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Prologue

Perpetual Broth

Ah Hock, Swatow, China, 1938

The gingko tree towered over their vast courtyard, its leaves carpeting the ground in a golden yellow brilliance. Slender branches stretched out their vibrant fan-shaped leaves over Lim Ah Hock, who looked up at the ancient tree. He turned four that day, a baby compared to the tree that must have been thousands of years old. His mother told him that her great-grandfather had chosen to build their ancestral home here because of this majestic tree.

He kicked up the fallen leaves and scattered them around the courtyard. Gusts of wind shook the tree’s branches and more pretty yellow leaves rained down on him. His mother sat at a stone table nearby, drinking tea. Smiling, she called out to him, but he could hardly hear her.

He turned and saw her calling to him again, but he didn’t go to her immediately. The cool breeze was gauzy on his face. A middle-aged maidservant came out of their house with a straw broom and told Ah Hock to go to his mother. He stuck out his tongue at her, then ran to his mother when the maidservant shook the broom at him.

His mother received him with open arms. She was wearing a knee-length white qipao dotted with tiny red flowers. She smelled like peonies. Her tiny feet were dressed in pink lotus shoes, smaller than his own. She stroked his head as she told him he was now a big boy and the cook would make red eggs and longevity noodles in sweet soup for his birthday lunch.

Ah Hock was sniffing his mother’s cup of Tieguanyin tea when the front gates burst open. His father ran in, snatched Ah Hock and carried him into the house while rushing around the rooms, looking for something. There was crying and screaming, the maidservant and his mother’s voices indistinguishable. Ah Hock wailed for his mother, smearing tears and mucus over his face with his hands. His father shushed him and told him to be quiet.

A few other servants around the house came out to see what the commotion was. When Ah Hock’s father found what he needed in the kitchen, he dashed out of the house with Ah Hock’s mother trailing behind them, pleading through her sobs. Outside the front gates, a black car was waiting with its engine running.

Ah Hock’s father got in with him and slammed the door shut. Ah Hock wriggled free from his father’s grasp and stood up in the back seat. Through the rear window, he could see his mother crying and waving, gradually getting smaller into the distance until he couldn’t see her anymore.

‘Papa, why are we leaving Mama?’ Tears streamed down Ah Hock’s cheeks. There was a pain in his chest, a heaviness he had never felt before.

‘It’s not safe here, I’m taking you to a place where it’s safe,’ his father replied in a stern voice. Ah Hock swallowed hard and wiped his face with the backs of his hands. He thought of the spankings his father had given him whenever he played too loudly or broke anything in the house, but he spoke anyway.

‘But I want Mama safe too,’ he said, his lips quivering. He opened his palm and saw the dried gingko leaf he had been holding.

‘She will be. I just … I need to take you away. The Japanese devils are coming.’

‘Japanese devils?’

‘Yes. Don’t ask so much, do as your papa tells you.’

‘What’s that, Papa?’ Ah Hock pointed at a gourd bottle his father had taken from the kitchen.

‘Our ancestral broth. We must take good care of it.’

‘What’s it for?’ Ah Hock reached for it. His father smacked his hand away and Ah Hock yelped.

‘Don’t touch it! I’ll let you have it when you’re old enough. When you’re ready. This is the most important thing in our family. You must never lose it!’

‘But Mama is important too,’ Ah Hock cried, crumpling the dried gingko leaf in his hand. The fan-shaped leaf fell to pieces in the car.

‘This broth is the soul of our family. You must make sure it stays in the family. Pass it on to your sons. Otherwise, we will be cursed! Do you understand me? Cursed!’

Ah Hock shook his head. He didn’t understand anything. The car was going too fast. He looked at his father and saw only a man with a face as fierce as Kwan Kung, the God of War, with beads of sweat on his forehead, fear and fury in his red-rimmed eyes.




Part One




1

The Best Laksa in Town

Ah Hock, Kuching, Malaysia, 1994

Ah Hock stood before the bubbling pot of grey, orange-tinged laksa soup, glaring at it as if it were a stubborn child.

He was five foot two, his belly straining against a white singlet and bulging over his knee-length black shorts, but a look from him or a stinging remark was enough to subdue a customer who had too many requests. He was convinced it was the fools asking for extra sambal or kuay teow in their laksa who had caused his close-shaven head to grey rapidly over the years.

Steam rose from the pot of soup as he stirred it, its spice-filled aroma the only scent in the kopitiam. He tasted the soup again.

Not right, not right at all. He couldn’t understand it. He’d used fresh prawn shells and bones from chicken that had been newly slaughtered at the market. If he had his way, he would buy live chickens and slaughter them himself. But Kim Choo said it was too much work. Especially since it was just the two of them now.

He felt like throwing the laksa soup away and making a fresh batch, but there was no time. It was already six, and the kopitiam opened its rusted folding doors at six-thirty in the morning when Carpenter Street was still empty, before cars came to scramble for parking spaces for lunchtime at Lau Ya Keng, the Chamber of the Gods, a temple that doubled up as a food court. The food court was just across the road from the kopitiam and was the reason Carpenter Street was so busy at lunch and dinner time. There, the smells of food jostled for prominence. Rich, earthy broths boiling to make fishball noodle soup; stir-fried radish and glutinous rice-flour cakes combining to become heavenly soft squares of oily, savoury char kueh; spicy laksa soup and the sweet smoke of charcoal-grilled pork satay. Ah Hock’s favourite was kuay chap – rice noodle sheets, pig innards and bean curd braised in a dark herbal broth.

He reached for the salt and sprinkled some carefully over the spicy soup, letting it simmer before tasting it again. Almost there, but not yet. More star anise or cumin? Impossible – it couldn’t be the spices.

