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For my good friend Patrick Thean who
imagines a world filled with rhythm.


One

Two weeks before his thirtieth
birthday, Paul had sat alone in his penthouse twirling the cap to
the bottle of Yamazaki that sat on the coffee table in front of
him. He brushed a hand over his couch, thinking back on his life
and resisting the impulse to just take a swig from the bottle. He
eventually relented, poured a shot into a tumbler and took a sip.
He guided a finger along the crease of his Armani pants and paused
to admire his Berluti shoes.

He stood and walked to the balcony.
Peering over the railing into the moonless Singaporean night, he
became melancholic. He attempted to convince himself that he stood
out from his sister, but he still felt her shadow creeping over
him.

Though Paul and Penda had
grown up in the same home, their interests had diverged early on.
He had spent his time reading about life, while she had experienced
life. He had stayed to himself, while she had attempted to befriend
everyone she met. As much as their parents wanted them to play
together, it didn’t work out. They never viewed themselves as
competitors or adversaries; they simply had a mutual
Indifference toward each other.

Paul and Penda were fraternal twins.
Having been born first, she considered herself the eldest and
asserted herself thusly. Until Paul reached puberty, she was also
taller, making it easier for her to lay claim to the ‘eldest’
moniker. She was the fastest, bravest, and most energetic of all
the young family members. When they visited the playground, no one
messed with Paul because they were afraid of Penda.

Throughout his childhood, Paul had
participated in team sports, though he preferred individual sports
like ping pong and tennis, where he could rely on his own intellect
rather than a team of questionable talent. His father enjoyed
working with him on business issues but worried that if he only
trusted himself, he might not be able to be a team player or lead a
team. His father praised Penda for her teamwork and ideas, but
wished she cared more about the administrative aspects of running a
business.

The twins’ parents had wanted the best
schooling for them, which meant sending Paul to Anglo-Chinese
School and Penda to Singapore Chinese Girls' School. Both graduated
with honors. Their parents hoped their two children would go to the
same college, but they had differing ambitions. Paul chose to
obtain a business degree from the University of British Columbia,
while interning at Electronic Arts and Broadband TV.

Penda annoyed her parents by going to
the University of Washington, a less respected school, for an
Aerospace Engineering degree. She interned at Boeing and Blue
Origin.

While in college, Paul and Penda began
to visit each other. Alone in strange lands, they came to rely more
and more on their sibling bond. Seattle and Vancouver were a mere
three hours apart by car. They drove, took the train, and even flew
back and forth. Oddly enough, they spent more time together while
living in different cities than they had while living in the same
house. They compared notes about their classes, their internships,
and their social life. For the first time in their lives they were
on their own, away from their parents and thinking about
dating.

The opportunities at his
school dismayed Paul. Many Singaporeans viewed UBC as their school
of choice, which made Paul a target for some women students looking
to take advantage of his wealth. Penda didn’t have that problem at
UW. She did learn something new about herself, however: she liked
women. She briefly announced it to Paul, while watching a movie, as
her ‘awakening’ a la Star
Wars, of which they were both
fans.

They shared a passion for
science fiction films, enjoying first-run movies on the big screen.
While they enjoyed fantasies such as Annihilation and Arrival, they preferred more
realistic movies such as The
Martian and The
Space Between Us. Penda was interested in
building ships to explore Mars, and she welcomed the business ideas
that came from futuristic movies about Mars travel.

★★★

During a break from college, Penda and
Paul shared donuts and coffee at Seattle’s Top Pot café while
discussing a movie they had just watched. Paul shifted in his seat
before changing the subject. “Tell me about your ‘awakening’.” He
leaned forward over the table and beamed at his sister. “I can’t
believe you are just now telling me this.”

Penda placed both hands flat on the
table and hesitated before responding. “I wasn’t trying to keep
anything from you. I didn’t know or wasn’t sure, I—it’s hard to
explain. Just listen. As I sat in class, studied in the library, or
ate in the cafeteria, I found myself checking out women more than
men. It confirmed things when I was chatting with a classmate
outside my dorm and she leaned in and kissed me. I liked it. I
liked it a lot.”

“I can’t believe I never
noticed. Mom and Dad are going to go ballistic when they find out,”
Paul said with a look of concern. “You know they want you to have
children.”

“I definitely want
children and I believe I’ve found a way to make that happen.
Continuing our family and its traditions is important to
me.”

