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PART ONE: YANG

YANG

The masculine principle. It is the animus that gives us logical reasoning and proud strength. It is the ambition that drives us to power, the restlessness that goads us to achievement.


1

Jasmine Lian settled herself into the roomy Club Class seat on the Malaysian Airlines flight for Kuala Lumpur. Through the port-hole window, she saw that the summer drizzle had started again, darkening the tarmac where the laden baggage-cart was snaking to the hold of the jumbo 747. Somewhere beyond the bustle of Heathrow, she thought, Harry would be just arriving at the sleek, modern offices of De Witte Cootes, a small but aggressively rising finance house where he was a broker. She pictured his confident stride and sparky grin that he would invariably flash at the female staff. Always the flirt, she thought, but she smiled in spite of herself. Always the flirt, but he was devoted to her alone. She thought, almost with awe, there would be only one Mrs Harry Taunton and it would be her.

But, all too starkly, she remembered creeping out of Harry’s bed back in his house in Fulham earlier that morning. He’d still been asleep, his hair over his eyes, his face like a young boy’s. Quietly, she had dressed and slipped away to come to the airport.

They had always been the perfect couple. Was she risking everything by taking this trip now? Ever since she’d known Harry, he’d made life seem so special, as if they were charmed youth. If he knew her as she really was … Jasmine was afraid to think of the consequences. At Oxford, Harry had been older than most undergraduates, his work experience in the City after Harrow having turned into a two-year job. To Jasmine, he was the more glamorous for it. She remembered the summer balls a few years ago at Oxford, complete with champagne hamper and the right group of friends, she and Harry the dazzling centre of it all. Others watched them with envy from the periphery, glanced back as they passed. Even those women in Harry’s crowd slid their covetous gaze ever back to him. Jasmine would be elegant and graceful in a red cheongsam, the formal evening dress of her Chinese heritage, its tailored slits showing off her long, slim legs. Harry, as ever, looking gorgeous in black tie, all angular, athletic lines, his square-jawed features softened by a blond fringe falling into his eyes. Harry, always needing a haircut and having eyes only for her.

She could hardly believe that of all the many women he knew – all of them wealthy, confident and attractive – Harry had chosen her to love. Once, five years ago, at a garden party in Kensington, she had stood by the sumptuous buffet and stared at all their friends, well-dressed, good-looking people who had taken her into their fold, accepting her as one of them because Harry was one of them. Harry had just come down from Christchurch after a four-year degree course. He had gained only a third in Classics but had been snapped up by De Witte Cootes. He’d been twenty-six then and poised to make his first million in the City within the next ten years. Jasmine had been exhilarated to be in the company of all these high-flyers – management consultants, brokers, designers, bankers, some with inherited titles – and more than a little intimidated.

Marietta Asquith, a glamorous blonde in her mid-thirties, had come up and taken her by the arm. “Don’t be shy with us, dear,” her husky voice had soothed her. “I want to know all about you.”

They took a turn round the garden, arms linked. At twenty-three, Jasmine had just started a new job as a trainee solicitor at a firm in Lincoln’s Inn, having gained a double first in Law at Corpus Christi and a distinction in her Solicitors’ Finals. Marietta was an interior designer and her family had known Harry’s since he’d been a boy. Her husband was something in the Foreign Office. Jasmine never knew what he did, only that he was often away. He was not there that afternoon.

“My dear,” Marietta said, “you’ve been so good for Harry these last three years. I can’t tell you how he’s changed ever since you’ve been a part of his life. You make him so happy. Like no other girl he’s ever gone out with.”

Jasmine blushed. “How has he changed?”

“Happy, you know? Like a puppy. He adores you. Raves about you – so sweet, so innocent, not like coarse English girls, so delicate, and on and on. What potion have you slipped him?” Marietta’s laugh pealed across the lawn as she squeezed Jasmine’s arm affectionately. They had become fast friends.

The 747 taxied onto the runway.

In the aisle, a petite Malay stewardess in a batik sarong kebaya, the figure-hugging Malaysian national dress, was going through the motions of the safety procedure. A smooth male voice gave the instructions in Malay and then in impeccable English. Jasmine found herself listening fondly to the Malay, which she had heard only a few times over the ten years she had been in England. She was pleased that she still understood most of it.

She had wanted to tell Harry the truth this last weekend. They had been down at Oaklands, the manor house and estate in Sussex which had been in his family for generations. Harry’s father and his second wife were in the South of France for the summer and Jasmine and Harry had had the place to themselves. Since their engagement two months before, she had been waiting for the right moment to tell him. The unseasonable June rain had eased as if miraculously for their weekend idyll. The sky was bright and cloudless, and the gentle slopes of Sussex green were lush and teeming with butterflies and ladybirds.

“Darling …”Jasmine had begun.

Harry lay on his back on the tartan rug, gazing up at the sky through the branches of the ancient oaks that sheltered their picnic from the midday sun. He had the broad shoulders of a long-time rower and the muscular build of a rugby halfback. Stretched out on the rug, he seemed a giant at rest beside Jasmine’s delicate build. The wicker hamper lay open, smoked salmon, duck terrine, strawberries and champagne spreading across the rug in antique china and fluted glasses. Jasmine curled across Harry’s chest, teasing his cheek with a cold strawberry. As she looked up at him, she could just see the house across the meadow of buttercups beyond his tousled head. The tennis courts were above his right ear, the lawns and banks of flowers like a crown across his golden hair.

“Mmm?” Harry turned and drew the strawberry into his mouth, toying his tongue around her fingers.

Her breath caught in her throat. She sat up and made herself go on, pulling her hand away. “There’s something I …” She hesitated. She stared at Harry. This was the happy ending she had always longed for, wasn’t it? The perfection of this glorious day that Harry had bestowed on her gave her a sense of watching her own life as if in a movie. They were lying together, happy and in love, in an English glade in summer and the credits should be rolling. Only, the house lights were coming up too soon and she was back in the old Lido cinema, kacang shells crackling underfoot, the groundnuts’ salty residue in her mouth and, all around, the air stale with the garlicky sweat of the tropics.

“What is it, my love?”

Jasmine looked away and took a sip of champagne. “Nothing, really.”

Harry reached up and stroked her black hair. He caught her in his hazel-green gaze. His flirtatious tone belied his words. “Not having second thoughts, are you?”

“No.” Jasmine laughed a little too quickly.

“Then what is it?” He smiled, as if at a child.

“It’ll be perfect, won’t it?”

“The wedding? Of course.” Harry eased himself up and kissed her lips.

“No, I mean us. Our lives. Once we’re married.”

He drew her into his arms and she let herself sink into their safety. “Of course,” he murmured. She felt his lips on her hair, touching her ears, resting on her brow.

Harry had believed the story she had told him. Her parents had been killed when she was eight years old, she had said. Their Bentley had crashed one night on the Singapore – Kuala Lumpur highway. She had waited up for them all night. “But I fell asleep,” she had said. “Perhaps if I hadn’t given up on them, they might still be alive.” She had been brought up by a tutor, she had told him, all her practical needs taken care of by employees paid for from a trust fund her parents had left.

Jasmine had entwined her fingers in Harry’s. “You are my family now,” she had said, wanting it so much to be true.

In the aircraft, Jasmine felt the throb of the jet engines change. A sudden burst of propulsion pushed her back into her seat and the horizon tilted from the window. The air popped in her ears and a dizzying vertigo shook her as the airport below fell away. Rushing up, a panorama of fields and trees encroached with buildings and roads that were the outer London suburbs. These, too, bottomed out as the plane thrust up into banks of cloud.

Jasmine found herself breathing rapidly, a chill making her shiver. She hadn’t been able to tell him.

On that sunny afternoon she’d said, at last, “I have to be away on business on Monday.”

“Day after tomorrow?” Harry looked surprised.

“Yes. I have to go to Kuala Lumpur for some meetings.” Her heart was beating hard.

“You didn’t tell me this before.”

“Darling, I did. Two weeks ago.”

“I don’t remember.” Harry frowned. “What meetings?”

“That bid for the new university in Malaysia. I act for one of the tenderers – the British company.”

“Yes, Jordan Cardale.” Harry nodded but she could see that he could not remember the conversation.

Jasmine went on quickly, “There are some preliminary issues to settle and they need me out there for a few days.”

Harry took in her words and said nothing. She watched him anxiously. Finally, he shook his head. “It must’ve slipped my mind.” There was a hint of annoyance when he next spoke. “But do you have to go? And at such short notice. The wedding is less than a month away.”

“I’ve got it all under control. Anyway, the event company is doing most of it.”

“Yes, but you’re the bride. You shouldn’t rush off now. You need to be here – available. What if – what if there’s a problem?”

“Darling,” Jasmine stroked his hair, soothing him, “I’ll only be away a few days. It’ll be fine.”

“But –”

“I’ve left all the details with Marietta. She’ll be in daily contact with them.”

Harry looked doubtful but she could see he didn’t want a quarrel. Then he said, “What about me?”