Kim Choo was breaking the tails off beansprouts and peeling prawns at the sink. She was his only constant now. It used to be the soup too, but he was beginning to wonder if he was losing his touch. His focus was off today, even after his usual kopi-o.

He sighed and closed the pot with a loud clang.

‘What’s wrong with it?’ she asked.

‘Needs more broth.’ He shuffled to the brass pot of broth in a corner of the kitchen, its bottom blackened by the decades of use. The broth was rich with the essence of fish and meatiness of fowl, the smoky flavour of charcoal giving it the depth ordinary broths didn’t have. Ah Hock’s father had taught him how to ensure the broth never lost its depth, by adding chicken bones, dried flatfish, prawn heads, or a whole chicken if needed.

Ah Hock ladled some of the golden liquid into the laksa soup and tasted it.

‘All right now?’ Kim Choo asked.

‘Better. But not there yet.’

‘You don’t need the broth. Maybe more salt.’

‘You don’t believe in it after all these years?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘It’s not the same without it.’

‘You’ve never tried not using it,’ she said. He didn’t answer and Kim Choo didn’t push further.

The broth had been simmering on a clay charcoal stove for almost sixty years, its fire never extinguished in the decades it had existed in the shophouse. The broth had been bestowed upon an ancestor by a deity, so the legend went, passed down from generation to generation of the Lim family. All of whom had used it for the base of the dishes they served in their restaurants in Swatow, until Ah Hock’s father left China for Borneo, and for the first time, the broth found its place in a humble spicy noodle dish instead of a sour-savoury steamed grouper or a fish maw and sea cucumber treasure pot. Decades had passed, but Ah Hock still remembered the first time his father had told him about the importance of the broth and the dangers of its curse.

Ah Hock tasted the laksa soup again. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. He carried the soup pot to his stall at the front of the kopitiam then heaved it with a grunt into the opening in the counter. He winced and inhaled sharply. A sudden pain in his left arm. It used to be the boy’s job. The pot was beginning to feel heavier with each passing day.

*

Towkay Lau was usually the first customer at the kopitiam. People called him Towkay, the Boss, because he was Lau Meng Tian, the local tycoon who ran a myriad of businesses from building airports to exporting timber. He was about the same age as Ah Hock, but had fewer lines on his face, less grey in his hair and smelled of Imperial Leather soap, of which Ah Hock caught a whiff every time Lau stepped into the kopitiam.

He strode in wearing his usual attire – T-shirt, shorts and slippers, his square face framed by rectangular gold-rimmed glasses, with a rolled-up newspaper under his arm and a silver Rolex gleaming on his wrist – and looked over the tables as if he were the proprietor instead of Ah Hock.

‘Good morning, Ah Hock! My usual – one bowl, special. Make sure you give me the big prawns!’ Towkay Lau pulled up a chair at his usual table.

‘Have I ever given you small ones? Don’t insult me!’ Ah Hock arranged a few plump prawns into the nest of beehoon he had put in a bowl and scattered beansprouts, shredded omelette, and strips of chicken over the noodles. He smelled the bubbling soup and shook his head. Never mind, it wasn’t like Towkay Lau could tell the difference. Ah Hock ladled the soup into the bowl and garnished the laksa with a few sprigs of coriander, then asked Kim Choo to bring it to Towkay Lau’s table.

The businessman slurped a spoonful of the laksa soup. ‘Soup’s good! You never have an off day, Hock! That’s why I love coming here. You’re consistent!’

Just as he’d guessed. The man wasn’t discerning at all. ‘No, today the soup is not so good,’ Ah Hock said.

‘Nothing less than perfection is good enough for you, Old Hock.’ Towkay Lau chuckled. ‘I keep telling you, a master like you should open a nice restaurant. I provide the capital, we split the profits! Make big money! Have branches everywhere! Franchise it! Teck Boon’s Laksa!’

‘It’s hard to maintain quality when you have branches,’ grumbled Ah Hock. Every now and then, Towkay Lau would bring up this subject, which Ah Hock was loath to discuss. He was not about to sully his father’s kopitiam by having branches and menial workers replicating a decades-old recipe. It had begun after Teck Boon died. The moment they reopened the kopitiam, not even three days had passed after Ah Hock had buried Teck Boon before Towkay started talking about future plans for the laksa. Swooping in like a vulture.

‘How do you think branches work? Naturally, the master must go around to check on the quality at each branch! It’s hard work, but big money! You’ve got to think bigger than this, Hock.’

As Towkay Lau expounded the benefits of expansion, two men and a woman walked into the kopitiam. They were in their twenties, in shorts and T-shirts, carrying backpacks. Tourists. Two of them sat down at a table and one of the men approached Ah Hock.

‘Good morning, Uncle,’ he said politely in Mandarin. Ah Hock didn’t look up at him. The man scrutinised the stall, as if he were looking for something, then spoke to the woman in English before turning back to Ah Hock. ‘Uncle, can we have three laksas? With yellow mee?’

‘Laksa comes with beehoon,’ Ah Hock said in Teochew through gritted teeth, not caring if the man understood or not. He could hear Towkay Lau chuckling. The woman walked over to Ah Hock.

‘Sorry, Uncle, you really don’t have yellow mee? Yesterday we tried a stall near the Sarawak Plaza, and we could ask for beehoon and mee mixed together,’ she said in accented Hokkien. She spoke well but Ah Hock knew she wasn’t local. Her long straight hair was tied in a ponytail. A pretty girl, smiling cheerfully at him.

He felt like throwing a handful of beehoon at her earnest face. ‘Then you go back and eat there,’ he said.

