuffle of their footsteps, muddling their moral compasses, blurring the bright black lines between gods.
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It has taken several lifetimes to get here.


Thirty seconds to 9 a.m.


On stage, Jasmine gives her sombre charcoal jacket a cautious tug, hoping its drooping top button will not fall off. Its thread is anchored on the jacket’s inside with a scrap of Sellotape scrounged from her car’s glove compartment. She didn’t double-check today’s outfit last night, too drunk by the time she got home.


Only one other woman stands on the small podium, flanked by a retinue of men. Jasmine’s grandmother, Madam Leong, is the company’s CEO. Her son, Jasmine’s father, was murdered in the racial riots of 1969. Her husband died the year before that from cancer. Decades of cutting through the coarse male fabric of business dealings have left her insides scarred and hardened. She has seldom, if ever, shed a tear since her husband’s passing.


In seconds, Phoenix Berhad will debut on Bursa Malaysia. The Leong family company, more than a hundred years old, is becoming a twenty-first-century entity.


Though they stand in KL’s stock exchange, Phoenix got its start in Ipoh, the northern town once famous for its tin ore. The company now owns one-third of Ipoh’s property developments. Yet, despite its name being plastered on billboards heralding new townships and commercial districts, everyone still knows it for its bak kwa. Malaysian Chinese living abroad acquire cartons of it on their homecoming sojourns. Phoenix bak kwa is the staple of Lunar New Year reunions, boxes of it stacked for sale in front of shops next to crates of mandatory mandarin oranges. People flock to Ipoh on weekends to take photos inside the flagship colonial shophouse, a national heritage property.


There are rumours that Phoenix intends to distribute its bak kwa abroad. A sure bet, some say, thanks to the Chinese diaspora spread across all corners of the globe. A Michelin-starred chef once pronounced Phoenix’s pork jerky the most heavenly mouthful he had ever savoured. Jasmine can almost taste the sharp tinge of victory in the back of her throat. She leans towards her grandmother, her Jimmy Choos shooting vertiginous pain up her calves. ‘Poh Poh, I think we might be worth a billion ringgit in a moment.’


One moment could balance out the ledger of debt a granddaughter has accrued since being orphaned at birth. One moment could make eighteen long months of boxed lunches and late-night pizzas in the office all worth it. One moment could shift the compass of her fate, edging it truer north, where she might at last feel she belongs.


For an instant, Jasmine is five again, holding up a piece of clean white paper by its corners, afraid to smudge it with her fingers. On the last day of her first year in kindergarten, Jasmine knocked on her grandmother’s bedroom door. She had something to show her. The result of endless attempts at learning to write her own name, which was very long, far longer than ‘cat’ or even ‘ambulance’, or whole sentences copied from her Dick and Jane books.


Poh Poh loomed – slim, severe and complete – in a black, knee-length samfoo with tiny pink flowers.


Jasmine held up the piece of paper, her damp fingers careful to pinch only its upper corners. All the way home from school, on the twenty-step walk to the gates from class, in the back seat of the car, up, up to her grandmother’s doorway, she had held it, arms now aching a little.


‘Poh Poh, I can write my whole name. I don’t need to go to school any more!’ An offering held up for scrutiny, obscuring Jasmine’s view of Madam Leong.


Poh Poh laughed, a tiny snigger, fingering the words on the paper, before snatching the gift from Jasmine’s grasp. She reached down and pinched Jasmine’s chin between bony thumb and forefinger, holding the child’s gaze.


‘You think this is all it takes? Well, at least you’re better off than your cousin Kevin. I am told he cannot even read yet. But then again, boys are always slower. At least at first. Because the world waits for them, they are in no hurry. But you, you are a girl.’ Poh Poh tapped the tip of Jasmine’s nose. ‘You can never do enough. You will always need to do better. Nothing is ever promised to girls.’


As the crowd counts down, Jasmine realizes no one really sees her.


It is difficult to be noticed next to Madam Leong, who stands straight despite her eighty years, her almond eyes elongated by her taut silver chignon. Poh Poh never wears heels; she does not need them. Her presence diminishes the tallest of men, their eyes widening in fear of her shadow.


At zero, the audience roars in unison.


Madam Leong strikes the gong with a resolute blow. Its sonorous timbre echoes round the listing hall. For a moment, it is the only sound, until the giant screens in the gallery flicker to life, signalling the market’s opening. Rows of letters and numbers fill the screens, representing companies listed on the stock exchange. Somewhere down the middle is Phoenix, denoted by its code: PHX. Next to it, figures glow green. Jasmine watches as the digits tick upwards, her hands clasped beneath her breastbone like a choir girl. The nails from her right hand form small indentations in her left palm.


The company debuts at almost twice its initial asking price. Phoenix Berhad is now worth 950 million ringgit and rising. Not quite a billion. Not yet.


‘Perhaps tomorrow,’ Poh Poh mutters, staring into the crowd, lips stretched in a practised smile.