“My darling … is that what you’re really worried about?” Jasmine drew his head towards hers, showering his face with kisses. “Sometimes when you’re working late, and I’m working late, we don’t see each other for up to three or four days. Just pretend next week is one of those weeks.”

“Do you have to go?” But he was pouting, teasing now, like a child who knew how to get his own way.

His old trick made her laugh. “You’re too charming for your own good. It’s not fair – you know I can’t refuse you anything when you give me that look!”

He gave her a strong dose of sulky James Dean and Ralph Fiennes from beneath his lashes. He smiled slyly. “So don’t refuse me.”

“Oh, my darling, if only I could stay. You know how important a client Jordan Cardale is to the firm. And to me.” It was because of the work she did for them that she was now the youngest corporate partner at Carruthers. “If they want me, I have to go.”

“But it was I who introduced you to the senior partner at Carruthers.” Harry played up the theatrical intensity, making her giggle at the incongruity of his words and manner. He broke into a laugh and then pulled a serious face, back in cinematic brooding mode. “I am your Svengali” – a strangled Slavic accent –”I made you who you are, I formed your tastes, showed you how to behave, what to wear, who to be seen with. You are mine, my creation! You belong to me and I command you to stay!”

He finished with a flourish that entangled her in his arms. They were laughing as they rolled and tumbled together on the grass.

After a while, their laughter subsiding, Harry gasped, “Will I be able to reach you?”

“Why? It’s only a few days.”

“I might want to hear your voice before I go to bed.”

“I’ll be at the Shangri-La but there may be an on-site meeting in the hills – you might not be able to get me there.”

“You’ll have your mobile phone with you, won’t you?”

“Yes, but in the hills I don’t know what the reception will be like.”

“Faint heart – or faint phone signals – never won fair lady,” Harry had said, waving his arm in a mock-gallant bow, even though he was lying on his back.

And now Jasmine was flying back to Malaysia to keep a promise she should have forgotten long ago, the secret she had kept from Harry. Jasmine found herself twisting her ring. Her engagement ring. She looked down and saw the single blue-white diamond, two carats, set in platinum. From Tiffany’s, she remembered proudly. Like the flat in Chelsea he had chosen for her, its interior made over by Marietta, it symbolised who she had become.

So why could she not let go of a duty from an old life? Her new life with Harry was what mattered. It was all she had wanted in the world, wasn’t it? She had it now, so why was she putting it all at risk by rushing to a past she should have left behind?

Jasmine closed her eyes and listened to the roar of the aircraft engines.

They had driven back to Harry’s house in Fulham late on Sunday night. Jasmine remembered lying in his arms, the covers thrown off in the heat. The night is seldom dark in London and she watched him drifting off. The window was open and above the yellow haze of London lights, the full moon seemed cold and alone.

“Are you happy, my love?” Harry murmured dreamily.

“I have never been so happy,” she lied.

* * *

On the upper slopes of the tropical highlands of Malaysia, dawn was still a few hours away. The air was chill and fresh. Stars glittered like frost over the dark jungle on the hills. Here and there were clearings cultivated with vegetables and fruits. There were strawberries, lettuce, carnations and temperate flowers, too, which would not have survived in the heat of the lowlands. These were the smallholdings scattered around the market town of Kampung Tanah – the Village of the Land.

In the town’s high street, Wong sat in his office below his family’s living quarters. He was in his mid-forties, chubby from a few years of good business. His office was a partitioned area in the storehouse at the back of his general goods shop. He sold the items he trucked in from the lowlands – dried spices, salted fish, video games. On journeys down to the cities, his trucks carried fresh produce from the hills for the supermarkets.

As Wong worked on his accounts, he heard a car pull up in the back parking lot. Its engine gunned before subsiding to stillness. A car door. Then footsteps – taking their time – crossing the tarmac. Wong squinted towards the hinged door at the rear.

A dark figure of a man stood in the doorway. The solitary desk lamp made Wong an easy target where he sat.

“So this is Wong Keng-wi,” the man said, in Cantonese. “Yes?” Wong began to get up. “Who are you?”

“The businessman? Chairman of the Kampung Tanah Business Association? Member of the town committee?” the man sneered.

Wong nodded. He moved to the light switch on the wall.

“No!”

Wong froze.

“I am your friend,” the man said. Wong’s hand searched for the telephone.

There was a sound. Metal scraping on metal. Wong stared at the switchblade in the man’s hand.

The man gestured and Wong moved away from the phone.

“Call me Good Friend.” The man took a jambu from a bushel of the local fruit. He made Wong sit with him on crates by the open door.

Staying in the shadows, the man sliced his jambu. “You’re an influential man in this village.”

He was matter-of-fact, his knife occupied. The ordinariness of their seating reassured Wong and he began to relax.

The man was saying, “People do business with you because they trust you. You’re doing well.”

“Business is OK,” Wong said, cautiously.

Suddenly, the man flicked the knife onto the crate between them. It thudded into the wood. Wong started.

The man began to talk. He knew everything about Wong – his business, his wife and his family. “Your son, Jimmy, he’s your favourite. Seven next month. Loves cars and fancy gadgets.”

“H – how did you know?”

“Knowledge, my friend. That is the key to business success. The world is changing.” The man took out a wad of cash. He peeled away two thousand ringgit and let them fall on the crate. “Progress is like enlightenment. We are on the path to a better state of existence. I am a Buddhist. Are you?”

Wong stared at the money. He nodded.

The man said, “I go to the temple. I pray to the spirits and gods. They are like my friends. They are enlightened beings.”

He toyed with the knife, watching Wong. “They control things we do not understand. But they want to help us. Like I want to help you.” He paused to let this sink in, then went on, “Many farmers have been selling – they’ve got good money for their land. There’s going to be a big development here soon.”

Wong took the bait. “We see people from KL coming and going. Testing the soil. Surveyors, engineers. All kinds, men in suits. What’s the development? Holiday condos? Country club?”

The man spoke quietly, drawing Wong in closer to catch his words. “University – top class. New life into this dead place, heh, what do you think? Businesses will follow, tourists will come to see this new wonder of Asia. There’ll be condos and country clubs, restaurants and malls, casinos, even, maybe – bright, beautiful lights flashing up the night, big fancy highways zooming us all up and down to KL, to Kuantan, anywhere you want, everything you want.”

“New customers with money. They will need a big store.” Wong stared out at the dark morning beyond, as if into a rich future. “Also a good transport service – minicabs, maybe even limousine service. I can give them that.”

“You believe in the future.” Good Friend laughed.

Wong held the money in his hand. It could do him no harm to hear out this man. It might even gain him an advantage. He acted tough but he seemed reasonable.

The man went on, “If I perform my obligations to the gods, they grant me success in business, long life, a happy family. In return, I give them my loyalty. Like we expect loyalty from you, my friend.”

“We?”

“I have associates – rich men. Like you, they believe in the future. We need you to be our representative here. We want everyone in this town to be our friends – and you and others we are contacting will help us.”

“What do you want us to do?”

“You will know in good time. For now, remember this. I am always loyal to the gods. If I’m not, they can grant me terrible misfortune. Maybe, one night, a short circuit in my storehouse and everything is burned to the ground. Or my son, say his name is Jimmy, like your son, maybe he disappears and weeks later they find him dead, his body mutilated. Again no reason.”

Wong blinked, his mouth dry.

“I shall burn an offering for you when I go to the temple.” The stiletto blade glinted yellow from the lamp, flashed grey from the embryo dawn outside. “I would not like to lose your friendship, Wong.”

“You have my friendship – I swear it, Good Friend.”

The man closed the blade. He laughed, the confident laugh of a patron pleased with his protégé. “We will share good fortune together.”

Wong followed him out onto the steps. The man kept his back to him but he could see the brown suede jacket and jeans in the dim light. They looked expensive. Wong saw the money bright in his hand. Instinctively, he brought up the wad and sniffed its rich fragrance.

There was a red Mazda sports cabriolet in the empty parking lot. The man swung himself in.

Wong understood the deal. But it would not be so difficult to be loyal to this new friendship, he thought. After all, there was no gain without risk – and there was much to gain.

The car squealed away in a thrust of power.

It had no number plates.

Wong slipped the money into his shirt pocket.

* * *

As the 747 hurtled eastwards over India, Jasmine dozed uneasily. She had stretched out in the reclining seat, a blanket drawn up close around her.

She had not had the nightmare for a while. This time was like all the other times – except for the face. She had not seen it those other times. It always began with the sound of weeping. Through murky blackness, Jasmine stumbled towards the sobbing. Fragments on the floor cut her bare feet. She crashed against unseen objects. The weeping lured her on. And then, she saw the room again.

Shadows shaped themselves into a table, chairs, a sideboard. Shattered glass and broken objects lay everywhere. There had been a struggle. It was night. By the jagged window, the woman wept. A weak light filtered in from behind her. Where her face should have been, Jasmine saw only an infinity of darkness. The sobs filled the room. It was the end of everything. Nothing but despair lay ahead. The weeping drained Jasmine’s heart. She felt cold.

She could not move. She could not speak.