Towkay Lau burst out laughing and called over to the two strangers who were taken aback by Ah Hock’s words: ‘Young people, you don’t know who this is? This is Lim Ah Hock, Kuching’s famous laksa master! Have you ever tasted laksa made with centuries-old broth? Take my advice, order three bowls of special. You won’t regret it.’

‘Sorry, Uncle.’ The girl remained courteous. ‘Can we have the laksa to take away then? Three laksa, normal. With beehoon.’

‘No tapau,’ Ah Hock said curtly. He couldn’t understand these idiots. The laksa didn’t taste the same if you took it home and reheated it.

The man who had been sitting at the table stood up and raised his voice. ‘We don’t have to eat here, there are many other stalls around, this guy is so rude. Let’s go.’ He stormed out of the kopitiam, the other two trailing behind him.

‘Aiyah, Ah Hock, why did you have to chase them away?’ Towkay Lau said, drinking the last of his laksa soup.

‘Chase who away?’ Kim Choo asked as she came out of the kitchen.

‘The customers, as usual.’

‘Did they ask for extra sambal?’

‘No, they wanted yellow mee,’ Ah Hock said. ‘And they wanted to take away the laksa. Useless people!’

Kim Choo sighed. ‘What’s wrong with that? I hear some places offer three choices now – beehoon, mee or kuay teow. We should let them take away. At least we’ll have more tables available.’

‘We have plenty of tables.’ Ah Hock pointed to the empty tables around Towkay Lau.

‘Don’t scare your customers away-lah, Ah Hock. But kuay teow in laksa? Even I wouldn’t eat that!’ Towkay Lau laughed.

‘They don’t like it my way, they can eat somewhere else!’ Ah Hock felt his chest tighten and tried to turn his attention back to the laksa soup.

‘Eh, take it easy, Ah Hock, we aren’t young anymore, you better watch your blood pressure.’ Towkay Lau downed his tea and put down ten ringgit on the table. ‘See you tomorrow!’ he said in a sing-song voice as he walked out of the kopitiam.

Ah Hock grunted. He was glad whenever Towkay Lau left quickly instead of sitting around pestering him about opening branches. You couldn’t trust someone who only looked at dollars and cents. On top of his general dislike of Towkay Lau, Ah Hock would never forget it was the wily businessman who had paved the way for Wei Ming to leave their family home for some Cantonese restaurant in Hong Kong he was a partner in. Although he couldn’t blame Lau entirely, the boy had been itching to leave for some time.

He could not deny that the money sounded good. During those moments when he found himself tempted to accept Towkay Lau’s offer, he would pray at his father’s altar, asking him for guidance – a sign that Teck Boon kopitiam should expand. But his father’s portrait merely stared ahead, and nothing ever happened to change Ah Hock’s mind.

*

Third Uncle came into the kopitiam at eleven. He was an old Teochew signboard-maker who plied his trade a few shops away. Third Uncle made signs for most of the shops on the street, including Ah Hock’s kopitiam. The black signboard above the kopitiam’s entrance bore his father’s name, Teck Boon, in capital letters, and Chinese characters below them, both in gold paint.

Third Uncle did the calligraphy himself, then traced the characters on the wooden board before carving them. Each carved character was so smooth it looked as if it had been painted on. A good sign is an auspicious sign, Third Uncle always said. Brings the shop owner much fortune and good luck.

Ah Hock had known Third Uncle since he was a small child, hence the nickname. Third Uncle was a family friend, not least because he was a fellow Teochew, a kakinang – what Teochews all around the world called ‘our own people’.

‘How are you?’ Third Uncle gave Ah Hock a pat on the back as he limped to the table nearest to the stall. Hearing Teochew made Ah Hock feel at home while he was surrounded by other Chinese languages, Iban, Malay and English.

‘Aiyah, not good, not good. Some idiots made me angry early in the morning. Tourists. Asked for yellow mee! Then wanted takeaway!’

Third Uncle laughed. ‘They don’t know you, Hock. As you said, they’re tourists.’ The old man was like a Buddha. Never a frown on his peaceful face.

‘I’ll get you your laksa first.’ Ah Hock returned to his workstation. He glanced at Third Uncle from time to time as he prepared a bowl of laksa for him. From his thirties to his eighties, Third Uncle had changed little. A strong, lanky man with slender fingers and long limbs, none of these features had diminished in his twilight years. He seemed as alert as he had been in his younger days. The only thing that showed his age was his hair, which had thinned and gone completely white and wispy over the years.

Ah Hock took longer than usual to prepare Third Uncle’s bowl, making sure everything was in place, adding extra-big prawns, smelling the omelette to make sure it was fresh, then a whiff of the soup, which was unsatisfactory to him. Trust Towkay Lau to say it was good! He had a feeling Third Uncle would not share that view. Ah Hock garnished the laksa with sprigs of coriander then called Kim Choo to bring the bowl of laksa to Third Uncle.

Ah Hock and Kim Choo stared at Third Uncle as the old man sipped the laksa soup and ate a mouthful of beehoon. They scrutinised his masticating jaws, momentarily ignoring new customers who were stepping into the kopitiam. Third Uncle sniffed the shredded chicken before he brought it to his lips, then ate it with relish.

‘The beansprouts are crunchy?’ Ah Hock whispered to Kim Choo. She nodded vigorously. Third Uncle finished everything in his bowl, down to the last drop of laksa. Ah Hock peered at the bowl, and his gaze lingered there for some time, to ensure there was really nothing left.

‘How’s the soup?’ Ah Hock asked.

‘Not bad, not bad. Not as good as last week’s though,’ Third Uncle said.

‘I knew it!’ Ah Hock slumped his shoulders.

‘It’s good, don’t worry. Come, sit.’ Third Uncle patted the stool next to him.