Still, raucous applause rises from the din. Cameras flash in a frenzy. The stock exchange’s chairman offers Madam Leong a timorous handshake in congratulations. The merchant bankers’ nervous frowns stretch into open-mouthed schoolboy grins. The men pat one another’s backs, pumping their fists, giving high-fives.


The media photographers and cameramen edge closer to the stage. Jasmine and her grandmother join hands and raise their arms in victory.


Yet Jasmine feels unmoored. The tips of her fingers tingle with doubt. The iron grip of her grandmother’s hand while the shutters click leaves her bones throbbing with a dull, empty ache.


If asked, most in the room, except maybe the catering crew, can name her. And perhaps tag on ‘multimillionaire’ as a descriptor. Beyond that, she is unknown to this sea of people. Not someone whose presence creeps into their dream-filled sleep or invades their idle thoughts with worry over her well-being. And certainly not one whose empty seat would be noticed at family gatherings.


The only chair waiting for her is on the eighteenth floor of an office tower in Damansara Heights. In a city ignorant of her exile, her only custodian is work.


Except, perhaps, for Iskandar.


Scanning the room, she spots him, a lanky apparition that catches her by surprise, leaning against the large glass windows, at a distance from the crowd. He winks with a slight incline of his head, a lazy smile crossing his face. He gazes at her for a brief moment before walking away to the coffee station.


Jasmine lets out a small sigh, rubbing one ankle with the pointed tip of the other foot’s shoe, feeling the tug of desire rise in her throat. At least he made it this time. But before she can reach the buffet line, a parade of waiters emerges, bearing trays of food. Weaving between them, she almost collides with the last one.


‘Oh, ma’af, Puan,’ he addresses her in Malay.


She glances at his fair-skinned face, his narrow eyes and thin lips. The slant of his cheeks, the tonal seesaw of his voice. Chinese.


She thinks to correct him, but doesn’t. They all get it wrong, anyway. Chinese men think she’s Malay. And Malays assume she’s Chinese. Always addressing her in the other’s language, so sure they are that she isn’t one of their own. Indians stick to English, probably on account of her expensive handbags.


There were times in the past that she wondered about this confusion. She used to spend hours late at night in her youth, gazing at her reflection in her cotton nightie, trying to pinpoint what made everyone unsure of who she was. Perhaps it was her oval eyes that end in an upward tilt, the hair that tumbles down her back in waves, her breasts that are just a little too generous, her brisk stride. The full mouth anchored by a dimple on each side. The careless toss of her handbag on car seats. The lack of a cooing, flirtatious lilt in her voice, even when she wants a favour.


These days, she merely lets their perplexity slide, using it to her advantage when possible. Strangers are still uncertain when they encounter her, until she tells them. At times, she is tempted to lie, but she hasn’t, although there are moments when it is hard to resist. Like when she is buying batiks on Jalan Masjid. Except her accent would give her away – Malays sussing out her Chineseness from her stilted, sing-song pronunciation. But always, once she reveals the truth, there is a spark that flits across those previously puzzled gazes, and a small grain of relief settles in the questioning faces. People are always more amiable then, dispensing a small favour here, an extra handful of crispy pork lard in the char kway teow there, or even a seat in their already packed coffee shop during lunch hour.


By the time she manoeuvres her way to the coffee station, Iskandar is nowhere in sight. Rake-thin Mr Chew, her grandmother’s assistant, is waving from the edge of the room, his finger jabbing the face of his watch.


*


It is a rare ability to pull off mustard yellow with panache, but the pert reporter wears her pencil-line dress with the air of a haughty swan. As the woman settles into her seat, fiddling with her tape recorder and flipping the pages of her spiral-bound notepad, Jasmine eyes her in silence from across the conference table.


Outside, refreshments are being served, with the fragrant aroma of nasi lemak seeping under the meeting room’s doors. Jasmine remembers that she skipped breakfast, and hopes there will be some food left once the interview is over. The creamy coconut rice and sambal served at company listings is reputed to be the tastiest in town. She jiggles her leg beneath the table, impatient for a plate because, by God, she’s earned it.


The reporter is from the Market Watch, the nation’s leading business paper. Its Sunday edition is scrutinized at length by financial executives over cups of viscous Hainanese coffee or bitter weekend espressos. Phoenix has been the talk of the town, making headlines each week with analysts weighing in on its forecasted listing price.


Today they beat all the pundits’ expectations.


The reporter appears ready now, her spine straight, pen poised in her left hand. ‘Right, shall we start?’


At first, the questions are standard-issue. Jasmine answers them in her usual perfunctory manner, reeling off sales projections and market share numbers. In truth, she finds most local journalists boring, with their vapid questions that she can easily tick off on her mental checklist.


‘Miss Leong, are there plans for you to take over leadership of Phoenix?’


This catches Jasmine off guard. Most local journalists are not normally this forward.