She saw the blood. A black stain on the woman’s sleeve. It fanned up onto her shoulder, down across her chest. Seeping through her fingers, which now covered her face. Jasmine screamed but no sound came.

The woman looked up and raised her arms in a plea for help. Jasmine stared at her face but only darkness stared back. The metallic stench of blood was suffocating. “Save yourself,” the woman said. “Leave me.”

The outstretched arms turned and kept Jasmine at bay. Go, run as far away as you dare, they said. The woman spoke again. “I must wait here but you can escape. You have a chance.”

“Come with me,” Jasmine called out. “I must stay. Save yourself.”

Jasmine wanted to help the woman but she could not. She wanted to escape from the dark and the blood and the faceless woman but she could not leave her.

“Go. If you stay here with me …” The woman’s voice trailed off.

Jasmine turned and ran. Her legs were heavy, as if she lurched through mud. She looked back and wished she never had. The woman was watching her, her face now ashen in the eerie light. Jasmine looked back and saw what she had always known. The face was her own face.

She woke up, gasping for air.

For a moment, she did not know where she was. The roaring hum of the engine unsettled her. She stared at the seats looming like sentinels across her vision.

Then she remembered she was on the flight to Malaysia. Slowly, she sat up. She tried to still her heaving breath and pounding heart. She touched the dampness on her cheek and stared at her fingers. There was no blood, only sweat.

* * *

It was nine in the morning and the temperature was already 30 degrees. Jasmine stepped out of the tunnelled walkway from the plane into Subang International Airport, Kuala Lumpur.

How it had changed since she had last been there ten years ago! Back then, she had been about to take her first journey overseas and the shabby little airport had seemed huge. She had been eighteen, clutching her passport and a suitcase full of homemade clothes. There had been no one to see her off. Now there was no one she knew to witness her return, reinvented stunningly and dressed for respect. The refurbished airport had two new terminals and shining floors as far as you could see. It had the opulent look of a new nation that had made good and knew it.

In spite of the air-conditioning, her lightweight Yves St Laurent suit felt too dense. Jasmine prided herself on her designer wardrobe, the internationally recognised labels like talismans of her new identity. In her beautifully tailored clothes, Jasmine felt empowered, charmed with glamour and good fortune. They hid the frightened girl she had once been. She caught an image of herself in the smoked glass partitions along the polished corridor of the transit lounge – a graceful, elegant young woman in her late twenties with silky black hair, classical Chinese features, and the confident manner of a Western woman.

The Chinese and Malay businessmen in the terminal were in short-sleeved shirts. The few executive women looked cool and stylish in silk blouses and cotton skirts, and Jasmine spotted some in designer names. A Muslim woman strolled by in a colourful baju kurong – a loose tunic over long, matching sarong. Jasmine took off her houndstooth jacket and draped it over her luggage trolley.

Outside, the heat enveloped her with a physical impact. She had forgotten its suffocating humidity. She slowed her pace and sauntered to the Avis counter where she rented a BMW Clove-tinted smoke of the kretek cigarette trailed from a group of chocolate-brown young men as they passed. The aroma caught Jasmine like a memory of everything she had missed about home. Home. This was home. This heat was home. These dark-skinned, slight, friendly people were home. Jasmine stood, unable to move, taking in this world that had lived only in her memory for ten long years.

The car-jockey came up with the keys to the BMW. Rousing herself, Jasmine loaded her overnight bag and leather briefcase into the boot. The engine started with a roar and, pulling out onto the highway, she followed signs to the city centre. The air-conditioning blasted cold air but the glare of the sun burned through the tinted glass. She passed royal palms and bougainvillaea, then rubber plantations and oil palm estates.

Soon, the KL skyline loomed and she stared in amazement. The last time she had been here, there had not been a skyline to speak of. Now, sleek buildings of glass and steel gleamed in the sunlight. The centrepiece was the Post Office tower, a spire impaling a flying saucer of office suites. Downtown, she gaped like a tourist at the sprawling shopping malls – Yow Chuan Plaza, KL Plaza, Sungai Wang ‘river of money’. She could not match the wealth of what she saw with the hazy picture she had held in her mind of a much smaller and less imposing capital city. She felt a buzz from the energy and bustle she sensed all around. This was a city of money and new prospects, racing to catch up with its more mature cousins in the West. She cruised towards the international hotels jostling for space – the Regent, the Hilton, the Istana and, finally, the Shangri-La.

She pulled up and had the car-jockey hold the car. Inside the Shangri-La, marble floors and icy air welcomed her to a fantasy palace. Suddenly, her nerve failed her. What if someone recognised her? Saw through her veneer of breeding. Saw who she really was. Jasmine looked furtively round her. A few men were giving her admiring glances but nothing more.

“Can I help you, mem?” The young man behind the reception desk inclined diffidently towards her.

Jasmine floundered. Then, she drew herself up and walked over to the desk.

She checked in but did not wait to see the room. She hurried back to the car, not wanting to think about what she was doing. She kept her mind on the road and on the drive ahead. She did not contact Seng & Mustafa, her firm’s associate offices in KL – they did not know she was here. She did not contact her client – they were in London. The client and project were real enough. But there had been no meetings arranged in Malaysia.

She had lied to Harry.

Not a lie, she corrected herself. Just, well, not exactly the truth. Not just yet. She would tell him. He would know everything when she got back to London. She would make sure of it.

Manoeuvring through the traffic, she found her way back to the highway and headed north to Taiping. The clear stretches of tarmac sped her through vistas of tracts of rubber and oil palm. In the east, the blue of the Titiwangsa mountain range filled the horizon, its highest peaks enshrouded in mist.

That last journey alone to KL airport, she had taken the bus – six hours along the old trunk road, single file all the way, its diesel engine spewing black smoke. She had been crammed between a fat old woman, with a loud, betel-stained mouth, and a young man, whose cheap cologne steadily soured into rancid sweat. Six hours of watching timber lorries scrape by and trying to hold down her nausea and her nervous excitement, knowing always that her life was about to change forever.

Now, speeding smoothly along this new highway, Jasmine thought how strange it was to be back after so many years. The landscape she remembered had been filled up with concrete and tarmac, veneers of progress. But she knew intimately this glaring sun and its bright sky, the palm trees and, here and there, the uncleared mass of jungle. Other, forbidden memories crowded the corners of her mind, tumbling against the backdrop of this tropical landscape, summoned as if by her return.

Her mother had told her never to come back, but Jasmine had made her a promise. Her mother had replied, “You’ll wish one day you never promised me anything,” but Jasmine had sworn it in spite of her protests. And now she knew that her mother had been right.

Jasmine had trained herself to forget all that had come before Oxford. But where she had succeeded in mastering her future, she had failed in taming the past. She had been glad to leave the sweltering heat as if leaving the claustrophobia of her servant class. And here, amid the swamps and jungle, her emotions had been wilder, more unsafe, her passions unsubdued. She had thought them becalmed in the cool of her English life but she had been mistaken. They had begun to prowl again the evening that Harry had asked her to marry him.

Three hours north of KL, just outside Ipoh, she searched the landscape for the limestone hills whose caves for generations had housed dwellings and sacred temples. In the ten years she had been away, cement and chalk factories had arrived to devour the limestone. There remained only gouged-out cadavers of hills and the debris of dead forests. Relentless blasting for chalk had drained the land of holiness and life.

It seemed to Jasmine, suddenly, that she saw before her the landscape of her heart.


2
 
Malaysia runs the length of the exclamation mark extending southwards from Thailand with Singapore as the dot on the end. A range of hills forms a central spine dividing the West Coast from the East. The South China Sea on the east sweeps in clear waters and fresh trade winds, bringing good fishing, Vietnamese boat people and pirates. On the west, the sweltering Malacca Straits collects the debris of commercial tankers and the waste of both the heavily populated West Coast and the many islands of Indonesia.

In the humid fertile soil of Malaysia itself, lush vegetation creeps to inhabit every untended inch. The jungle is all pervasive, dank and impenetrable still in large tracts of the interior. The history of the nation is the history of the struggle to win territory from the rainforests. Spice farms, padi fields, rubber and tea plantations, tin mines and factories, cities and suburban gardens have all been hewn from the wilderness. But, in time, the jungle always reclaims it, relentless and without mercy. Even today, those hikers who stray a few metres from known forest tracks will find the trees closing in on them, each tangle of green indistinguishable from the next, no markers in the perpetual emerald twilight to lead them home.

On the West Coast, the capital city of Kuala Lumpur has tamed the tropical wilds with tarmac, tower blocks, shopping malls and air-conditioning. Highway arteries link its wealth to other centres of commerce and industry – Johor Baru to the south, Ipoh and Penang to the north. The soaring temperatures of global industrialisation have brought unusually dry weather in recent years. Long aridity has parched the soil, cracking seams in the red earth, searing thirsty vegetation to crackling brown. The jungle’s one essential sustenance – moisture – is losing its hold. Many today believe concrete and tarmac might win now against the wilderness where generations of agriculture and mining have failed.