“I’m surprised to hear you
say that. It seems we’re more alike than I figured.”

“You’re okay with
it?”

“Of course I am. Remember,
Ming, my best friend, is gay. Don’t ask me to help you break it to
Mom and Dad, though.”

“Thanks for being
supportive.” Penda squeezed Paul’s hands.

“Hey, Penda,” said a woman
passing their booth.

“Hello there,” Penda
replied, standing to give the woman a hug before letting her
continue on her way.

“Who’s that?” asked
Paul.

“That’s my friend, Su-Yee.
We met in aerodynamics class. She’s from Singapore, too, and we’ve
really hit it off. I was hoping for something more, but she’s
straight.” Penda shrugged and sipped her coffee.

“Then how about
introducing me? Does she know about our family?”

Penda dried her hand with a napkin and
gave Paul an inquisitive look. “I don’t believe she does. I’ll ask
her to join us and you can meet her.”

“Why didn’t we get along
this well when we lived together?”

Penda gave Paul an I-don’t-know look
and left to retrieve Su-Yee.

★★★

Paul and Su-Yee hit it off, much to
Penda’s delight. Su-Yee began to join Penda on her trips to
Vancouver and often shared a hotel room with her. On one of those
trips, as the trio slurped down platters of happy-hour oysters at
the Boulevard Kitchen & Oyster Bar, Penda became suspicious of
Paul’s sudden interest in skiing.

“Why do you want to come
with us on our trip to Grosse Mountain? Are you planning to ski
when we get there?” asked Penda, drying her lips.

“Of course. I’d better
learn soon if I’m going to join you two at Whistler during spring
break.”

“Really? I’ve tried for
years to get you to go skiing and now you decide you want to hang
out with me? Or does Su-Yee have something to do with it?” she
whispered.

Su-Yee slurped another oyster,
ignoring the conversation.

Paul’s face flushed. “You mentioned
that I was gaining a little weight and suggested I should get more
exercise. I’m merely taking your advice.”

“That’s a first. I wonder
what’s different now. Hmm.” Penda smiled and placed a finger on her
chin.

“Is it wrong to want to
spend more time with my sister?”

“Why aren’t you spending
more time with Xiao? You two used to be thick as
thieves.”

“He spends more time
throwing parties and chasing women than focusing on schoolwork. My
schoolwork and weight have suffered, so I’ve decided to spend more
time with my studious sister and learn to ski. If you went to UBC,
you would be a lot closer to the best skiing in the world. I’m not
sure I can join you in your more dangerous sporting activities.
Surfing, paragliding, and rock climbing aren’t my cup of
tea.”

“If UBC had a decent
aeronautics curriculum, I’d consider it. As far as sports go, I
play it safe. I practice a lot before I try anything
dangerous.”

“What got you into extreme
sports all of a sudden? I worry about you sometimes.”

“It’s crazy, but lately I
refuse to go with the status quo on anything. I want to experience
everything, especially things that Mom and Dad want to keep us away
from. I’ll probably calm down after I return to Singapore and start
working.”

“What about you, Su-Yee?
What are your future plans?” asked Paul.

“I’m going to stay at UW
until I get my master’s degree, then return to Singapore to join
the aviation industry. There’s a luxury private plane startup I’ve
been following.”

“I like the way you think.
I’m interested in startups as well.”

“Because you want to buy
them and add them to the company’s portfolio,” said
Penda.

“You own an investment
company?” asked Su-Yee.

“No, my sister likes to
make fun of my business interests. I would love to own a large
high-tech company someday.” Paul glared at Penda and shook his
head. Penda stuck her tongue out at him in response.

The server came to the table to check
on the trio, but Paul waved her away.

“I couldn’t imagine living
anywhere else but Singapore,” said Su-Yee. “All my friends live
there, not to mention the food.”

“Me too. There’s decent
Chinese food in Seattle and Vancouver, but it lacks the variety and
flavor of Singapore’s.”

“I’m surprised we never
ran into you at any of the restaurants back home,” said
Penda.

“I went to the ones on the
modest side. I get the impression you two spent more time
downtown.” Su-Yee sounded a bit embarrassed.

“Good point,” said Paul.
“We should spend more time visiting areas outside of where we live.
Speaking of places to live, next semester I’m planning on getting a
three-bedroom condo here. That way, you two won’t have to get a
hotel every time you come to visit.”

“Okay, I’ll do the same in
Seattle. I was planning on doing that, anyway. Su-Yee, if you like,
you can be my roommate.”