The reporter notices. ‘Madam Leong is getting on in years, and I thought with the listing . . .’


Jasmine stiffens. The issue of her grandmother’s retirement has only been raised by her two aunts, the other major shareholders of Phoenix. But never discussed directly with Madam Leong, and certainly not with outsiders.


*


Last Lunar New Year, Treasure Leong, Jasmine’s second auntie, mounted a small inquisition during her annual visit home from Vancouver, where she had lived for years with her own family. Over the mahjong table, after Poh Poh had retired for the evening, Seh Gu Treasure made the first overture.


‘Ma Ma needs to let go. She’s already eighty. It is time.’


Seh Gu’s older sister, the formidable Tai Gu Ruth, sniffed. ‘Seventy-nine. She’s seventy-nine. We’re all getting old.’


This was where all big conversations began in their family, or perhaps most Chinese families now, for hundreds of years. Fingers picking up and sliding smooth mahjong tiles on the felt-covered table while marriages were dissected, children waved like trump cards, and husbands, oh those husbands, bemoaned as the acquired handicaps that are the necessary burden of a responsible Chinese wife. For decades, it was Poh Poh and her two daughters at the table. But five years ago, the matriarch announced her withdrawal from the post-reunion dinner custom, choosing instead to retire to her room after the last dish had been cleared. Since then, her seat has been occupied by Jasmine or one of her cousins, whose presence has done little to curb the Leong sisters’ frank debates. Sometimes the pair, addled by a touch too much wine, break out into songs from their giddy youth, their drunken wails of laughter keeping Seh Gu’s husband and children well away. Everyone knows not to interrupt the Leong sisters and their rare merry-making.


But most of the time, it has been like this. Small vipers of shared but unspoken thoughts tossed out, writhing into the open without warning, uninvited.


That night, it was Jasmine’s turn to take the third seat at the table.


‘It’s easy for you to say, you don’t even live here. Your life is good.’ Tai Gu Ruth straightened the row of tiles she had stacked.


‘What do you mean? As if yours is any worse,’ Seh Gu Treasure shot back. The deck now complete, each of them drew their own thirteen tiles to start the round.


Jasmine examined her own tiles, arranging them to form clusters. The hand was a good one. She might win.


It was Tai Gu’s turn to start. She tossed out a tile and exchanged it for another from the deck, her poker face giving nothing away. ‘At least you still have a husband.’ Her tiles click-clacked in between her words as she rearranged them in a new order. ‘And your children don’t want to come back here anyway. Why should you care who runs the company? As long as the cheques keep arriving.’


Seh Gu looked up from her hand. ‘Who says? Eh, this is Ba Ba’s company we’re talking about, our heritage. As for husbands, have you seen mine ah? He’s not exactly Rock Hudson, you know.’ She picked up a new tile with a grimace, gesturing to the snoring lump on the sofa.


Tai Gu cackled. ‘Rock Hudson? Rock Hudson’s gay lah! What for you want a husband like that?’


Her sister sniggered. ‘Who knows? Maybe if you had a husband like that you would still be married.’


‘Iieeeyeeerr! Talking nonsense lah you!’ Tai Gu Ruth’s screeching laugh rang through the living room. ‘Nah, Jasmine, your turn!’


Jasmine drew a tile from the deck. It formed a meld with two others in her hand. ‘Pung!’ She set the three tiles down in front of her, discarding another.


‘Wah! So fast! See, Che,’ Seh Gu said, addressing her older sister. ‘This is what we need, someone who moves quickly. Jasmine should just take over Phoenix.’


Jasmine resisted the urge to reach out and squeeze Seh Gu’s hand in gratitude. Instead, she pushed her mahjong tiles into the centre pile, swirling them to commence the next round.


Tai Gu Ruth stayed silent, her mouth set in a firm, straight line. But her vipers remained in their nest that night. The fluorescent glare of her baby sister’s words left no hidden space for negotiation.


The rest of the game progressed without a word uttered at the table except to declare a meld. In the distance, a lone dog barked in the muted, lukewarm evening. A string of firecrackers went off in successive bangs two houses away. A motorcycle squealed down the road. The grandfather clock in the living room struck eleven. And the conversation hung unfinished in the smothering night.


*


The haughty swan reporter reaches a slim arm across the table to grab Jasmine’s hand. Looking her subject in the eye, she lowers her voice. ‘If I were you, I’d want to be CEO. You’ve certainly earned your seat at the table. After all, there aren’t any men you have to climb over. Not like the rest of us.’


Jasmine withdraws from the woman’s grasp. A knock at the door reveals Mr Chew. ‘Madam is leaving,’ he says.


‘I’m sorry, I have to go.’ Jasmine promises to answer further questions via email. ‘Maybe you could come to our party this evening. At the Hilton. Everyone will be there. Mr Chew will get you an invitation.’