Three-and-a-half hours’ drive north of Kuala Lumpur, the small town of Taiping nestles in the foothills of Bukit Larut – Larut Hill. It was once the administrative centre for the British Empire’s tin-mining operations in the state of Perak. In the nineteenth century, transplanted English society strolled in its orderly streets, shopped at department stores, sipped papaya sodas at the soda fountain, played cricket on the padang, dressed up to go to the races. But the tin ran out, as it was always bound to, and the whites moved on. They left behind their colonial buildings – the town’s museum, its district offices, its Anglican church – and the most beautiful public gardens in the country.

The Lake Gardens were created from the debris of the tin mines, its fathomless lakes formed from the results of open cast mining. Now, more than a century after the land was replanted, huge rain trees arch over the perimeter road to touch the water’s edge. Lotus blossoms bloom in still ponds. Bamboo groves and ornamental gardens speckle the undulating landscape. Pagodas dot islands, hillocks and the lakes themselves. Bridges – arching, curving, zigzagging – playfully span stretches of water.

From every point in the town, the hills can be seen. Their thronging life and waterfalls are part of all who live in Taiping. The amassed bulk of the hills used to bring rain every day, brooding black with the colour of the storm. But in the heat of the recent dry weather, they take on the nature of the sun, glaring bright through the steam from the dank jungles. But they also give relief – amid the sheltering trees, only a few metres up the hills, the air is fresh and cooled by mountain springs.

Some miles off the new highway, Taiping is overlooked, these days, by those rushing between Kuala Lumpur and Penang and is yet undiscovered by tourists. It is like an old relative that has been forgotten by the young. Content in its own home, it carries on in the quiet meditative way of the very old and very wise.

* * *

Half an hour away from Taiping, Jasmine drove into the town of Simpang, named for the crossroads around which a jumble of old wooden buildings had gathered. She had come off the highway and approached from the south on the old trunk road. Ahead, she saw the intersection with the east-west road inland from the coast towards Taiping. Suddenly, her energy seemed to ebb.

She pulled into the kerb by a coffeeshop just before the lights. It proclaimed itself in both Malay and Chinese to be Sing Kee Coffee and Eating House. Metal tables and chairs cluttered the floor and spilled onto the walkway above the monsoon drain. Ceiling fans, blackened with grime, circled in the heat. The hawkers on the perimeter had sold off their noodles and roast meats and were swabbing their counters. Groups of men sat around smoking and finishing their meals. Families passing through ate without energy, bleary-eyed from their journeys. All of them turned to stare as Jasmine walked in.

Among those Asian skins darkened by the sun, she felt pale as cream. The men’s cheap shirts and scruffy trousers were of the same fashion as those she remembered from her childhood. She froze under their stares. A chill came back to her that she had not felt in a long time. A rough-looking man took a toothpick out of his mouth as he looked at her. She started – a reflex from a time she thought she had left behind. Would he speak to her? Would he make a move towards her? You’re Tommy’s daughter, aren’t you? Come and give your uncle a kiss, little girl. The man looked away and picked up his glass of beer.

One by one, the locals around her returned to their food and conversation. Jasmine realised she’d been holding her breath. She sat down at an empty table and tried to recover her composure. She made herself look calmly around the coffeeshop. The women there, she noted, had done what they could with their limited budgets, dressing simply and cheaply, with little make-up. All their money had gone on their children, who were got up in baseball caps and jeans and colourful tops. Everywhere, she saw bad skin and the scars of mosquito bites.

The impassive proprietor asked for her order. She stared at him for a moment, noticing his stained T-shirt, dirty slippers and shorts. She ordered kopi peng, strong local coffee sweetened with condensed milk and poured over crushed ice. She felt her alarm subsiding and a strange sense of being home begin to emerge. And yet, she was acutely aware of her immaculate make-up, her brightened lips. She had left her jacket in the car but she still seemed overdressed. Too well dressed. People were still flicking stares and whispering to each other. She made out that one table thought she was a Hong Kong movie star but they could not remember which one.

She had been so desperate to escape the life that had waited for her here in Malaysia. If she had stayed, could she have been any more than ‘Tommy’s girl’, leered at and cat-called for favours? She remembered how she used to envy women like these drab wives. At least they were wives and mothers, they had a place in life and husbands to honour them, she used to think: no decent man would want Tommy Fung’s daughter.

The coffee arrived and she took a long sip. The cloying sweetness surprised her like an old friend. In London, she drank her coffee black and without sugar. She smiled. It seemed an emblem of how much of herself she had changed, how she had taken care of every detail.

She stared at the plastic Peter Stuyvesant poster on the cracked wall. Why had she come back? Why had she not forgotten her promise? Why could she not merely live with the memory of it, live on into the future she had made for herself?

It was not too late, she thought. She could get into the car now and turn back. Go straight to the airport and back to London. Tell Harry that the meeting had gone well, that all the outstanding issues had been resolved. Settle back into her life in London and look forward to being his wife.

She buckled on the armour of her logical, legal mind. After all, she made herself argue, what more did she owe her mother? She had repaid Ah Ma in full – and more – with all the money she had sent over the years. Jasmine was still now telegraphing her large sums every month, securing her old age and anything she could possibly want. Every week, for ten years, Jasmine had written home and every week she’d go to her post office box, hoping for her mother’s reply. But she never got any letters. Her mother had never written to her in all these years. Not one letter. She owed Ah Ma nothing more, she said to herself without conviction. The promise had been made in a moment of heated feeling. Ah Ma herself had warned her not to make it – surely, she would not hold Jasmine to it now, after all these years.

But the truth was something simpler. Jasmine had always known it. This anxiety and indecision was only the web she had often woven for herself to stop that very simple thought. Jasmine breathed out a long breath and felt her mind go quiet. It was simple. She was tired – tired of the masquerade, tired of her desire to escape, of her duty to escape. She wanted to go home.

Jasmine paid for the coffee and walked to the car. She pulled out into the traffic and, at the lights ahead of her, turned right, following the sign towards Taiping.

* * *

Mrs Fung filled the tiffin-carrier with vegetables fried in belacan (a spicy shrimp paste), curry kapitan (chicken curry made with lemon grass and coconut cream) and steamed fish. With a bamboo pole, she lifted it onto one of many hooks high on the ceiling. Each was labelled with the name of a customer.

At three ringgit a time, she made a good income from her meals-you-collect service. She would have enough over the next years for a comfortable retirement. The gods were continuing to be good to her, she thought, with surprise.

Mrs Fung was almost sixty-five, but a lifetime of disappointments had not bowed her. She carried her small frame with dignity and her soft bright eyes looked out at the years of struggle that came and went. She still wore the old-fashioned Chinese tunic with its high collar and snap buttons trailing diagonally across her breast. It was stiff with tapioca-paste starch and immaculately ironed. She wore her hair, which was still dark and abundant, in a tight bun. Her only indulgences were black tailored trousers from the supermarket on Kota Road and a jade bangle.

She lived on the edge of Taiping beyond Night Soil Bridge from where, only twenty years ago, the night-soil bearers would empty their urns. On the far side of the Chinese cemetery, her house was wooden, dating back to 1898. It sat back from the road down a narrow rutted lane. On all sides, the garden and compound protected it from enquiring eyes.

Her garden was the daughter and also the sons she had lost. It burgeoned with a profusion of beautiful plants – red hibiscus, violet bougainvillaea, fragrant white gardenia. The bleeding heart creeper speckled its red and white flowers across the fence. Along the verandahs hung orchids, the white moon orchid and the dappled tiger.

And above all this towered the flame tree. Its smooth limbs reached out to the sky, its abundant green spreading high above the house. In the wind, its leaves sprinkled the garden in a flurry of jade and ochre. In bright sunlight, the translucence of its canopy against cotton clouds gave it a yellow glow.

Mrs Fung carried the organic waste out to the compost heap. She lingered among her cherished plants, smiling at their fragrance. Over the long, difficult years, she had found comfort in this, her only deep delight. With little money to spare, she would sneak cuttings from the Lake Gardens or woo seedlings from friends. But once a year, no matter how tight her budget, she would allow herself the pleasure of buying a plant from Wee’s Nursery.

Those were occasions she hoarded like miser’s gold. She would walk among the shrubs or potted saplings she coveted, deciding and deciding again on the one she would have for her own. And on the day she had enough in her biscuit tin behind the stove, her heart beating as she handed over the money, she would point to the plant she yearned for and take delivery of another dream.

She would never forget the year she bought the sapling that had now grown into the flame tree. She paused by the simple shrine at the foot of the tree. Kneeling, she removed the burned stubs of joss-sticks from in front of the red-painted tablet. She poured away the bowl of tea she had laid there early that morning. In the evening, she would pay homage again.

Across Asia, homemade shrines dotted the landscape. They honoured the spirits of the trees and rivers and forests. They remembered travellers killed in accidents on the road, pacified demons who lurked at the edge of the known world. Shrines honoured the dead of a family at the ancestral altar in the home, pampered the god of good fortune at doorways. Mrs Fung tended her shrine more dutifully than most and now, beyond her expectations, she had begun to reap the benefits in the late years of her life.