“I don’t believe I could
afford the rent. Right now, I get a fairly good deal on room and
board with the university.”

“Don’t worry about paying
rent. My father has saved plenty of money to take care of us. I’ve
already cleared it with him.” Penda patted Su-Yee’s hand
soothingly.

Su-Yee pulled away gently. “How can I
say no, then?”

Paul tapped Penda under the table,
then gave her a quick wink. She smiled in return.

★★★

Over the next few years, Paul, Su-Yee,
and Penda were inseparable. Paul and Su-Yee became a couple and,
despite her family’s low social ranking, he was determined not to
let his parents tell him who to love, even if it meant striking out
on his own. Penda occasionally hooked up with someone she met while
visiting Vancouver, avoiding romantic attachments and focusing on
schoolwork.

Upon his graduation, Paul’s father,
Ping Tan, assigned him to Mergers and Acquisitions at Tan
Enterprises, while Penda rejected his overtures to join the
company. Instead, she joined the research department of Singapore
Space and Technology Association where she could embrace her love
of the skies. She obtained a pilot’s license, but found sitting in
a cockpit too confining. She longed to fly directly with birds and
took up wingsuit flying, much to her parents’ dismay. She ignored
the negative statistics and pushed to become proficient at the
sport. This caused confrontations with her mother.

Before Paul’s birthday celebration,
Penda met with her mother to discuss her future. They sat on the
balcony enjoying tea. Penda’s mother expressed her concern over her
extreme sports activities and being publicly affectionate with
women.

“Penda, you opened up
about your ‘awakening’ and I accepted it. You refused to join the
family business and I supported the decision, even though it has
placed a wedge between you and your father, not to mention causing
your father and me to bicker. Now you are involved in this reckless
sport. Is it not enough that you distance yourself in the
figurative sense with your refusal to join the family business? Do
you want to risk our losing you forever, before you even have
children? What if Paul dies prematurely? We will be left with
nothing!”

Penda dropped to her knees, clasped
her hands with fingers interwoven and gazed at her mother’s face.
“Dear mother, I mean no disrespect in my actions. I am a woman who
loves being with other women. I will work to be more discreet when
I’m out in public.

“My wingsuit flying is not
merely for sport. In my own way, I wish to honor our family by
exploring unfamiliar areas of aviation that I plan to eventually
integrate into a new family business. To address your concerns about offspring, I
will have children, my first by the end of next year if things go
well.”

“So, you plan to bring
some anonymous bastard into our family?” She looked sternly at her
daughter, who lowered her eyes.

“Mother, I am not blind to
the importance of family or our traditions. I am in negotiations to
marry the youngest son of the Sultan of Brunei and if everything
works out, we plan to have children together.”

“I’m certain he is gay.
Why would he consent to a marriage of convenience?”

“Because he is faced with
the same responsibility to bear children. We have decided to have
them together. Via artificial insemination, of course.”

“Oh, my darling, you don’t
know how happy that makes me.” Penda’s mother dropped to her knees
and hugged her daughter, weeping.

“Mother, not a word of
this to anyone until the announcement.”

Penda’s mother nodded in agreement as
tears rolled down her cheeks. “I promise, not a word. What about
your father? When will you tell him?”

“I’m furious with the way
he disowned me after I came out about my sexuality. I should be
allowed to be a Tan without having to sacrifice who I am. My
rejoining the family and his company requires him to reconcile with
me. He pushed me away. It is up to him to invite me
back!”

Penda’s mother embraced her again,
holding her to the point of discomfort, making Penda emotional. “I
will make it happen, my beautiful flower, even if I have to break
both his legs.” Penda laughed before standing, bowing, and rushing
out the door. “What about your tea?” Mrs. Tan yelled. Penda merely
waved without looking back.

★★★

Paul’s thirtieth birthday loomed, and
his parents wished to have ‘the talk.’ Though he dreaded having to
spend the day with them focused on his future, he knew that to
become CEO of the company, it was necessary.

Early that morning, Paul drove to his
parents’ three-story French-style chateau. The angled design and
landscaping gave the illusion that the house was smaller than its
one-thousand-square meter interior. The rear of the mansion
sprawled along a hillside, butting up against an elaborate garden
with a Louis Quatorze pond at its center, complete with
paddleboats.

Claire, his childhood nanny, greeted
Paul from the doorway. “Young Master Tan! It’s wonderful to see you
again.”