As she strides across the listing hall, Jasmine stops several times to shake hands with well-wishers. She reaches the foyer to find her grandmother already standing on the top step, waiting for her car.


‘Your jacket is missing a button,’ Poh Poh says. ‘I presume the interview went all right?’


Jasmine takes in a sharp breath. Poh Poh always knows when she is off-kilter.


‘Oh, it went fine. The usual.’ Jasmine shrugs her shoulders.


‘I don’t suppose she asked when you were going to become CEO?’


‘Wh-what?’ Jasmine’s eyes widen a little, her breath stuck in her throat.


A soft laugh escapes Poh Poh’s lips. ‘And you didn’t give her an answer.’


Jasmine presses her lips together, tilting her chin forward. Drawing herself up taller, she says, ‘It’s not my place, Poh Poh. I have no doubt you’ll tell us when you’re ready.’ It never pays to confront the matriarch. Things must be allowed to take their course. Still, Jasmine cannot help but fear that her grandmother may have other plans, despite all the years Jasmine has spent at the old lady’s side.


The car arrives. Poh Poh steps into the back seat, the driver closing the door. The window slides halfway down, and her grandmother beckons Jasmine closer.


‘Tonight’s party. Make sure you keep the merchant bankers happy. Who knows? Maybe you might meet one that you like. I am heading back to Ipoh. This city is too noisy. Or perhaps I’m just tired.’


‘Yes, Poh Poh. We’ll manage.’


‘Of course. But you are the host, Lin Li. Stop letting your Tai Gu bully you. And make sure the drinks are flowing.’ The window rolls up, leaving Jasmine staring at her own tilted reflection in its tinted surface.


She watches the car glide down the slope of the stock exchange’s driveway, towards the oncoming crush of lunchtime traffic.


Nothing escapes the old lady. She must sleep with one ear awake.
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Even without Madam Leong present, the Hilton ballroom teems with KL’s rich and infamous. Pastel lights cast blue and mauve shadows over the cavernous hall. This is not the usual Phoenix dinner with its old web of Chinese tradespeople. Those are in brightly lit Chinese restaurants, the loud clanking of chopsticks against bowls and frequent cheers of ‘Yam Seng!’ forming a cumulus of chaos over the room.


This is a lot more civilized. A string quartet accompanies the soft chatter. Walking through the crowd, Jasmine catches snatches of Hakka and Cantonese amid the English conversations. Some of the old tradesmen look like uncomfortable schoolboys, pulling at ties and shoving hands down their trousers to tuck and re-tuck shirts that keep bunching at their waists. Their wives have predictably almost risen to the occasion: the off-the-rack sequinned gowns and tulle skirts only give away their less-than-couture origins upon close inspection. It is not often their kind gets a chance to dress up to the nines and rub shoulders with the who’s who of KL. The haughty swan is present, scribbling in her reporter’s notepad, sheathed in a high-necked, turquoise cheongsam.


Jasmine wades through the crowd, shaking hands and trading small talk with the men and their wives. They congratulate her on the successful listing. The merchant bank’s CEO is also present. He claps her on the back in approval. ‘This girl ah, always pushing me to increase the IPO price. I said cannot lah, but she kept insisting!’


The initial public offering price for Phoenix’s listing had been a point of contention between Jasmine and the bankers for months. In the end, she wore them down, and today’s success was proof she had been right all along. Phoenix’s initial offer price had been thirty per cent higher than the bankers’ initial valuations. And its debut at the listing had bested even that several times over.


The CEO casually slides his arm around Jasmine’s shoulders. A gesture of comradeship, perhaps, except his oily smirk suggests something a little more. She smiles, casting him a sideways glance, gently unwrapping his arm from her shoulders. His sort is a familiar presence in her years of boardroom dealings. Turning to him, she says, ‘You lot should know better by now. We women have instincts that can sometimes be more reliable than those spreadsheets of yours.’


Tired of small talk, Jasmine finds her cousin Kevin at the champagne table. She snags a bottle from the bartender. ‘Grab the glasses,’ she says, gesturing.


From their vantage point in the rooftop garden, city lights wink in the distance. KL looks all grown-up, a far cry from its mosquito-infested beginnings. A rare breeze blows, cooling Jasmine’s bare shoulders. A couple of wrought-iron chairs and a table sit in the middle of the astroturf.


Jasmine plonks herself onto a chair, cross-legged, her evening gown hiked up to reveal thighs starting to show hints of cellulite. Already there is a tiny tear in the hem of her dress delivered by the heel of her Louboutin. She should have had the darned gown shortened before tonight, but really, she has little time for such trivia. ‘Gimme,’ she says, holding up the bottle.


Kevin hands her a champagne flute with a flourish. ‘And there it is. The Ipoh in you comes out after all.’


She pours herself too much champagne, lights a cigarette. ‘Does it ever leave?’