The ang mo would be coming again to see her that afternoon. She smiled. The white man came whenever he was back in town. When he was not, he would take the time to make a special trip just to see her. Today, she had made him his favourite dish of pork fried with potatoes and a dash of Lea & Perrins.

She listened for the sound of him at the front of the house. It was past two in the afternoon. He was late.

The last time he had been here, the neighbourhood had gathered to watch her command over this white man, whose forefathers had been their masters. He was mending her fence, stripped to the waist and tanned. Years in the outdoors had streaked sunlight through his brown hair. Absorbed in his task, taking down the rusty netting, setting right the posts, putting up the new wire mesh, he had not seen them at first. The little crowd gathered in the neighbouring gardens and stared from windows and porches.

They stared at her where she stood in the shade of the verandah – like the memsahib his mother used to be. They commented on his skin, how it was so unlike theirs, pinkish gold and furry with hairs bleached to whiteness in the sun. He caught her eye and grinned. They had forgotten that he could understand them.

Now, she tied on her broad-brimmed farmer’s hat against the sun. She would have to water her garden again this evening, laboriously carrying the watering-can back and forth. She squinted at the clouds. The last rain had been a faint drizzle two weeks before.

Mrs Fung squatted and began to weed a flowerbed.

When she finally heard the verandah door swing shut and footsteps over the wooden floor it was almost four.

“Ah, you’ve come at last,” she called, without turning. “I’ve been waiting so long.”

* * *

Mrs Fung’s words froze Jasmine in mid-step. She stared at the figure of the old woman squatting by the sunflower bed.

How small the garden looked, after all these years. And how frail her mother seemed.

Jasmine had walked through the familiar house, trailed her hand over the worn furniture she had known since childhood. Finding the house empty, she had come out into the garden. A rush of panic and claustrophobia and love swelled against her will. Now, these words, so casually uttered, had the force of an accusation.

Jasmine took a shuddering breath. The old woman looked round. They stared at each other. A tumble of emotions crossed Mrs Fung’s face. She stood up with difficulty, trowel hanging in a soiled hand. Finally, she said, ‘Jasmine. It’s you.”

Tears blurred Jasmine’s vision. A band constricted her throat. She gave in to the grip of the past. She sucked in a breath with a sob. “Ah Ma – Mother.”

They moved awkwardly towards each other. Mrs Fung studied her daughter. She was appraising the confident poise, the expensive clothes. Jasmine knew that the look of success stood before her mother and she smiled when Ah Ma nodded in triumph.

“You’re getting married,” her mother said.

Jasmine gasped. “How did you know?”

“For ten years, we’ve been dead to each other – as it should be. Now, you’re here. There can be only one reason.” Mrs Fung moved to embrace her child but stopped, her soiled hands hovering above Jasmine’s pristine blouse.

Before she could withdraw, Jasmine enveloped her in her arms, breathing in the familiar smell of her mother and finding comfort again in the feel of her. Mrs Fung held Jasmine against her. She continued, laughing through her tears, “I told you to forget the promise. To forget me. But you didn’t. You truly are a good daughter.”

They spoke in Cantonese, the dialect of the girl Jasmine used to be. She closed her eyes. She had been a good daughter. Now, she felt ashamed. She felt ashamed of this old house and the memories it made her face, the father she had never mentioned in almost twenty years and the stain she could never wash clean. She was ashamed of the little old lady in old-fashioned Chinese dress, who could hardly speak English, who smelt of garlic and rose-water scent, whose ambition for Jasmine had changed her daughter’s future. And, most of all, she felt ashamed of what she had come to say to her mother.

She had promised, that day long ago, to come back for her mother when she was getting married. Her mother would meet her husband, as was proper. Ah Ma would come to live with them, Jasmine had said fiercely, as was right.

“He’ll know everything about me,” the girl she used to be had declared. “And he’ll still love me. Or he will not be the kind of man I want for my husband.”

Her mother had smiled and stroked her hair. “It’s better not to make this kind of promise.”

But, after all these years, the old woman had remembered her daughter’s words.

And she was proud of her. Proud of the integrity she thought Jasmine had retained and of the kind of man she thought her daughter had chosen.

* * *

Mrs Fung made Jasmine sit down on the sofa while she scurried about in the kitchen. Her excited voice maintained a constant chorus. “I think about you every day. Waah, how you’ve grown up!”

Mrs Fung brought a glass of iced lime juice for Jasmine and sat down opposite her. Jasmine tasted the sharpness of the limes from the garden and the sweet fragrance of the pandan syrup. It was the taste of her childhood. She sighed. Mrs Fung laughed.

The silence was awkward.

Jasmine noticed the patchwork coaster her mother had placed proudly on the cheap table in front of her. There were patchwork headrests on the chairs. By the screen door to the verandah lay a mat made of coloured off-cuts tied into an old gunny-sack.

Now that she looked, she also saw the egg cartons, reincarnated into seedling trays. A bunch of flowers bloomed from an old coffee jar. Through the screen door, she could see the flame tree, now grown so tall and shading a red-painted homemade shrine. This was home, and it was a past that could destroy the future for which she and her mother had sacrificed so much.

* * *

Jasmine thought of the sleek modernity of her flat, and Harry’s house that declared his wealth and status. He displayed antiques from Oaklands, manly and European. Her interior designer had used modern decor from Heal’s and Liberty’s – Jasmine had not wanted anything old. “No second-hand goods,” had been her instructions. Everything new, nothing from the past, not even someone else’s.

She tried to imagine transplanting her old life and identity into her untainted Chelsea flat and could not.

“Tell me about this boy,” Mrs Fung said. “The one you’re going to marry.”

“Well, he’s English.”

“Does he love you?”

“Yes. Yes, he does.”

“Does he love his mother? You can tell he’s a nice boy if he loves his mother.”

“I think he does.”

“What’s his name?”

“Harry.”

Mrs Fung repeated, “Hallee.”

Jasmine looked down. She saw the glitter of her diamonds. “This is the engagement ring he gave me.”

Her mother’s eyes widened. She exclaimed, as she took Jasmine’s hand, “Waah! It’s real! Waah, Jasmine, he must really love you!”

After all these years, Jasmine felt a child still – like the day she had come running home with the results of the Oxford scholarship. She had not let her mother down. The sacrifices of the past had not been squandered.

“I’ve succeeded, Ah Ma, just like you always wanted me to.”

* * *

Jasmine looked out at the flame tree. Her mother had planted it the night her father had walked out. It had been a thin sapling then. Now it arched high above, embracing them all in its protective calm.

Jasmine remembered the raised voices of that night, long ago, the sound of fist against flesh and bone. The frenzy and terror of that final row. The shame of what he had tried to do. And then the door had slammed, her father screaming his usual curses all the way down the path. “I should’ve left long ago. This time it’s for real. You lousy bitch, I don’t need you.” And this time he had meant it.

Her mother had waited, pacing, pacing. The hours of the night ticked by. And suddenly, her garden saved her. She was out there in the darkness, clearing the patch at the bottom of the garden, pouring her years of sadness into the soil of her home, working feverishly, planting a life in the moment she had lost everything.

It had been more than twenty years since that terrible night. They had never heard from Jasmine’s father again.

Jasmine suspected that he had gone to Bangkok where he always used to go “on business”, staying for indefinite periods and returning only when he had run out of money. For once, his “business” venture must have thrived.

She could hardly remember him now. The last time her mother had spoken of him had been when Jasmine had won the scholarship to Oxford.

“You have a chance to change your destiny now,” Mrs Fung had said. Her voice was matter-of-fact. “Your father is a gambler, a drunkard and a whore-master. He owes money everywhere he goes. He’s travelled all over, always trying to do “business”. Everywhere his name is bad. The name of Fung is rotten like he is.

“I took his name when I married him, as a wife must. Look at what it has done to me. I used to be a Lian. Lian Mei-ling. I could have had a good life. But I went against my parents’ wishes for love. I took a man and a name from the sewer. That’s where the name belongs. With that name, you’ll always be in the gutter.

“You have a chance for a new life. You will have a new name that is related to wealth and success.”

Jasmine Lian.

Her mother’s gift of her maiden name had had the power of a charm.

It had taken her ten years to inhabit the transformation. No one ever knew the truth. That the wealth she had displayed had been bought with endless toil. She would skip lectures to work in the kitchens at the Randolph Hotel, making up with late nights in the Bodleian Library.

When term was over, in the anonymity of London, Birmingham and Manchester, she worked at two jobs, unrecognisable among the cities’ foreign workers. And always, there were the sums trickling in from Malaysia, pitifully small after the conversion into sterling.

She had a copy of Debrett and a book on English etiquette, both well hidden. She mimicked the manners and speech of those with whom she wanted to be seen. She joined the Oxford Union and debated with men and women who later entered the Foreign Office, the City, the Inns of Court, the government. She pored through Vogue and dressed stunningly in clothes she could hardly afford.

No one even thought to ask if she was who she said she was. The past was gone. There was only the future.

How splendid the tree looked. In the years without her father’s curses and his violence, it had flourished. There it stood now, its strong, smooth limbs reaching out to embrace the future. Its leaves were rich and fresh with life.