“Claire, it is always a
delight to see you. And I still would love it if you called me
Paul.”

“I would never be so
familiar with the heir to the throne.” She gave Paul a brief
hug.

“Now you’re mocking me.”
Paul smiled as he handed his keys to her, knowing that his car
would be freshly washed and waxed before he returned for
it.

“Your father is waiting
for you in the study.”

“Thanks, Claire.” Paul
strolled through the large entryway and headed down the stairs,
hesitant to subject himself to the lecture his father had prepared.
He stopped in front of the door to the study and took a moment to
compose himself. He pushed on the heavy oak door, which creaked as
it opened to reveal the large, wood-paneled office. His father’s
oak desk took up most of the space near the wall across from
him.

On the walls hung plaques
commemorating his father’s academic, business, and military
accomplishments. A single family photo sat on his desk, which
displayed the four of them sitting in front of the pond. His father
rarely permitted him to enter his office. Paul took a moment to
appreciate the craftsmanship of the ceiling beams, bookcase, and
lavish furniture that filled the space. He spun the globe that
stood near the door to the balcony.

Ping stood on the balcony, peering out
at the garden. He turned to meet his son’s gaze.

“Good morning, son. How is
life treating you?”

“No complaints,” Paul
replied, walking out onto the balcony and shaking his father’s
hand, adding a brief hug. “Good to see you.” Leaning on the
railing, he took in the garden below.

“Good to see you, son.”
His father smiled warmly. “Tell me, what do you long for these
days?”

“Only to be successful and
make a difference in any way I can.” Paul watched his father with
admiration and knew he needed to exude confidence in this
moment.

“Well said. I’m having the
cook whip up some breakfast. It’ll be brought to the garden. Let’s
go there now. I want to show you something.”

In the garden, the two walked in
silence past trees, rosebushes, and beds of fragrant flowers. They
stopped at the cross-shaped pond to admire the giant koi. Paul’s
father reached into his jacket pocket and knelt to throw some
breadcrumbs into the water. They watched as the fish competed for
the tiny morsels.

“Remember all the times we
came here to feed the fish?” He stood and brushed crumbs from his
hand.

“Yes, and I remember the
lesson to always take time to smell the roses.” Paul walked over to
a rosebush and lifted a plush bloom to his nose.

“That’s right. Never
forget. I want to show you something else worth remembering.” He
strode to an ornate stone balustrade that marked the edge of the
garden, overlooking the neighboring house.

Mr. Tan waved his arm toward the west side of
the property. “There was a time when there were no houses here and
we had an unobstructed view of the area that was to become the
botanical garden. That is where your great-grandfather got his
start in the rubber tree business. He bought this land so he could
be close to work and placed a hut on it until he was able to build
a more respectable place to live. Over time, he expanded and placed
this garden here to beautify the surroundings. Later he invested in
the botanical garden. After more people moved into the
neighborhood, blocking the view, he decided to stay for sentimental
reasons and the family never left. I hope one day this place will
be yours.”

“I didn’t know that’s why
the garden was placed here.”

“And now you must not only
remember the reason but be the custodian of that memory. One must
always be aware of the legacy one leaves behind. It is not enough
to head a great business. You must head a great family. That can
only happen if both parents come from greatness. For that reason, I
hope you will reconsider your relationship with Su-Yee and select a
woman who will broaden our family’s reach. Her family might have
built a company that supplied them with modest wealth, but they did
not come from generational wealth. That could become a stumbling
block for you going forward. Other families may feel slighted and
turn away from us.”

Paul took a moment to
internalize his father’s words. He wasn’t merely being handed the
mantle of the company, but of the family, the burden of which
suddenly weighed on him. I can’t believe
my father is suddenly thrusting these responsibilities upon me and
using them to drive a wedge between me and Su-Yee. Upholding family
tradition should not require that I compromise my principles. I do
not want to perpetuate a legacy that judges individuals by their
social standing rather than their character.

Paul turned to broach his concerns
with his father but stopped, because servants now approached the
dining area next to them to set up breakfast.

They took a break in their
conversation to enjoy the chwee kueh rice cakes with salty
preserved radish, the chee cheong fun rice noodle rolls, sweet,
coconutty kaya toast, eggs over easy, and congee. Paul waited for
his father to fill his plate before selecting food for himself,
though he had a hard time eating anything.

“Not hungry, son?” His
father looked over at him as he poked at his food.