‘Only you know what it’s supposed to taste like. That Lau, he said it was fantastic! I could water it down and he’d never know the difference,’ Ah Hock said as he sat at the table.

Third Uncle laughed. ‘You can’t expect everyone to be so particular about taste. As I said, it’s good enough. Even your father wasn’t as consistent as you think.’

Memories of Teck Boon throwing his ladle on the floor with a loud clatter came to Ah Hock’s mind. And the shouting that followed whenever Ah Hock forgot to add salted flatfish to the broth.

‘My father … I don’t remember the soup being anything but good when he made it.’

‘Don’t worry. The soup is good enough today. Like the old times.’

‘It will change someday.’

‘Hopefully, by then, I’ll be dead,’ Third Uncle said, smiling.

‘Don’t say that. You’re as healthy as a horse.’

‘Aiyah, these old bones … even when I walk slowly over here, my legs feel like jelly. One of these days I’ll collapse on the way over.’

‘You’re strong, Third Uncle. I’m turning sixty but I feel at least ten years older.’

‘It’s not an easy business. Look at you, morning till night, checking on your ingredients, on the soup …’

‘If I don’t do it, who will?’ Ah Hock said with a sigh.

‘What about Wei Ming?’

At the mention of his son, Ah Hock let out a long exhale. He folded his arms and stared at the dusty ceiling fan turning lazily above them.

‘Where is he now?’ Third Uncle asked. ‘Still in Hong Kong?’

Ah Hock nodded glumly. ‘I haven’t spoken to the good-for-nothing boy in years.’

Wei Ming had left them eight years ago, to pursue his dreams of being ‘a real chef’, as he called it. Didn’t want to be a laksa seller. Didn’t want to just sell noodles. Ah Hock had all but disowned him, but the boy and Kim Choo spoke on the phone.

‘Does he intend to stay there forever?’

Ah Hock shrugged. ‘Who knows? The boy found his wings, won’t come back to this small town.’

‘A tree can grow ten thousand feet tall, but its leaves will always fall back to the roots,’ Third Uncle said. ‘You are father and son after all. It’s been so long since he left. Better make amends.’

Ah Hock scoffed. ‘Me? I am the father! He should come back and kneel before me, begging for forgiveness.’

At this, Third Uncle laughed loudly. ‘Even I know that’s so old-fashioned. How will you get your son to understand you? We are all not getting any younger. You should persuade Ming to come home.’

‘You think he’ll want to come back here after living his high-class life in Hong Kong?’

‘You won’t know if you don’t ask. It would be a pity if this kopitiam disappears after you’re gone, Hock. Of course, I’ll be gone before you, but I feel sorry for the new generation who won’t get a chance to taste real laksa.’

‘It’s true, it’s true, look at the rubbish they’re serving in food courts these days. They call it laksa, but I wouldn’t feed it to a dog!’ Ah Hock said as Third Uncle nodded in agreement. ‘But the boy, well, you know, he’s a stubborn one.’

Third Uncle finished his kopi-o and sighed. ‘He is your only son. You won’t know the pain of losing one until it happens.’

‘I don’t feel like I have a son. What’s the difference? Look at me now, breaking my back, carrying these heavy pots of soup myself.’

‘There is a difference. When there’s no more hope. When you can only speak to them in dreams.’ Third Uncle spoke in a distant voice and his eyes had a faraway look, as if he were remembering something.

Ah Hock didn’t know much about Third Uncle’s past but there had been talk about a son who had died during the Communist Insurgency. Is that what he meant?

Third Uncle stood up and left three ringgit on the table. They always charged him less and the coffee was complimentary. Ah Hock would prefer not taking Third Uncle’s money at all, but the old man would not hear of it. Normally, Third Uncle would wave at Ah Hock as he left, but today he plodded back to his shop looking preoccupied, not even looking up when the goldsmith’s wife said hello as he passed her on the street.
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Omakase

Wei Ming, Hong Kong

My left eye twitched as I stared at the display screen of the ATM. I blinked twice. Five thousand dollars. It couldn’t be. Yet, there it was. My life savings after eight years working in Hong Kong.

I tried not to think of my landlord’s face if he knew I was using rent money to gamble. Ah Weng had said it was a sure thing. He was planning to bet ten thousand dollars on the horse himself. That’s what he’d said, that lousy bouncer from the Jade Pavilion. Good for racing tips when he wasn’t busy pimping out the girls from the nightclub.

I took a deep breath, withdrew four thousand dollars and stuffed the notes in my pocket.

Hungry Ghost month had ended a few days ago. I wasn’t proud of myself for having to close Haruto, the sushi restaurant where I worked, for an evening just to go to the racecourse, but I couldn’t wait anymore. People said gambling during the seventh month of the lunar year was bad luck. There were so many taboos to be observed when the gates of hell opened and the souls of the dead roamed the earth. I wasn’t the superstitious sort, but even I wouldn’t break any taboos then. I already had all the bad luck I could ever need. Now the month was over it was time to start a lucky streak.

I hopped on a tram heading to the Happy Valley Racecourse. The doors opened at 5.15 p.m. and the first race was at 7.15 p.m. I hoped I wasn’t going to be late. It was already almost five. As I sat down, I said a prayer in my head to Kuan Yin, the Goddess of Mercy, even though she probably wouldn’t approve of gambling.

*

The next day I woke up late, and it was close to noon when I finally arrived at Haruto. Thanks to Ah Weng’s lousy tips, I’d lost big at the racecourse. After that, I’d gone to the Jade Pavilion and downed god knows how many shots of Jack Daniel’s until Ah Weng said I’d had enough.

Styrofoam boxes of fish that had arrived from Tsukiji Market were stacked in the kitchen. Takashi, our kitchen helper, must have received them and just left them there. If only the boy would make some effort. I wasn’t in the mood for his careless attitude.