Kevin takes a swig straight from the bottle. ‘Not when half the town is in there.’ He waves towards the ballroom. ‘Speaking of which, can you believe Lau Kuan Yew is now calling himself Olivier?’


Jasmine’s brow wrinkles for a second as she tries to recall the person. Then, the realization strikes her: the boy whose naming caused a stir among the Chinese community in Ipoh, the one whose parents saw fit to christen him after the prime minister of their southern neighbour Singapore, instead of a famous Malaysian Chinese. To the Laus, it was merely a dream expressed – that one of their children would become a towering man, like the one they so admired. The rest of Ipoh, especially the monied crowd, put it down to bourgeois aspirations. After all, the Laus were only goldsmiths, not descended from the owners of actual mines.


‘Kuan Yew, the jock from Ipoh? The goldsmiths’ son? He’s the Olivier who is the new managing director of RSE?’ Royal Swiss Equities is an important potential investor in Phoenix.


‘Yep,’ Kevin says with a grin. ‘One and the same. He just moved back here from Australia.’


‘Holy shit, he just introduced himself to me. I thought he looked familiar. Why didn’t he say anything?’


Kevin shrugs. ‘I hear he’s in the market for a wife. His father is on his case for a grandchild.’


‘He can’t need his father’s help in that department.’ Kuan Yew’s broad shoulders have stood him in good stead. Jasmine imagines that many women wouldn’t mind being swept up by someone of his stature. ‘I should have known it was him with that deep voice.’


*


After finishing her A levels at an English boarding school, Jasmine went home to Ipoh for the summer before beginning university. Poh Poh surprised her with a graduation gift – a slim gold bracelet in a modern design that encircled Jasmine’s wrist, catching the sunlight.


The small act of generosity was unexpected. Her grandmother’s gestures were usually more austere. Jasmine wore the bracelet every day with pride, never taking it off. But it was a tad loose, too large for her bones. One day, out of boredom, she offered to help Ah Tin, the cook’s daughter, in the kitchen. The maid dispatched Jasmine to do the dishes; there had been a gaggle of Phoenix’s most important distributors at lunch. A stubborn wedge of chicken curry, slightly burnt, proved too much for the dish sponge, despite Jasmine’s vigorous scrubbing against the wok. She picked up a piece of steel wool and attacked the wok with more vigour, her hand moving roughly back and forth over the blackened crust.


By the time she noticed, it was too late. Her wrist was bare. The bracelet had slipped into the sink’s yawning drain hole.


‘Shit!’ Her heart pounded with alarm. ‘Shit, shit, shit, shit, I’ve lost it! Ah Tin!’


At the sound of Jasmine’s voice, Ah Tin stopped chopping onions, rubbing her hands dry on her sarong. Peering down the sink hole, she stabbed with a chopstick in a desperate attempt to fish out the bracelet. They shone a torch light down the hole, but nothing gleamed back. The bracelet was gone, washed down the old pipes, sentenced to a death among Ipoh’s sewage.


Distraught, Jasmine sat on a wooden stool, trying to slow her laboured breathing. ‘Ah Tin, quick, where did Poh Poh buy it? I have to get a replacement before she finds out I’ve lost it.’


The maid told her the bracelet was procured from the town’s goldsmith. But she didn’t know how much it had cost.


Jasmine still had some British pounds in her wallet, left over from her travels and savings from school. She counted the money with care, shoving it deep into her jeans pocket. Grabbing her bicycle, she checked her watch; her grandmother was taking an afternoon nap, giving Jasmine two hours to cycle to town and back. She slapped on extra sunscreen, Poh Poh’s warnings about the damages of UV rays echoing in her ears. Checking her reflection in the mirror, she patted down the frizzy strands of stray hair and slicked on some lip gloss for good measure. It wouldn’t help if the townspeople saw Jasmine Leong looking too frazzled.


The shop had not changed much over the years. A row of glass cases flanked each mirrored wall. They were filled with gold trinkets on beds of red velvet. Bracelets, necklaces, rings, earrings, and the obligatory section of jade pendants. Standard for a Chinese gold jewellery concern.


There was not a person in sight when she entered the shop. It was Ipoh; no one robbed stores in broad daylight. Walking towards the rear of the shop, she poked her head through a curtained doorway into a dark corridor. A wall divided it from the rear of the establishment. She could hear Depeche Mode blasting through the thick air.


‘Mr Lau? Mrs Lau?’ Jasmine shouted above the din.


There was a stirring, then the music turned down. Kuan Yew emerged, his hair in a short, spiky fauxhawk. He was wearing an old singlet and a pair of sports shorts with twin blue stripes running down the sides. Sweat slicked his broad, square shoulders.


‘Oh hey, when did you get back?’ Kuan Yew said with a surprised smile. The last time Jasmine had seen him, they were twelve. He led them both back to the front of the shop.


‘Just last week.’


Taking his place behind one of the glass cases, Kuan Yew propped his elbow onto its surface, resting his chin in his cupped hand. He gestured for Jasmine to sit on one of the swivel stools across from him.