Whenever Paul visited, his
father used their time together as teachable moments. From teaching
him strategy at board games during his childhood to helping him
learn about running the company at his side, Paul had learned an
enormous amount from his father, which made him feel indebted to
him. Though not to the extent that he would marry one of the women
his father chose for him. I am so torn. My
father sent me to the best schools, encouraged my choice of
sporting programs, and indulged my desires to visit foreign lands.
When I had conflicts of faith or character, my father was there to
council me. But now he is asking more than I’m willing to give,
making me look like an ungrateful son if I reject his
request.

“Father, if I may respond
to your earlier request, I agree that the women you have chosen for
me come from impressive families and would strengthen our family’s
legacy. But cutting ties with Su-Yee is just not something I can
do. Must I deny my heart? And I will not entertain the idea of her
being my mistress, even if she would agree to it. At times like
these, you like to quote Spock: ‘The needs of the many outweigh the
needs of the one.’ That may be true in war, but in love, the needs
of the one will inevitably outweigh the needs of the many. Can you
say that you would leave your family to save your
company?”

“Of course not. I know you
think I’m heartless, but let me tell you a story. The road to where
we are as a family is paved with hardship and challenges. Many of
our friends and family were murdered during the Japanese occupation
of Singapore. At that time, my grandfather worked in a hotel at the
same Long Bar where his father worked. Soldiers visiting the bar
could be capricious. One evening, a drunken soldier harassed the
lounge’s Malay singer as she sat at the bar to have a drink between
sets. My grandfather intervened, and the soldier dragged him out
into the street during a heavy rain, intending to decapitate him. A
Malay busboy who observed the incident made a commotion that
attracted the attention of officers eating dinner.

“When the senior officer
inquired about the noise, the busboy explained that a soldier had
dragged the bartender outside for punishment and that his absence
would impact the availability of drinks and cigars. You see, our
family had an exclusive contract on cigar sales to the hotel. The
officer became irate, admonished the soldier, and barred all
enlisted soldiers from ever entering the hotel again.”

“Lucky for your
grandfather.”

“Extremely lucky. With the
rowdy enlisted soldiers gone, more officers and tourists showed up,
which meant more revenue for him, which led to where we are today.
Do you know who that busboy was?”

“Of course. Ming’s
grandfather.”

“That’s right. We owe a
debt to his family and that should never be forgotten. Having a
Malay as an executive in my company has ruffled feathers, but as
you said, sometimes the needs of the one outweigh the needs of the
many. I don’t always agree with Ming’s choices, but I will never
dishonor our family’s debt by turning my back on him. Ever!” Mr.
Tan tapped the table before returning to his meal.

“I appreciate your support
for Ming’s family, but what does your story have to do with me
marrying Su-Yee? Are you equating your commitment to Ming to my
commitment to Su-Yee?”

“Indeed, I am,” he said,
lifting his head to face Paul. “Life is a fragile thing. Make every
moment count. Make every decision count. What you do now will
affect your offspring for generations. If you ever have
any.”

“Let’s not start that
again. I’m only twenty-nine.” Paul pushed his fingers onto the
table in exasperation.

“When I was twenty-nine,
you were already four years old. The CEO doesn’t just represent the
company, but our dynasty. If you cannot take that seriously, then I
will have to consider my nephew for the position.”

“I earned the right to be
CEO!” Paul slapped his hand against his chest.

“And you shall have that
honor. But if you have not produced an offspring by the time you
are thirty-two, I will have no choice but to change the leadership
of the company. I cannot risk the company falling into the hands of
outsiders.”

“Father, you are being
pig-headed.”

“I am blessing your
relationship with Su-Yee, for now. If you want more, you must earn
it.”

“Thank you, Father, but
once you get to know Su-Yee, you will see she is the right choice.”
Paul saw no sign of encouragement from his father and searched for
words to reassure him.

“I’m going to play golf.
Go speak to your mother. See if she is as sympathetic to your
approach to love and legacy. Good luck, son.”

“Thank you, Father.” The
conversation was over. Paul watched as his father walked back
toward the house, where his Indian driver waited patiently by a row
of blooming jasmine. Paul stood for a moment and scanned the
breadth of the garden. Closing his eyes, he breathed in the citrusy
scent from the blooming flowers of the Tembusu tree at his side. He
worked to clear his mind before meeting with his mother. He longed
for a drink but chose not to risk offending his mother with alcohol
on his breath so early in the day.