‘Takashi!’ I called. There was no answer. I opened the back door and found the boy leaning against the back-alley wall, cigarette in one hand, typing a message on his Nokia phone with the other. Ever since he’d bought it when it first came out earlier that year, he’d spent more time on that mobile phone than washing dishes or packing away seafood deliveries. I remembered when he’d showed it off to me and asked me to get one too. I thought now about my father still insisting on using the rotary telephone at our family kopitiam in Kuching instead of a push-button one. Maybe Takashi was right. I should keep up with the times.

His hair was blue today. Last week it had been purple. The most he would do for me was tie his hair back in a ponytail and wear a bandana, but he refused to keep it black.

‘Takashi, unpack the boxes please,’ I said gruffly.

He looked up at me with a vacant expression, then put out his cigarette on the wall. He was twenty-one and lacked discipline, although when he decided to do something, he would do it brilliantly. In fact, he could probably slice abalone as well as me, but would rather text on his mobile. How many friends or girlfriends did he have to text, anyway? I barely knew anyone who had a mobile. Maybe I should buy myself one so I could send angry texts to Takashi instead of having to wait for his return to Haruto after an extended lunch break.

‘Yes, Chef,’ Takashi drawled, then shuffled to the kitchen.

‘You shouldn’t have left the fish there. Always unpack them immediately after delivery,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘I was on a cigarette break,’ he said with a shrug. I gritted my teeth and imagined giving the boy a slap upside the head. I was already easy on him. He should try growing up in Ah Hock’s kitchen. The old man was always on my case, yelling at me about one thing or another. It was impossible to do anything right for him.

‘Check the maguro,’ I said. Takashi opened the boxes and inspected their contents. Ah Hock was a real hard-ass but he was obsessed with the freshness of everything, so I had learned a thing or two about seafood. Good fish should smell like seaweed. Ah Hock never tolerated seafood that didn’t smell like it had just come off the fishing boat. Thanks to him, all I needed was a whiff to tell me whether I could use or needed to bin a piece of fish.

‘Maguro is good. Kohada, not so good.’ Takashi wrinkled his nose.

I looked at the silvery fish. He was right. The gizzard shad’s colour was lacklustre and smelled slightly fishy. We could pickle it, find a way to salvage it somehow. I took a sniff.

Nope. No way could we serve it at Haruto.

I’d have to call Ito. I hated having to give suppliers shit for not giving us quality fish. Ito seldom gave us bad fish, though. At least not before Sensei had returned to Japan for a year and left me in charge. Inamura Hiroki, the owner of Haruto, was my master and the boss. I called him Sensei, and would forever regard him as my teacher, the man who saved me from a brutal Chinese restaurant kitchen seven years ago.

I dialled the Tokyo number on the restaurant phone, and it rang for some time before Ito picked up.

‘Hello, Ito-san, this is Lim Wei Ming, from Haruto sushiya, Hong Kong. Thank you for the fish, we have received it. The maguro is beautiful, but I am sorry, the kohada is not suitable.’

‘Oh?’ Ito sounded surprised. ‘It’s very fresh. I chose the best. Hard to find good kohada now. Maybe it is a transportation problem?’

‘I cannot use the kohada, Ito-san.’

‘Only the best, I chose them myself,’ Ito insisted.

‘Inamura-san would never allow me to use these,’ I said, to cut the argument short. If I didn’t mention my master’s name, he would argue with me until the break of dawn. It didn’t help that my Japanese was kind of rubbish so I probably sounded uncouth to him. But I knew it was more than that. It was because I wasn’t Sensei. I didn’t know what Ito really thought of me, but I knew he wouldn’t send a kohada like that to my master.

Ito backed down the moment I mentioned Sensei. Just as I’d predicted. He still tried to slip in a small charge, but I said no. He finally gave in, and about time too because my mouth was aching from speaking so much Japanese. I passed the phone to Takashi to work out the logistics. I knew I needed to improve my Japanese; I couldn’t rely on the boy all the time.

I rubbed my jaw and noticed an envelope with Japanese stamps on the counter. Takashi must have put it there. I tore open the envelope and read the letter from Sensei.


Dear Wei Ming,

How are you? One year has passed quickly and it is autumn already. I miss the ajisai that were everywhere after the summer rain. I was lucky enough to see some rare blue ones one month ago, after one week of rain. I was happy for the flowers but the summer this year was too hot. Now the leaves have turned red and brown.

I have not heard from you in two weeks, you must be busy. Thank you for working hard at the restaurant. I am grateful you are taking care of Haruto while I am away. I hope Takashi is behaving himself with you.

I will return soon and bring back sake and koshihikari rice for Haruto.

Inamura Hiroki



My palms grew cold and clammy. I felt like throwing up. The restaurant’s accounts reeked of two-day-old sushi. Then there was the inventory of the sake refrigerator, which I’d been treating like my own personal collection for a month now whenever I didn’t have time to pop out to get liquor from the 7-Eleven.

The postmark on the envelope showed that the letter had been sent a week ago. Sensei could arrive at any time. As I contemplated the depth of my predicament, Takashi popped his head in from the kitchen.

‘Is that from Taisho? What did he say?’

I put the letter back in the envelope. Takashi called Sensei the boss. A reminder that I wasn’t the boss, even though Sensei had left me in charge, even if the customers ooh-ed and aah-ed whenever I made sushi for them. Even though any day now I was going to earn that second Global Restaurants Guild star for Haruto. It wasn’t the Michelin, but it was still a prestigious award. Often it was the Cantonese restaurants in Hong Kong that won stars, but Sensei had managed to earn one for Haruto, which was no mean feat. I intended to surpass that with a second star.