‘Man, you’ve changed,’ he said, his grin mischievous. Jasmine looked down at her jeans and T-shirt, puzzled.


‘The make-up, the hair . . . You sure you’re Jasmine Leong ah?’


She swiped off her lip gloss with the back of her hand.


‘Oh, wait, you’ve . . . You got a little of that stuff on your face.’ Kuan Yew reached out for a tissue from the box on the counter, then blotted her left cheek. ‘There, all better,’ he said, still grinning.


Jasmine felt her cheeks burn. If not for the fact that she was in a jam, she would have fled the shop already.


‘Can you keep a secret, Kuan Yew?’


He sat up, alert. ‘Hey, buy me lunch? I need someone to tell me what it’s like, living abroad. I’m leaving for Australia soon. You’re the only person I know who has done it. Left here, I mean.’


Jasmine heaved a sigh of relief. This she could do, no problem. It was a small price to pay for his confidence. She told him about her predicament, how the bracelet her grandmother bought her had been lost. And she needed to purchase a new one, so Poh Poh didn’t notice.


‘Ah, my father told me about that bracelet. Your Poh Poh came in to buy it last month. Spent a long time in the shop too. I think it’s over here.’ He moved to another glass case, retrieving an identical bracelet to the one she lost. ‘Except I should adjust it, so it doesn’t slip off your wrist again. It’ll take a week. Think you can delay your grandma till then?’


‘But what about your father? He’ll tell her.’


Kuan Yew smiled with a small shake of his head. ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll just write up a bill for some fake person. Tell him it’s some girl I know, and I’ll deliver it once it’s done.’


Jasmine narrowed her eyes, lips pursed. ‘Some girl in some nearby town, I’m guessing?’


He threw his head back, his thundering laugh a familiar comfort.


Jasmine giggled in return.


They went to a char kway teow stall in a quiet side lane. He ordered for them, pulling out a plastic stool for Jasmine so they could take their seats at a rickety fold-out table. Jasmine inhaled the steaming black noodles, polishing off her plate before he was even halfway through his meal. She told him stories, of how alien she’d felt when she first got to England, and how white people ate rice with forks instead of spoons. Of the cold and the wet, the unending dreariness of it.


‘But at least you’re going to Perth. It’s not that bad there, I imagine.’ Jasmine wiped her lips with the back of her hand.


Kuan Yew nodded. ‘I hope so. My mum’s packing me sweaters and a jacket. I managed to get one on our last trip to KL. Is winter colder than air con ah? We don’t even have air con in our car.’


‘You’ll be fine, Kuan Yew. I can’t imagine you won’t.’ Unlike her, Kuan Yew had always seemed comfortable in his own skin.


Except this time, there was a glimmer of fear in his eyes. ‘I – I’ve never been anywhere else, Jasmine. Never even been on an aeroplane.’ He looked down at his hands with their clipped, broad fingernails.


He didn’t say it but Jasmine caught the hesitance in his voice. Kuan Yew was not exactly the model student. Despite his stellar grades, teachers used to label him a trouble-maker for riling up the other jocks and heckling the headmaster during the latter’s rambling school assembly sermons. Occasionally, Kuan Yew skipped school altogether, resulting in him being put on detention. But Jasmine knew he wasn’t merely playing truant. His absences were often a result of him having to babysit his youngest sibling while his parents went off on trips to Kuala Lumpur to procure new stock for their store. He had been too embarrassed to tell the teachers the truth. It was Ah Tin who had told her this once. The maid had a soft spot for Kuan Yew’s family. They were at times the object of mild ridicule among Ipoh’s well-heeled for their less than privileged ways. But now their son was going overseas to study, just like the kids from well-to-do families. Like Jasmine.


She took a deep breath, then exhaled. ‘Look, if I can do it, you certainly can do it better. No one’s gonna mess with you. Not you. Just, you know, put on your best Travolta face. Over there, no one will know you. So you can be whoever you want.’


When she tried to pay for their meal, she realized she’d only brought British pounds. Seeing her crumpled fistful of notes, Kuan Yew broke into one of his huge laughs. ‘I don’t think Uncle Kee accepts gwai loh money. My treat this time, Jasmine Leong Lin Li.’


A week later, he met her outside the town’s cinema. ‘Your new-old gift from your Poh Poh, all done.’ He handed her a pink plastic jewellery box. She opened it and he took the bracelet out, then fastened it round her wrist. The British pounds she had saved up more than covered the bracelet’s cost once she had exchanged them for ringgits. She gave Kuan Yew the money in a red ang pow packet.


He grinned, slipping the small envelope into the back pocket of his jeans. ‘Pleasure doing business with you, Miss Leong.’


The bracelet looked just like the one she’d lost, except there was now much less risk of this one slipping off.


*


A cloud promenades across the inky sky, revealing a full moon.