★★★

Paul strolled casually to
the house, taking a mental inventory of the vegetation in the
garden. Mangrove, lilies, orchids, roses,
jasmine, bougainvillea… The variety of
foliage surprised him. When I took classes
at the Botanical Garden, I didn’t realize so many of those plants
were in my own backyard. He knelt and
rubbed the shiny leaf of a Pepper Elder
bush and smiled, then took a deep breath and looked at the house.
The meeting with his mother would lower his mood even further.
While she was less direct in her admonishment of his personal life,
she was more emotional. He climbed the stairs to his mother’s
bedroom suite, where she sat having tea with her mother on the
adjoining balcony.

“Good morning, Mother,
Grandmother,” Paul said, bowing. His grandmother nodded with a
simple smile from her reclined position on a chaise
lounge.

“Good morning, Paul. Have
a seat.” His mother nodded to a servant who placed a tea set in
front of him and prepared a cup of oolong tea following the gongfu
cha ceremony. The pot was heated with water before the leaves were
added as incense burned off to the side. Boiling water was poured
into the pot and the bubbles were scraped away before the lid was
put in place. The cups were heated, and the tea was poured. Paul
rapped two fingers on the table after the servant finished., He
lifted the smelling cup and inhaled the fragrance of the tea. Then
with two hands he raised the drinking cup to his lips and slurped
noisily to show his appreciation. “The tea is delicious as always,
Mother.” He sat back in the cushioned patio chair and attempted to
relax.

“I am so happy you came to
see me. I hope your father wasn’t too hard on you.” She took a sip
of tea, then reclined and placed her arms on the
armrests.

“Father supported me more
than normal. He blessed my relationship with Su-Yee, which I hope
will lead to marriage.” He forced a smile, omitting the demand to
have children right away.

“I want grandchildren,
Paul. That is important to me and the family.” Her stern voice
caused him to shift in his seat. The lid to the teapot clinked as
she examined its contents.

“I understand my
responsibility, especially since Penda is probably not having
kids.” I can’t believe I’m having this
conversation again.

“I feel it is still too
soon to be sure about her. I want to make sure you are not so
focused on business that you forget about pleasure.” She poured
another helping of tea into her cup and took a sip.

“I plan to have children,
and I want to have them with Su-Yee.”

“Paul, I have to be
honest. She is not my first choice, but I will honor your wishes as
long as you honor your responsibilities.” She frowned at Paul, who
pursed his lips and turned his head briefly to conceal his
annoyance.

“I have no qualms about
fulfilling my obligations to the family, but I insist on marrying someone I love.”

“Your great-grandfather
may have begun making his fortune through saving and making
investments, but it wasn’t until he married the daughter of a man
who owned a bank and a burgeoning trade business that Tan
Enterprises got its start. Your grandmother and I were chosen to
marry Tan men because of our family’s status, and it strengthened our family. It's bad enough that your
sister may never marry, but you won't even consider one of the
women we've selected for you."

“Mother, I want to choose
who I marry, not have a stranger forced upon me.”

“I always had a plan for
you. You would marry a woman from a well-to-do family. She would
have at least three children—two boys, of course—and now I’m not
sure what you’re going to do.” She whimpered as she braced herself
against the small ebony table before her. Paul’s grandmother leaned
forward and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Mother, I’m going to get
married and have children. It’s more important that you give Su-Yee
and me time to map out our future instead of needlessly worrying
yourself.”

“I’m concerned about you
having children with a woman with some unknown pedigree calling me
Ah Ma. For all I know, the woman could be the daughter of poor
people. Can you imagine what that would do to our finances, our
company, our social standing? The future of our family rests on
your shoulders.” Paul’s mother leaned on the arm of her chair and
held her mouth as if holding back tears.

Paul clasped his face with both hands
and shook his head. “Mother, what do I need to do to calm your
fears?”

“Address your problems
with Su-Yee and bring her home so we can spend more time with her.
If you do not work things out with Su-Yee soon, you must agree to
marry a woman of our choosing.”

“If I can’t reconcile with
Su-Yee, I promise to consult with you and Father on a possible
alternative. Is that good enough?”

“I can live with that.
Come here.” She threw her arms open to Paul, who leaned over and
gave her a kiss on the cheek, before embracing his
grandmother.