Hadn’t the South China Morning Post reviewer called me ‘the up-and-coming sushi master’ of Hong Kong? They’d even printed a photo of me slicing sashimi, right next to the article about Cantopop star Jacky Cheung’s latest album. And to be the first Malaysian chef to earn a star! Then Sensei would forgive the accounts being in disarray and the missing sake, once I got that second star. Two stars! I couldn’t help smiling as I thought about it.

‘Something about ajisai,’ I said, and Takashi raised an eyebrow. I laughed then slapped his back.

‘What is the menu today, Chef?’ Takashi asked. We were an omakase restaurant, which meant the menu changed almost every day, according to the chef’s choice. There were a few appetisers and side dishes like pickles, chawan mushi or suimono – clear soup – that we offered regularly, but otherwise the chef decided the menu of the day. Often, Sensei would plan his menu based on what was in season at the market, so I did as well.

‘Let me look at what else we got. We’re using the maguro for sure.’ I needed to prepare for the dinner sitting. The kohada was out, but luckily there was that beautiful tuna, its colour a luscious maroon. There was also koika, small squid, and geso, its tentacles, as well as salmon roe, horse mackerel, saltwater eel and ark shell clams that had arrived a few days ago. Could throw in some uni, sea urchin roe – the expensive stuff – and mark up the menu price.

The ark shells were plump and red, their freshness dazzling. I shucked them, then removed the adductors attached to the shells. Stripped off the flesh and rinsed it in clean water. Strings and guts were sliced off before I cut open the flesh to remove the dark red innards. It was satisfying to clean the shellfish and scrub dirt off their flesh, eventually seeing neat, clean, impossibly fresh slices of gleaming seafood on beds of sushi rice.

Sensei had taught me that shari, the sushi rice, was more important than neta, its topping. Even if the neta was faultless, inferior shari could ruin the sushi. We used filtered, purified water to cook the rice. Sensei often griped about the quality of tap water in Hong Kong. But his standards were incomparable – how could we possibly match the mountain water he was used to growing up in Niigata, the snow country?

*

Our first sitting was a group of office workers. They were easy to please, although that could be a bit boring at times. I wasn’t bothered today though, since the second sitting provided the real challenge for me. Sensei’s yearly clients from Tokyo. It would be the first time I’d be making sushi for them instead of Sensei, and I wasn’t sure how they would feel about it.

The Japanese couple were in their sixties, well dressed – the lady in a black shift dress and pearls, the man in a dark grey suit and a navy silk tie. As they walked in, Takashi and I bowed deeply. When they asked about Sensei, I explained that he had been away for a year. The man gave his wife a sidelong glance, and she shook her head. They remained standing, as if contemplating whether to leave. My shoulders stiffened. It would be such a great shame if Sensei found out I couldn’t convince his regulars to stay.

‘Please, don’t worry, I will be using Inamura-san’s autumn menu today.’ I gave another deep bow. The man nodded at his wife and took his seat at the counter. The wife followed suit and gave me an apologetic smile. I exhaled, then began preparing the seafood. They ordered some octopus and mackerel sashimi as appetisers. Everything was going well until the man requested the Kenbishi Kuromatsu sake.

Shit. My heart pounded as I opened the sake refrigerator. It was that bottle I’d brought back to the flat a few days ago. And finished. I smacked my forehead with my palm. Idiot! Of all the sakes I could’ve taken!

I went back out to the sushi counter and suggested another sake, Hakkaisan Tokubetsu Junmai. ‘From Niigata. Very good with the appetisers you have ordered.’ I smiled till my face hurt.

The man’s face darkened. He insisted on the sake he wanted. His wife tried to explain something in Japanese but I couldn’t understand her. Breaking out in a cold sweat, I apologised and bowed many times before going to the kitchen to ask Takashi to translate.

‘She says her husband always has this sake in this restaurant,’ Takashi said. ‘Taisho always has it ready for him.’ Takashi then spoke to the man rapidly, bowing several times. The man said something angrily to Takashi, who replied with something that pacified the man.

‘Okay, I said the sake you recommended instead is complimentary.’ Takashi winked before disappearing into the kitchen. The cheek of that boy! It was an expensive sake, but it was better than offending the customer.

The man looked mildly appeased, but it wasn’t going to be easy to make sushi under his watchful glare. It brought me back to the first time I made sushi for customers. The first time Sensei had asked me to lead the performance. My hands had trembled then, and it had taken all my willpower to focus and ignore the pairs of eyes on me, especially the most important pair of all, staring at my hands from the kitchen doorway.

I took a sip of hot matcha and asked Takashi to lower the volume of the music I’d been playing to centre myself, the melancholic ‘Goodbye Pork Pie Hat’. Making nigiri to Mingus usually eased me into the flow of things, but I was worried it would bother the couple.

I let my yanagiba slide through the flesh of the abalone. The knife did most of the work, gliding along smoothly even as I struggled to wield it properly. Every time I wrapped my fingers around the hilt of the yanagiba, I was reminded of the joy the dependable instrument brought. The slice was thin enough, by general standards. But I knew Sensei would ask me to slice it again if he saw it.

I shaped the nigiri in the palm of my hand, pressing it with the gentlest touch, like handling a baby bird. The abalone clung to the sushi rice like a child to its mother. A brush of sweet nitsume sauce, and it was ready. I placed the sushi on the tsuke-dai, my favourite hinoki serving board.

Next was the nodoguro sushi. I gave the sliced sea perch a delicate brush, leaving a sheen of nikiri on it. It had taken me two years to get the nikiri sauce just right – a mixture of rich dashi, shoyu, mirin, and sake from Niigata.