Kevin takes another swig of champagne from the bottle. ‘His younger brother is taking over the family business, you know. Kuan Yew isn’t interested.’


‘And you?’ Jasmine’s eyes narrow, fixing her gaze on her cousin’s face. ‘Do you ever think of coming back? Running Phoenix?’ 


Kevin rolls his eyes. ‘You know my mother would love it.’


At dinner earlier, there was a mild skirmish when Kevin’s mother, Tai Gu Ruth, took Madam Leong’s empty seat at the head of the main table. But Seh Gu Treasure intervened, informing her older sister that the seat was Jasmine’s. Poh Poh’s instructions. Jasmine knew Tai Gu was seething with discontent.


‘Would you?’ She takes a drag of her cigarette, exhaling a thin stream of smoke.


‘I don’t know. Never really considered it. I mean, how can I possibly come back? At least in Singapore, I have some measure of freedom. Here, if I even look at another man, Ma Ma would hear about it in two seconds.’


‘This town is too damn small.’ Jasmine grits her teeth. ‘We’re both over forty now, Kev. Fucking forty. We can’t let these old ladies rule us for the rest of their lives.’


‘Well, at least your paramour isn’t interested in going public. Where is he, by the way?’


Jasmine doesn’t know. Iskandar has not answered her calls. Texts to him appear still unread.


‘Probably at some boring wedding.’ She flicks a column of cigarette ash onto the astroturf. ‘I think you should tell your mum at some point, though, that you don’t want to come back. Or not, and just come back here to live. I could use the company. It’d be like old times.’


Kevin guffaws. ‘You and me? Superman and Wonder Woman? Racing round KL, saving the city with bak kwa ah?’


‘Hey, watch it. I’m telling you, this rebranding could be just the thing.’


Jasmine has arranged for swag bags with surreptitious samples of Phoenix bak kwa for the non-Muslim guests to take home. Except not in their traditional boxes. She has spent the last few months developing a new look for potential international markets. The guests tonight are her first test cases, and so far, word has been positive.


Even though Phoenix has become a diversified conglomerate, Jasmine still holds a sentimental attachment to their pork jerky business. As Poh Poh has told her many times over, it is, after all, what saved their family from the brink of bankruptcy. The bak kwa business started years ago, after the Japanese Occupation. Traders were struggling to get back on their feet then, toes curled from poor diets of tapioca and rice, with a rare chip of salted fish thrown in on good days. People found it hard to stand straight, joints wracked with malnutrition and leftover fear.


It was Jasmine’s great-grandmother who struck upon the idea of selling bak kwa to raise cash and restart the family’s enterprise. Any gold and silver they previously possessed had been pawned during the Occupation for food, clothing and favours to keep the barbaric soldiers away. Grown weary of her household’s hungry faces and her husband’s constant presence in their home, she dug up an old family recipe and commandeered the house help into action. All day they boiled and pounded raw pork into paste, mixing it with a blend of spices and sugar before rolling it out on bamboo screens to dry in the constant afternoon sun. At night, the servants tended small fires in the back kitchen, swatting mosquitoes while they barbecued the meat until it caramelized into pliable sheets of chewy, salty-sweet goodness. The smoke sailed through the black of night, passing through dreams before settling in the dense kapok pillows among spiders and little insects.


Without it, Towkay Leong might have succumbed whole to his drinking habit. Without it, his wife would have perhaps gone mad and taken a parang to her sleeping husband’s neck.


But news of the Phoenix bak kwa travelled fast. Before long, people arrived from neighbouring towns, on rickety bicycles carrying whole families and in fat, curvy cars bearing rich heiresses, maids in tow, in search of the family’s famed pork jerky. Towkay Leong was able to restart his business and reclaim his place in the Tin Mining Club at night, leaving the matriarch in peace for days.


If the older Madam Leong saw Phoenix today, she would probably light a thousand joss sticks at the temple and remind all her sons’ wives to thank her for the tranquil absence of their spouses. But she might also be surprised.


Jasmine knows her attempt to modernize their traditional bak kwa business isn’t just a necessary step. It is her homage to the women in her family. And a way for her to leave her own mark on their legacy.


The bottle now empty, Jasmine and Kevin walk back to the ballroom. There, the wine and whisky still flow, but not a trace of the prized Phoenix pork jerky is in sight.


Somehow the Malays she deals with, even the ones who abstain from liquor, don’t mind the presence of alcohol in their midst. Especially when it comes to occasions like this, where drinking is de rigueur unless one wants to appear gauche. But the mere whiff of pork sends them retching, running helter-skelter in disgust. Their selective blindness never ceases to amaze Jasmine. Their terror of accidental sinning is so great, not even the Pope could outdo them in the fear-of-God department.


Yet there is always the odd one out. Tunku Mahmud, an elderly vestige of an old royal family, sidles up to Jasmine, whisky in hand.