Two

Paul yelped as he fell back onto the
Kuala Lumpur hotel room couch, clutching his foot. He had stubbed
his toes against the coffee table leg after reading a text from his
sister, Penda. Ming, his childhood friend and colleague, looked on,
shaking his head.

“Don’t look at me like
that,” said Paul. “It’s Penda. She’s going through with
it.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“The jump!”

The mouth on Ming’s scraggly face hung
open as he gave Paul a blank stare, who responded by slamming a
hand on the couch and leaning toward him.

“Did you not hear what she
said last night at my uncle’s reception?”

Ming raised his eyebrows and smiled.
“I was right next to you. While you were obsessing over your
sister, I spent my time enjoying the festivities. Your uncle has an
amazing crib. It’s hard to believe he’s your father’s brother. Your
father’s never had a kind word for me, though your mother is always
pleasant. Your sister, on the other hand, has always been a good
friend. You never…” Ming changed his tone after noticing Paul’s
lips tighten into a thin line. “Penda said a lot of things last
night. We were all drinking and being silly. Don’t take her
seriously.”

“Listen to me. She’s going
through with it! She’s climbing to the top of Petrona’s north tower
and taking Su-Yee with her. The love of my life is jumping from the
top of one of the tallest buildings in the world with my reckless
sister!”

“Don’t you mean
ex-love?”

Paul reddened. “What does
that mean?” Just because she wants to take
a break doesn’t mean I have to stop caring about
her.

Ming turned away without responding,
but Paul wouldn’t let it go.

“Aren’t you going to say
anything?” I should be working on my
transition speech, but here I am distracted by another one of my
sister’s stunts.

Ming moved to his side and put an arm
around him. “Su-Yee will be fine. Penda will take great care of
her. At least Penda’s jump is safer than trying to fly to Mars. You
know, if she thought she could surf the sun and survive, she would
try it.”

“She’s always wanted to
fly through space. It looks like she might get her
chance.”

★★★


When they were children living in Kenya, Penda
climbed tall trees while he played with his toy soldiers in the
grass. Not that he feared heights, climbing trees just didn’t
interest him. He played at being a general, strategizing how to
defeat an enemy, believing that thinkers were more important than
doers. It’s easy to shoot someone. Knowing
the most significant target to shoot is hard. His father viewed the siblings differently though, praising
her courageous feats while admonishing his
introspection.

Paul reflected on the
advice his father had given him during lunch one day: “Son, if we
are going to maintain our superiority in the marketplace, we must
be willing to take risks.” Sure, he says
that when it comes to new products or marketing strategies.
However, when it comes to social change, he wants to remain
conservative even though it affects morale.

Ming threw a peanut at Paul to grab
his attention. “Paul, where are you right now?”

“I was thinking about
something my father said, comparing me to my sister, wanting me to
be more adventurous. I just see her as being reckless.”

“Why can’t you take your
mother’s advice to follow your heart?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s
because he’s always been the harder one to please.”

★★★

Penda sat motionless with Su-Yee atop
the roof of Petrona’s north tower, enjoying the crisp morning air
on her face. She cleared her mind and took in the distant sounds of
families playing in the parks surrounding the Kuala Lumpur City
Centre to settle her nerves. Birds fluttered around them. The sun
shone brightly as it crept up the sky. Sitting high above the
morning traffic without the shouting, honking, and exhaust fumes
gave her a surreal sense of calm.

Su-Yee placed a hand on Penda’s knee.
“Isn’t this serene? You can really see how the trees envelop the
city from up here. They’ve had a noticeable impact on the air
quality.”

The two had just climbed the access
stairs to the roof after taking a moment to perform a final
equipment check of their wingsuits and parachutes. This jump would
be a prelude to the stunt they had planned for Paul’s celebration.
Knowing they would probably not get this chance again, the two
women decided to enjoy the view.

“It’s almost a shame to
end this moment,” said Penda, looking out over the city. “I’ve
informed Paul about our adventure. Though he’s opposed to it, I
hope he’ll at least watch us.”

“It’s similar to the way
he feels about our Mars startup,” said Su-Yee. “He’s concerned
about the risk, but he wants us to succeed. I’ll bet he secretly
wishes he could join us.”

“Let’s forget about him.
I’d rather soar with that eagle. Come on. Let’s go!” Penda stood,
bracing her feet on the roof’s frame. “Remember, around the hotel
and into the park. Simple landing, just like we practiced back
home.”

Penda made one last pass over her
equipment and gave a thumbs-up.