The order in which each sushi was presented was carefully planned, so its flavours were not overwhelmed by the sushi before it. Kanpachi, a lighter-flavoured amberjack, came before buttery rich tuna belly.

When the last sushi was served, the husband asked for okan, warm sake. I chose the Chotokusen Daiginjo and mentioned Sensei himself enjoyed it after a hard day’s work. The man relaxed his frown. I warmed the sake gently and served it to the guest in an indigo-blue sake cup. The man removed his wedding ring before taking the cup. A considerate gesture, to avoid scratching it. The man took a sip and said, ‘Umami,’ and I bowed in response.

They declined the complimentary mochi I offered and left soon after the husband had had his fill of okan. Outside, Takashi hailed a red taxi for them and we bowed deeply as the car sped off.

I exhaled as if I were resurfacing from underwater. The nervousness I’d been holding back now gushed out like a waterfall. It was a good kind of exhaustion, an honest day’s work, a job well done. I lived for days like this.

‘A good sitting,’ I said to Takashi. ‘Thanks for translating for me.’

‘I don’t think they will come back,’ he said. ‘The husband is fussy. Racist.’

‘What do you mean?’ I’d used Sensei’s menu, the rice was fragrant, the right temperature, and the texture of the neta wasn’t too bad. The sitting had been like a well-conducted orchestra, not a sushi out of place. What had I missed? Surely the omission of one sake hadn’t ruined the whole experience?

‘Don’t worry about it, Chef.’

‘What did they say, Takashi? Tell me.’

‘Only the man. He was disappointed Taisho wasn’t here. He said next time they will try a real sushiya, with a real Japanese master. Forget it, Chef. You cannot make everybody happy. I’ll go clean up,’ Takashi said, then went back into Haruto.

What did they know, those Tokyo snobs? Takashi was right, the guy was probably racist. Saw I was Chinese and assumed I wouldn’t be up to par. To hell with him. I stayed outside, letting the cold air clear my head. It was a quiet Wednesday night. The empty road was coloured by the crimson glow of the street lights.

I was about to go back inside when a familiar figure walked towards the restaurant. I groaned. He was the last person I wanted to see. Mr Tan, my landlord, looking less cheerful than usual. My stomach tightened. Mr Tan knew where I worked, but this was the first time he had come to the restaurant.

‘Mr Tan, surprising to see you here,’ I said, trying not to stammer. We usually spoke in English, something I was more comfortable doing since Mr Tan’s mother tongue was Cantonese and he didn’t speak a word of Mandarin. He was from Kuala Lumpur, where most people spoke Cantonese. Easier for him to assimilate in Hong Kong city, unlike me.

‘You never at home, so what choice I got? You know why I’m here, right?’ he said, brow furrowed. He lit a cigarette and took a puff, exhaling in my direction. I waved the smoke away.

‘Yeah, I know I’m a few days late. Sorry, man.’

‘Few days? More like few weeks! I gotta cari makan too, you know,’ Mr Tan said. ‘I tell you first-ah, I got this Malaysian family looking for a place. Willing to pay double what you’re paying.’

I swallowed hard. No one else would be willing to charge the same rent for such close proximity to the MTR station and to Haruto. I knew Mr Tan charged a lot less than the other landlords in Wan Chai.

‘I know, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Wait here, let me pay half now.’ I went back into the restaurant. Takashi was in the kitchen, washing dishes. I opened the till and took a handful of cash. It was the first time I’d ever done this. Never mind, I’d replace the money, one way or another. Then it’d be like it never happened.

I stepped outside and slid the shoji door closed behind me. ‘Take this first. I’ll have the rest later.’ I pressed the money into my landlord’s hand. Mr Tan counted the money then stuffed it into his pocket.

‘Next week you give me the rest. Or you’re out.’

‘I’ll have the money, I promise,’ I said, looking at my feet.

‘That’s what you’ve been saying for a few months now. I need to survive, you know? I’m not a charity-lah, you got to understand my position too.’ Mr Tan took a long puff on his cigarette. ‘I know we know each other long time already, but I also need to survive, what.’

‘Next week, no more delays.’ I tried not to sound like a loser. It didn’t make sense that I was about to earn a Guild star and here I was begging my landlord. Couldn’t he just wait a while more? When the restaurant had two Guild stars, we’d be booked up for the next two years. Rolling in money, for sure. Everyone was so bloody impatient.

‘Why don’t you go back home, Ming? Your parents have a kopitiam right? I know it’s not glamorous like here-lah, your fancy Japanese restaurant, but at least you have family there. Better than here, working all the time, for what, seven, eight years now? And nothing to show for it.’

His words hit me like a sucker punch. I guess he was pretty angry. It had never occurred to me to go home, to the never-ending rain in Kuching hammering the zinc roof of our shophouse. Not before I made something of myself. I often fantasised that the day I went back, I’d have something to brag about to my old man. Like owning a restaurant. Telling my father that going to Hong Kong was the best decision I’d ever made, instead of staying and cooking laksa for the rest of my life, like him. That was the real family curse.

Mr Tan dropped his cigarette on the ground and stubbed it out with his shoe. ‘See you next week,’ he said, then walked towards Pottinger Street. I picked up the disgusting cigarette end and went back inside Haruto to dispose of it.

I didn’t have the money for next week. Or the week after. Then there was what I owed the moneylenders, but I didn’t want to think about that right now.

I picked up the telephone and dialled the number in Kuching. It rang three times before I came to my senses and hung up. I wanted to slap myself for thinking about it. All these years my parents had thought I was a great success in Hong Kong, and I was going to borrow money from them? It would break Ma’s heart. And the old man, well, I could just imagine the I-told-you-so’s coming out of his mouth.