‘Grand party, young lady.’ He strokes his carefully groomed white beard. ‘I say, I hear you’re giving out special treats to some VIPs.’ His clipped accent betrays his English public school upbringing. His relative was once the prime minister.


Jasmine hugs the old man, inhaling the lingering aroma of cigars on his jacket. He was a friend of her grandfather, the other unknowable man in her life. Death has tossed her no favours. Since making Tunku Mahmud’s acquaintance at the Ipoh Country Club one summer, Jasmine always seeks him out when she is back in her home town. Over the years, they have forged a covert friendship, sharing whiskies in the gloom of the club’s worn-down bar. Her grandmother probably knows of their meetings. After all, Tunku Mahmud occasionally dines at their Ipoh home, of late without his wife, who has become more devout, haunted by the advancing spectre of dying outside God’s favour; she would rather not risk eating off plates that may have known the smear of lard.


‘I’ve already given a box to your driver, Tunku,’ Jasmine whispers, a gleam in her eye. ‘And I told him to put it in your study when you get home.’


‘That’s my girl. Can’t be too careful these days. Even the servants are becoming all holy-moly. Although what are they going to do? Report me to the religious police? Still, I suppose one should be careful. Not worth the trouble if word gets out.’


Things have changed. Phoenix’s Lunar New Year celebrations are now held in halal restaurants, to the chagrin of their Chinese distributors. No more whole roasted pig on the table; otherwise they lose necessary allies for the company’s diversifying interests. Without the Malay town council heads, district officers and chief minister, no property developer could hope to build even a dog kennel.


‘Make sure you let me know when you next come to Ipoh. This old man is running out of company at the bar.’ Tunku Mahmud squeezes Jasmine’s hand and plants a kiss on her cheek.


At the dessert station, she bumps into Kuan Yew. ‘I believe I still owe you lunch,’ she teases, reaching for a strawberry tart. Her debt from their char kway teow encounter years ago remains unpaid.


He is even more handsome now, his eyes softened with faint wrinkles at their corners. It has been decades since they last met, and time has been more than kind to him. There is no longer a hint of his small-town cockiness. He is polished and assured.


He suppresses a smile. ‘I was wondering how long it would take before you realized who I was.’ His voice, still deep, now carries a slight Australian drawl.


His eyes sweep over her and she recognizes that he likes what he sees. Unlike their last teenage encounter, her instincts this time don’t urge her to flee.


‘Jasmine Leong. I always figured you’d end up doing something big.’ He shifts his gaze around the room, a slow grin spreading across his face. He offers his business card. ‘We should catch up. Maybe drinks, soon?’


‘Yes, I’d like that.’ She means it and smiles back.


Walking away, he turns back to look at her. ‘It’s nice to know I was right all along. And I see you’ve managed to hang on to the bracelet.’


Jasmine glances down at her wrist. If Poh Poh ever suspected, she never let on, even after all these years.


Kevin waves at Jasmine to come forward, just to the front of the stage. It is time for the obligatory group photographs. The two aunts take their places in the centre, flanked by the rest of their small clan. Mr Chew, whose bow tie is already crooked, directs the motley crew, his skinny frame drowning in a dark-blue polyester suit.


As Jasmine approaches, Mr Chew makes a sweeping gesture with his hands, parting the Leong sea down the middle and inviting Jasmine to fill the vacuum. The family closes ranks and smiles.


After the last guest leaves, Seh Gu Treasure corners Jasmine in the washroom.


‘I thought I saw you talking to Kuan Yew.’ She powders her nose, even though she is only going upstairs to her hotel room.


‘It’s Olivier now. Or didn’t Tai Gu tell you?’


Seh Gu Treasure picks at a stray strand of grey poking out from her coif and pats it in place. ‘I think you and him would make beautiful babies. He’s turned out such a good-looking fellow too. And smart. Like you.’ She shoots a glance at her niece’s reflection.


Jasmine dries her hands on a towel and drops it into a basket below the countertop, avoiding her aunt’s eyes. Seh Gu Treasure, the benevolent fairy godmother. Unlike huntress Tai Gu, who pounces unannounced. 


‘All I’m saying is, you shouldn’t be alone lah, girl.’ Seh Gu places a warm, soft palm on Jasmine’s cheek, her eyes kind and tender. ‘Once your Poh Poh goes, you won’t have anyone. I mean, there’s still us, but it’s not the same, and I’m all the way in Canada. Kevin will one day have his own family. Find someone to be with. It’s not good to grow old alone.’ She clasps Jasmine’s hands.


But what about love? Jasmine wonders.


Later, she watches her aunt walk towards the lift, arm wrapped round her husband’s, their three twenty-something children tailing them. They don’t notice her, cocooned in their own shared banter, the threads that bind their immediate family so palpable that Jasmine can almost reach out and pull them close.


She checks her phone for the thousandth time. No sign of Iskandar.


Not even a text.
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