But Jasmine had never seen its blossom, that colour of blood and fire she had heard could set a forest ablaze. Her mother had longed for that flame tree. She had talked and dreamed of the scarlet canopy that would transform their little garden.

Jasmine wondered if, in all those years her mother had waited alone, she had ever seen the tree bloom.

* * *

Mrs Fung did not know how to behave with this successful young woman. She did not know what to say to her. Her daughter seemed a stranger even in her own country. Jasmine’s clothes were too heavy for the climate, her hair expensively cut, her mannerisms unafraid, like those of a Western woman. Her voice was strong and confident and, wherever she was, she was not afraid of taking up space. Like the ang mo. And in the house she had kept her shoes on – as must be the custom in the West, Mrs Fung thought, but not here.

When Jasmine showed her a photograph of the man she was going to marry, it was like looking at the picture of a movie star – someone beautiful and powerful, who could conjure a multitude of dreams. This was not a man to whom she could be mother-in-law. “Ah Ma,” Jasmine said. “Why haven’t you been using the money that I’ve been sending you every month?”

She nodded sideways, only slightly, but Mrs Fung saw the nod encompass the whole house, its shabby contents, the garden and compound, her own clothes, herself. She shrugged. “I’ve been saving it.”

“Why not use it?”

“I’m saving it for when I’m old. Or an emergency.”

“But I’ll be there for you.”

“You’ve been a good daughter,” Mrs Fung said. “The sooner you leave this old life behind, the sooner you will be free. I am an old woman who has lived out her life. It’s your future you must look to.”

Jasmine could not meet Mrs Fung’s gaze. It was as if her mother had seen into her heart.

They sat there, both searching for something more to say. And then they heard the voices – laughter and chatter – coming down the pathway. “He’s here!” Mrs Fung said.

She hurried out to the front verandah, leaving Jasmine to follow.
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As he strode down the pathway, the neighbourhood children swarmed around him. He was in his early thirties and had the stroll of a man comfortable in rough terrain. His khakis and hiking boots were dusty and well worn. A white cotton tunic of Indian origin caught the breeze as he moved, fluttered against the lines of his torso. He was tall and lean, and had the healthy strength of an outdoor labourer. At first, he did not see the women.

He was tanned from years of working in the sun. As a boy he might have been described as pretty but maturity had etched complexity into his features. At rest, his face might have seemed too serious but now, as he laughed at a boy’s joke, it was animated with warmth.

On the front verandah, Jasmine stood very still.

Mrs Fung slipped into her sandals and hurried down the steps into the courtyard. “You’re here! Look who’s come home!”

He looked up towards Mrs Fung. His eyes were so clear you could see the sky in them.

“Luke,” Jasmine murmured. And then she closed into herself, watching without expression.

He broke away from the children. He called to Mrs Fung, using the old Chinese name he had always used, “Fung Cheh – Older Sister Fung.”

Leaning down, he enveloped her in his arms. He spoke to her in Cantonese, greeting her in the traditional way. “Fung Cheh, have you eaten?”

“Silly boy, don’t be so formal with me! I hope you haven’t eaten – I’ve made your favourite dish.”

“I’ve been dreaming of it. All I’ve had to eat in Sri Lanka was curry and more curry!”

Jasmine watched them approach. They seemed so relaxed together. He had his arm around her mother as if he were her son. The old woman had lost the edginess she had had with Jasmine. She laughed with the young man as she used to do long ago with her daughter. Jasmine stiffened, unable to control her jealousy. There was something else too, a lightness in her spirits suddenly that she preferred not to acknowledge.

“See who’s come home,” her mother was saying.

Luke glanced up, smiling. His gaze focused on the elegant young woman on the verandah but he did not recognise her. His smile became polite. And then he knew her and his look changed. It was only a moment, a flickering of emotion wavering over his features. And then his smile was wide and friendly. It was only a moment but Jasmine had seen it: the tightening of the lips, the hardening in his eyes.

Or had she? She looked hard into his face as he came up the steps – his expression was warm.

She smiled back. It felt to her like a grimace.

She could see the day-old stubble on his cheeks and the crumpled state of his clothes. A sheen of sweat filmed his skin. He smelt of his long journey and that familiar hint of musk and spices.

“Jasmine,” he said. “Welcome home.”

She braced herself for his bear-hug.

He reached out his hand to shake hers. It felt rough.

“Aah, it’s so nice to have you both here,” Mrs Fung fussed. “I’m such a lucky old woman. My daughter and my good boy, here together. Come, come.”

Luke took off his shoes and followed Mrs Fung barefoot into the house. Jasmine realised only then that she had been wearing her shoes indoors. She quickly slipped them off.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Luke was saying. “I had to go straight from the airport to a meeting with new clients. They wanted the best consultant they could get.”

“Which is you!” Mrs Fung beamed.

“Yup.”

“What about your trip to Sri Lanka? You haven’t told me anything yet!”

Luke laughed. “Slow down, I’m back now for a while … Hey, how’s the fence standing up?”

“Good. Come, I show you.” Mrs Fung took his hand and led him out into the garden.

Jasmine had no place here, not in the chatter, not in their lives.

She did not go outside with them. She needed these moments alone. Seeing her mother again had been more difficult than she had imagined. And then Luke – scruffier, older, but still the same. The same. Was she still unchanged, too, in spite of all she’d been telling herself? Jasmine leaned against the wall. She felt drained.

* * *

The red Mazda cabriolet pulled into the courtyard of the Buddhist temple on the edge of the shopping district of Kuala Lumpur. The roof was up, and behind the tinted windows the air-conditioning was on. Its legitimate number plates revealed that it was registered locally.

The temple was one of the last in the city centre, most of the others having been demolished to make way for office blocks and shopping malls. It had once been a residential house but layers of renovations had added annexes for altars, statues and prayer rooms. The roof teemed with dragons, clouds and gods.

It was late afternoon.

The Mazda parked askew across two spaces. Ronnie Tan emerged into the hot afternoon. There was a swagger to his manner. His early-morning visit to Wong up in Kampung Tanah had gone better than he had hoped. He had not had to use the switch blade.

He was in his late thirties. His features were angular for a Chinese, his eyes narrow and hard. His short black hair was brushed back with a touch of Brylcreem. He was small but moved with the confidence of a street fighter. He was now dressed in grey slacks, blue Ralph Lauren shirt and a Paisley tie. A row of pens emerged from his breast pocket. His non-prescription Alain Delon glasses gave him a serious, office-bound demeanour.

He owned a security company offering personal and property protection, surveillance equipment and profile investigation. He was an intensely religious man and contributed an impressive sum every month to the temple. A figurine of the Buddha graced his dashboard. A shrine occupied a corner of his office downtown. In his house in Bangsar, the recently developed residential district for the recently wealthy, an altar table stood in the hallway.

The feudal hierarchy of Chinese society was moulded into Tan’s life. In his relationship with the gods and spirits – as with his family and business associates – there were levels of dues to be paid and favours to be bestowed. Gifts cemented friendships, oiled the wheels of business. Red packets of money given by father to child, elder to younger, superior to inferior confirmed duty and obligation. A favour granted was a favour owed in return. Nothing came for free.

Tan took off his expensive American shoes and left them amid the pile at the temple door. A sign on the wall above said ‘Beware of Shoe-thieves’.

In the main hall, Tan bought joss-sticks, lit them with his Zippo, then padded across the tiles and stood before the ornate altar. It bore brass urns of joss-sticks burning out. Wooden tablets with prayers in Chinese characters stood like sentinels across the surface. Devotees had left offerings of tea, fruit, cups of liquor. He shook his joss-sticks with both hands in obeisance to the gods and bowed. Then he stabbed a few sticks into one of the urns. He repeated the ritual until he had distributed his clutch of incense.

He went over to the cash counter by the side of the hall. A woman was paying for ajar of fortune sticks to ask the gods for guidance. An old man rented two mussel-shaped fortune-counters to seek advice. Tan paid for prayers to be said for his current business enterprise. For an additional sum, he also arranged for offerings to be made. As an afterthought, he gave the monk five ringgit for prayers to be said for Wong.

“Wong Keng-wi,” he repeated as the monk wrote the name on a slip of yellow paper.

Outside again in the muggy heat, Tan waited to cross the busy road to his favourite coffeeshop. He pressed an autodial combination on his mobile. He did not introduce himself when the line picked up. He spoke in English. “Initial contact made.”

“How many?”

“Six out of the ten. Wong only a few days ago. So far, all positive.”

“Good. And the other four?”

“Maybe ten days.”

“They are the most influential – ah – subcontractors there. We must have them. Wong’s position in the Business Association makes him our most useful contact.”

“Now he is part of our project, contact with the others will be quicker. So far, they all like the – um – fees. Their philosophies make them receptive to our proposals.” Tan dodged the cars and jogged up the steps to the row of shophouses. “The remainder won’t be any trouble.”

“Excellent. Any information on those who might be … of a different philosophy?”

“Some of my contacts have referred to them. I can find out more.”