Su-Yee nodded and stood
beside her friend and adventure guide. They leapt into the air,
feeling the wind fill the wings of their suits. Penda
smiled at the eagle tracking their movements. As
they soared near the treetops, a group of magpies burst from the
canopy to greet them.

Instead of a falling sensation, Penda
felt herself floating, the air embracing her body down to her toes.
The skin of her suit was so tight she felt naked. The vibration
from the cloth rippled around her, sending sensations across her
body. A sudden spasm forced a squeal from her throat.

Penda smiled over at Su-Yee and
yelled, “Heaven!” Su-Yee returned the smile.

As the park came into full view, Penda
shouted, “Now!” and they released their chutes in unison. Their
good friend, Xiao, waiting for them at the edge of the park, waved
to them with a broad smile and clapped as they descended near
him.

“Spectacular, ladies!
Simply spectacular.” Xiao rushed over and assisted them with their
parachutes. He bundled up as much as he could and walked the ladies
to the limo. He packed everything into the trunk and ushered them
into the back seat where a bottle of chilled champagne
awaited.

★★★

Paul peered out his window
at the same moment that two shadows blurred past in shiny
wingsuits. In a panic, he darted out onto the balcony with Ming
close behind him. “It’s them,” said Paul, gripping the
railing. His sister and Su-Yee flew behind
the Mandarin Oriental Hotel, where they were all staying in a suite
provided by Paul’s uncle. “Damn it! They’re flying too fast!
They’ve disappeared!”

“I don’t see anything.
Maybe they’ll land in the park,” Ming said, darting to the other
end of the balcony with Paul behind him.

“I see them. It looks like
they’ll hit the trees. Why does she do this to me?” Paul held his
breath for a moment. “Thank goodness, their chutes opened. Get the
binoculars from the counter. Something could still
happen.”

Ming quickly retrieved the binoculars
and handed them to Paul, who monitored the women’s progression
across the park. Penda and Su-Yee came to soft, well-executed
landings near the lake. “Thank goodness they’re okay. Guess who’s
there to meet them?” Ming shrugged. “Xiao, of course. I should have
been down there. I don’t understand why Su-Yee hangs out with that
arrogant prick.” Paul watched with disgust as Xiao hugged the two
ladies and led them away.

“Could be his money, or
his expensive toys, or quite possibly because he’s extremely
handsome,” said Ming in an admiring tone that annoyed
Paul.

“The question was purely
rhetorical, and I beg to disagree with you on at least one of those
points.”

“Which one? Uh, never
mind. I’m sure that was rhetorical, too.”

Paul was medium-height and athletic,
with boyish good looks. He often compared himself to Xiao, who was
taller, with rugged good looks. Xiao enjoyed learning about the
arts, while Paul focused on improving his business acumen. Paul
hoped his business successes would make him more popular at
gatherings, but it was Xiao, with his knack for engaging stories,
who received the most attention.

“There they go, probably
heading to my uncle’s place. I need a drink!” Paul turned and
started to enter the suite when Ming stopped him.

“Paul, Su-Yee is not
interested in Xiao.”

“It doesn’t mean he’s not
interested in her. They spend a lot of time together. I just
believe that Su-Yee’s current infatuation with him, coupled with a
glass of wine, could make her susceptible to his charms. I’ve seen
how women respond to him.” Paul reflected on their outings during
college where the evening would typically end with Xiao surrounded
by women while he walked home alone.

“You’re becoming paranoid.
Xiao’s not that insensitive. Anyway, Penda’s there and will keep
her safe.” Ming placed an arm around Paul’s smaller frame and
walked him inside.

“I’ve gotten used to my
sister and her stunts. I just wish she wouldn’t drag Su-Yee along
for the ride.”

“Be patient. She’ll come
back to you eventually, but she won’t stop seeking adventure.” Ming
shook Paul in an attempt to pull him out of his funk.

Paul turned toward the bar, tossed the
binoculars onto the couch and grabbed a bottle of baijiu, his
favorite drink.

“Paul, you’re no slouch
yourself. You live in one of the most luxurious condos in
Singapore, with a spectacular view of the city. And technically,
you’re wealthier than Xiao.”

“Yeah, but there’s rich
and then there’s crazy rich.” Paul downed a shot and poured himself
another, taking in the funky fruitiness of the drink. “I mean, I
have more money, he just spends his in crazy ways.”

“I’ll take one, too, if
you
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