“Our sub-contractors will help us with those others. That is why we are contracting them,” Tan’s client said.

“Understood.”

“Send me your interim invoice. There’ll be a bonus for your fast work.” Tan rang off.

The two-storey shophouses were the remaining buildings from the last century.

Elevated above the ground and enclosed by deep monsoon drains like moats, each shop overflowed its trade onto the five-foot covered walkway. Tan skirted grocers’ baskets of dried goods.

The coffeeshop was just opening after the mid-afternoon lull. The hawkers spread their food on their stalls around the premises – roast duck, fried kway teow – “the best flat noodles in town” – beef ball noodle soup. Tan swapped gossip with the hawkers as he sat down at his usual table. He ordered a Carlsberg and treated himself to a selection of dishes. The boy, in singlet and shorts, called his order to the cooks. “And hurry it up! Mr Tan looks hungry today!”

“It’s hard work doing business.” Tan laughed. “Don’t you love it?”

* * *

Mrs Fung served her customers in the kitchen but did not mention her daughter. She had the skill for silence of those whose life is owed to endurance.

Jasmine and Luke ate at the old stone-topped table in the living room, closed off from the kitchen and away from the windows. Luke handled his bowl and chopsticks like a native. Since Mrs Fung had left them alone, they had hardly spoken, busying themselves with the meal. In spite of herself, Jasmine glanced at Luke each time she thought he wasn’t looking. It was nice to see him again, she allowed. And it was nice that he was being nice to her mother. So why could she not stifle the irritation that gnawed at her?

He seemed distant now they were alone, formal almost, as he passed her a dish or reached for the soy sauce. Did he still hold a grudge from their last quarrel all that time ago? She decided she would not let the silence unnerve her.

She looked up and found him staring at her. She stared back, mustering all her self-possession. A grin threatened to crease his cheeks. And his gaze was growing impertinent, as if he found her amusing! She looked away and pretended to ignore him. At last, he spoke, and the appreciation in his tone caught her off-guard. “You’re looking very good,” he said, in English.

She took in his tunic, his unshaven crumpled state and his rough hands. She was aware of her own expensively cut clothes, her immaculate hair and makeup. She tilted her head back in defiance. “I know,” she said.

Luke broke into a grin, as if she had said the funniest thing. He seemed to relax then.

He sounded almost happy. “You haven’t changed.”

The words stung Jasmine like an accusation of failure. They mocked her ten long years of transformation. They told her she was still just a pimp’s daughter. She said coolly, “I see you’re still slumming it among the natives.” She indicated his tunic.

A flicker of surprise crossed Luke’s eyes. And then he smiled. After all this time she still had not forgotten. He would give her the game she wanted. “Of course I’ve gone native.” He waved a hand at her designer image. “Adapt to their customs and habit of dress and the locals are more likely to treat you as one of their own. You’ve gone native quite successfully over in Old Blighty. I’m just doing what you’re the expert at.”

“That’s different.”

“Is it?”

“I perfected my English to succeed.” The old fury caught her full throttle at last. She let it carry her, fuelling the momentum of her battle. “I went to Oxford to succeed. I dress to succeed. You? You’re just playing at Third World living.”

“Playing?” Luke raised his eyebrows. “I was born here and I grew up here. You know that. I live here now – it’s my home.”

Jasmine laughed without humour. “Your mother used to hate it out here. I’m sure you’re making her very happy.”

For the first time, Luke looked annoyed. She had hit a nerve. But his tone was calm when he replied, “I don’t think my mother cares much what I’m doing these days. My parents are back in San Francisco and she’s too busy worrying about the Big One.” He grinned. “She probably wishes she were back in this ‘god-forsaken hole’ as she used to call it. At least, there are no earthquakes here.”

Jasmine was in the grip of anger and not yet ready to be sidetracked. She asked, in a conversational tone, “Since when did you get so friendly with my mother?”

“You went away. She was on her own. I’d come by whenever I was in town. It became a regular habit. She was always more of a mother to me than Mom.”

“Yes, I know.”

“She misses you a lot. Talks about you all the time.”

“I miss her.”

“How long has it been? Ten years?”

“What are you getting at?”

“It’s been a long time, that’s all.”

“Are you saying I don’t care about my mother?”

Luke scrutinised her for a moment. “Sore point, is it?”

“Why, nothing of the sort. It’s none of your concern anyway – how we arrange our lives, my mother and I! You’re not part of this family. Whether I come back once a year or once every ten years – or never – has nothing to do with how I feel towards her!”

He put up his hands in a calming gesture but his smile infuriated Jasmine more. She went on, “What about you? You’re still rebelling against your parents – no, against your mother. You always wanted to hang around us off-white people just to spite her. It’s easy for you – anytime you get bored you can get a ticket out. We have to claw our way out of here – no easy escape and cushy life waiting for us over there.” She stood up. “I created a chance for myself out of nothing. I got out. It wasn’t easy to do that. I changed my life. I had ambitions and I achieved them. Just look at yourself. What have you achieved? What have you done with your life? I knew you would never amount to much. And I was right.” She paused, gasping for breath. Her heart was pounding and she was flushed with anger.

He was staring at her in astonishment. His stunned silence filled her with satisfaction. Then he burst into laughter.

“What are you laughing at?” His laughter rolled at her. “Well?”

“Hell, I’ve missed you.” Luke held her gaze in the blue of his eyes. “No one can give a good fight like you could. I bet you’re a damn good lawyer.”

He sat back in his chair and appraised her with a lover’s eye. His smile was one of pride and respect. It was as if she were a prize that he had won. It outraged her. But before she could retort, he said, “Do you remember how you fought for the reinstatement of that kid at school? That punchy speech you gave Dr Han that got the PTA mobilised?”

“That was a long time ago.”

“You spoke out for the kid. He would’ve accepted being expelled. His parents were too afraid to do anything. And the teacher would have carried on terrorising the weaker kids. You were only twelve at the time. You haven’t changed – you’ve just got better.” Luke beamed with old admiration.

Jasmine felt her anger slinking away. Why had she flown off the handle at him? In her confusion, she just wanted to get away from him but she said, “You egged me on.”

“Yes, but only from the sidelines – I didn’t have the same teacher, it was easy for me.”

“Yeah.” Jasmine couldn’t stop her smile. “I was quite a hot-shot lawyer even then, huh?”

“You bet! Remember how you were always talking about what was fair and unfair? How it wasn’t right that kids who were smaller or people who were poor or couldn’t speak up for themselves always got bullied.”

“That’s why I wanted to be a lawyer.”

Jasmine suddenly moved away. Why talk about all this now? It was all finished with long ago. She said, “My mother’s taking a long time.”

“So when are you coming back to open your own practice, like you always wanted?”

“I was young and idealistic back then,” Jasmine said, deliberately harsh.

“You know what’s happened to the kid you got reinstated?”

Jasmine shook her head.

“He went on to the agricultural college in Serdang and now works for the Ministry of Agriculture advising local farmers on new techniques and best management. I’ve worked with him a few times.”

She did not answer him.

“Jasmine? You made a difference.”

Making a difference. Jasmine looked at Luke. His eyes had always been the windows to the flame that powered him. He always used to talk about making a difference. She used to laugh at him. Don Quixote, she used to call him. Then, in England, she had made herself forget how much she missed him.

“That was all a long time ago,” she said.
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Luke left Mrs Fung’s house as the sun began its descent behind the hills. Driving across the Lake Gardens, he turned towards the Waterfall at the foot of Bukit Larut.

Before Independence, Bukit Larut was known as Maxwell Hill. It stood at the outskirts of Taiping, a part of the ridge of hills that winged the eastern side of the town. It had been open to whites only and, in the nineteenth century, the English memsahibs were carried up the steep tracks in sedan chairs hauled by coolies. After the British left, the old hill station was still a hideaway retreat. The steep single-track road had now been tarmacked but its steep gradient meant that it could only be accessed by four-wheel drive. The local council ran a Jeep service from a base at the foot of the hill for non-residents.

When they were children, Luke and Jasmine would hike up to a clearing on the slopes and spend the afternoons with a picnic prepared by Mrs Fung. This was their favourite place. On a clear day, they could see the town and the rice fields and plantations all the way to the sea. In the evenings, fireflies came like faerie familiars to dust the darkness with light.

Luke found himself thinking about Karim, the boy who had been expelled for attacking a teacher. Jasmine had been twelve. Up there in Firefly Clearing, Luke had watched her forging the prototype of the fierce and successful lawyer she would become. “It’s not fair!” she cried to Luke. “Ranjit was bleeding. Karim stopped Encik Adnan beating him. Mr Adnan’s not even being told off! And Karim is expelled. No one’s doing anything to make it right!”

“You could do something,” Luke said.

Jasmine wrote down what she had seen. She persuaded her classmates to sign the petition. She went to the headmistress. She canvassed the members of the PTA. But the adults met her with complacence. “Karim’s a bad hat,” they said. “Don’t worry about him, girl.”

“Don’t give up,” Luke said, on a bright still afternoon. He was fifteen and his American father had instilled in him a belief in the power of the individual. “All you have to do is try. It’s ordinary people who change things. People like you and me.”

She stood on a rock, looking out over the slopes. The air was cool and fresh. The plains below stretched out, flat as glass. Looking up at her towering figure, Luke saw her passion stir. She said, “Anything is possible, isn’t it?”

Tall against the glaring sky, it was as if, in that moment, she discarded the role of the powerless petitioner. In its place stood a fighter with a cause and an arrogant spirit. She said, “If we feel what they did is wrong, there must be others who feel the same. They just don’t know it yet.”

Jasmine went to the Treasurer of the PTA, Dr Han, whose daughter Mei, was in her class. She caught his attention: “Maybe he’s beating Mei also but she’s too scared to tell you.”

“That stopped him!” Jasmine recounted triumphantly to Luke. They huddled on the back steps while Mrs Fung wiped down the kitchen surfaces after dinner. It was night and in the semi-darkness, Jasmine’s excitement had the power of magic. It seemed to Luke then that, together, the two of them might hold the world to ransom.

“What did he say?”

Jasmine made a face of shock. “‘Ha? Mei? What’s happened to Mei? Are you telling the truth?’ Then Dr Han looked at me like this, his eyes so narrow. ‘You’re Tommy Fung’s daughter.’ I could see what he was thinking – same as everyone always thinks.” She turned away, bitterness in her voice.

“What did you do?” Luke asked.

Jasmine pulled herself straight, and when she turned back, she was strong and vibrant. “I said, ‘Yes. I’m his daughter. I’m not him. I’m different from him.’ And then before he could say anything, I rushed on. I told him everything, and then I just couldn’t stop.”

“‘I am the top student in my class. If I’m playing the fool now, you can report me to the head teacher and I sure can get into trouble. I don’t need to stand up for a boy who’s nobody in the school. But it’s like … You always go to the PTA meetings, Dr Han. You don’t have to go but you want to make the school a good school for Mei.’”

“It was like – I wanted him to believe in me. Me. You know? If he believed in me, I just knew he would believe in what I was telling him. Then I said, ‘You don’t have to do anything about Ranjit – maybe someone else can do it. But what if no one else does? What if everyone believes the teacher’s version and doesn’t ask us? There are no parents there at school to see. How do you know what they tell you is the truth?’”

The next week, Dr Han called an emergency meeting of the PTA and the district school inspectors were summoned. Encik Adnan was suspended and Karim came back to school a hero.

After school that day, Luke’s laughter rang out in Firefly Clearing. “You changed things!”

For the first time, Jasmine seemed to recognise her gifts – intelligence, instinct and, most of all, passion. She was elated, a far off look in her eyes. He grabbed her. “You can achieve anything, overcome any obstacle!”

“I’ll never forget seeing Karim walk back into class,” she said. “I’m going to be a people’s lawyer. I want to speak for them and fight for them.”

As their excitement ebbed, they perched on the high rock, looking out over the plains. Jasmine began to speak, almost to herself. “When somebody hits someone else, it’s … You can never forget such a thing. When you’ve lived it, it’s like a ghost always there even though the person’s gone. You always remember the sound of a beating – a fist against bone, a slap, a kick in the stomach. You get to know the different sounds. When I saw the teacher hitting Ranjit, I was so scared – I couldn’t move, I couldn’t do anything. My father’s gone, almost four years now, but I still get the nightmares. As if he’s still there. I hear him cursing her, I can smell the brandy. And the horrible sounds of … of … And I hear her, trying not to cry so I won’t hear. But it’s going to be different now. I stopped Encik Adnan, didn’t I? I won’t be quiet, I won’t shut up, I’m going to speak out from now on. I can change things! And I will, I swear it!”

Luke touched her, his palm resting on her back. She jumped, brittle with a pain he did not then understand. Her eyes were shrouded, as if they looked inwards at memories she rarely spoke of. Luke heard himself saying lamely, “Are you okay?”

Jasmine seemed to shake herself. Her face softened and she laughed. “Hey, I’m hungry!”

She nudged him off the rock. He spread out their picnic of coconut buns and curry puffs, and poured out tumblers of guava juice. He cried, “A toast! To the most amazing girl on earth, spunky little titch and lawyer extraordinaire. Look out, Oxford, look out, world!”

She tackled him, grabbing at his plastic cup. “Titch, huh?”

In the bright sun, her hair was glossy with streaks of light. Her creamy skin was soft and warm to the touch. They wrestled and shrieked with laughter. She smelt of honey and sweat.

As they munched buns, Luke fished out a well-thumbed paperback of Robert Frost’s poems. “The foremost poet of America speaks to you.”

It was a familiar moment. Luke loved Frost and Whitman, Wordsworth and any ballad. Jasmine loved anything short that rhymed.

He began to recite “The Road Not Taken”, hardly glancing at the page. The poem described how a traveller came to two paths diverging in a wood. He walked the one that seemed to have been less travelled by others and it was that which made the difference to his journey.

He smiled. “You did something when no one else tried. You took the road no one else did and –”

“And it made a difference. “Jasmine took his hand. “You were right – ordinary people, it’s us who make the world we live in.”

* * *

In those days, Luke’s mother had already closeted herself in the air-conditioned cool of her room. Every afternoon, Mrs Fung would make him go to her. “You no argue. She mother,” she would say in English.

The chill of the room made him shiver. The bedroom smelt of cigarettes and sherry.

“Darling, is that you?” Mrs McAllister lay in bed with a flannel over her eyes. She lifted a corner. “Lord, you look a mess. I’ve told you to wear your shoes in the house – do you want to turn into a bloody little native? And stop skulking by the door, you’re as bad as the servant. Come and give your poor mother a kiss.”

Luke did as he was told. Her arms closed around him and he pulled away.

“Sit on the bed by your mother.” But he moved across to the dressing-table stool. She sighed. “You’re so grown-up now. You used to like to cuddle, do you remember? You’re getting just like your father. So strong. So silent. That’s what I fell for in your father – the rugged outdoors type, so different from those chattering chaps back in Surrey. No doubt you’ll make the girls swoon, too, when you’re older. You’ll bring back some poor little thing to this god-forsaken hole. That’ll be such a lark, hey, darling? You men off doing whatever you men do and we girls waiting for you at home, wasting away in this heat and bored as hell!

“I’m sorry, darling. My temper’s frayed these days. It’s too hot, don’t you feel it?”

Luke shook his head. “I like it.”

“Your father’s been gone for two weeks now. God knows when he’ll be back. What keeps him away for so long, damn it? Tin mines are just hideous contraptions sucking up dirt and spewing out sand the other end. What’s so complex that it keeps him away for months on end?”

“Mom, he’s a mining engineer. He travels to different mines, it all takes time.”

She scrabbled for a cigarette. “You’ll be leaving me to go to high school soon. San Francisco! I was there in fifty-nine with your father – it’s not bad for an American city. You’ll be staying with your grandparents, which won’t be so lovely. At least you’ll be getting out of this stinking hole.”

“Mom, I like it here.”

“I, of course, wanted you to go to Winchester. But, no, your father wants you to grow up an American. Promise me you won’t forget your poor mother, left alone in this ghastly hole?”

“Mom …” Luke rolled his eyes. He should have gone to America two years before to start high school but his mother had been unable to bear the parting. His parents had argued again, his father torn between Luke’s future and his love for his wife, his mother turning away from his father to appeal to Luke, You’ll catch up at school, won’t you, darling? You’re a bright boy. It won’t do you any harm to stay here just a little longer, will it? He had seen her terror and loneliness and he had nodded. Shrugged and nodded. And his father had given in.

“Promise me you won’t forget me?” Mrs McAllister pleaded. “Life’s so difficult for me ever since I married your father. Promise you won’t forget me?”

“Yeah, sure. I got homework, Mom.” He put the stool back. “See ya.” In one fluid move, he pecked her on the cheek, strode across the room and was gone.

“See you,” she said softly.

Luke’s father had married his mother for her beauty and her laughter, like a peal of bells. “Don’t be angry with your mother,” he would say to Luke. “You should’ve seen her in those days. She could have had lords and she chose me. When we move back home to the States, I’ll make it up to her.”

John McAllister was a shy man who loved the solitary nature of his work. In his twenties he had worked with mining companies in South Africa. Malaysia had been his first posting after their marriage.

Whenever his contract came up for renewal Luke’s mother nagged him to apply for a promotion out of fieldwork. He would promise her the world, then stay on where they were. “A suit and an office. That’s not for me. Maybe in a couple of years.”

“I know he loves me,” his mother would sigh. “But not enough to give up this damn tinkering with crankshafts and what-have-you.”

Luke had seen his father’s technical drawings, their delicate detail showing the skill of a craftsman. Imagining them into the giant steel and strength they would become, Luke saw the sum of his father in his work. It was more than just tinkering and it meant more to him than the love he had for his wife. It was who he was. His identity and his spirit were founded in what he did. In the moment of drawing, and out in the mines, he forgot himself in the dedication to the work and, in that same instant, he owned who he was. His wife envied him that.
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