The sake refrigerator beckoned. Screw it all, I needed something extra-special. I scanned the fridge and spotted the Juyondai. One of our most expensive bottles. Sensei waxed lyrical about its multilayered flavours. I grabbed it then sat down at the counter and took a swig. The sake cost a whole month’s wages. I buried my face in my hands.

Eight years with nothing to show for it. Exactly what Ah Hock would say if I went back to that old kopitiam now, my tail between my legs.
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Chicken Rice Memories

Ah Hock was jolted awake from a dream by the ringing phone downstairs. The bedside clock showed 10.30 p.m. Who could it be at that hour? He threw off his blanket, already prepared to yell at the caller, but the ringing stopped. Probably some idiot had dialled the wrong number.

He went back to sleep but ended up drifting in and out of bad dreams until three in the morning. Normally, he woke up at four every day. A habit instilled in him when he was a boy by his father. Kim Choo snored softly next to him. He reached over and lightly touched her arm, to make sure she was real. The back of his neck was covered in sweat. Over and over, he’d dreamed of his father warning him about passing down the broth.

He groaned as he eased himself out of bed. Another reminder of mortality. His father had been this age when he died but Ah Hock tried not to think about it. He walked to the window and opened the wooden shutters. The twilight sky was lit by a waning moon and a couple of street lamps.

Ah Hock brushed his teeth and washed his face. When he looked in the mirror, he could scarcely recognise his own reflection. Was that really him, an old man, with close-cropped hair completely grey-white, a stubby nose, and saggy jowls? He patted the pot belly that bulged against his white singlet. Who had time for exercise? All that rich laksa soup didn’t help.

He went downstairs and switched on the dim fluorescent lights in the kitchen. He always began his mornings by offering joss sticks at his father’s altar, and whispering an apology, even though he didn’t know what it was for. For a while, the smell of incense would replace the broth’s savoury aroma in the shophouse.

The altar had a black-and-white photograph of his father taken when he was in his forties. The portrait showed only his top half, but from the collar and the buttons you could see he was wearing a magua, a traditional formal Chinese jacket. It was the only time Ah Hock had ever seen him in something other than a tattered white singlet and knee-length black shorts.

His father had an oval face, a stern expression, the same close-cropped hair, and a high nose. His eyes were dark and severe, and every time Ah Hock offered the joss sticks, he felt his father’s disapproving eyes boring into him. Maybe he resembled his mother more, with his rounder face, bigger eyes, flatter nose. If only he could remember her face.

He hadn’t thought about his mother for a while now. Had she died in the Second World War? His father had always said they left because the Japanese army was advancing in Swatow. But whenever he overheard the old folk talking about the war, it seemed the army had only invaded Swatow in 1939, while Ah Hock would try to work it out over and over again, with his age as a guide. But the numbers never quite added up for Ah Hock. They must have left at least a year before that. And why had they left his mother behind? He had never dared to question his father about any of it. He didn’t want to be a pest. There were times, especially when his father yelled at him for the slightest mistake, when he had felt like the unluckiest boy in the world, a boy without his mother. Then, he would imagine her alive and well, still missing him, still waiting for his return. The other thought, which he preferred not to have, was her with a new baby, a new husband. She was a blurry montage of memories, but he still felt a twinge from time to time, even at his age, when he considered that she might have forgotten he ever existed.

Ah Hock looked at the altar, wishing he had a space for her next to his father’s photo, wondering who was offering incense to her.

*

Ah Hock checked the broth every morning, to make sure the fire hadn’t gone out and to reset his palate for the day. He drank a small bowl of the broth, its deep flavours warming him. Still, when he mixed it into the laksa soup this morning, something was missing. His dreams had unsettled him.

It was a story his father had told over and over, so Ah Hock would never forget it. Ah Hock’s ancestor had been a cook for the royal kitchen during the Qing dynasty, or so his father said. Young and inexperienced, but talented. This ancestor was proud of his Teochew origins and wanted to showcase the food of his childhood. But naturally, the head chef only prepared food the emperor liked. It was unheard of to prepare anything the emperor had not specifically requested.

The young cook let his arrogance get the better of him, little realising the gravity of disobedience at the palace. He had been tasked to prepare the emperor’s favourite dish, a rich seafood soup made with the freshest oysters, fish, prawns and squid from the fishing boats arriving in the morning. The head chef had given him specific instructions on the ingredients and the method – exactly what the emperor wanted.

The young cook was ambitious and coveted the position of the head chef, who was bland and boring. A corpse could cook better than him, Ah Hock’s ancestor would mutter to himself as he grumpily gutted fish or carved a turnip into a decorative swan for a platter of roast duck. Cooking was his heart and soul and it pained him to see the lack of creativity in the royal cuisine.

So he replaced oysters with abalone, which he felt was a much richer, sweeter substitute. He even added some salted fish, a humble ingredient used to prepare the servants’ meals. The emperor would notice him now, the young cook thought happily as the head chef gave the dish a cursory glance and took it to the emperor, not bothering to taste it – for if he had, he might have noticed the difference in flavour.

Not only did the emperor notice the change in ingredients, he was also in a terrible mood after receiving bad news of an advancing army. He summoned the head chef to have his head cut off, as was the punishment in those days for anyone who offended the emperor even in the smallest way. The head chef blamed the young cook and begged the emperor for mercy.

When the heavens smile on a mortal, no harm will come to him or her. The young cook got wind of the emperor’s rage, and only had time to pack food before sneaking out of the palace to embark on a long road to anonymity. After days of walking, he decided to rest under a tree and unpacked whatever food he had left. One stale bun. As he was about to take a bite, someone spoke to him.

‘Hello, boy. Will you spare some food for an old man? I’m starving.’

The young cook turned around and saw an old beggar in tattered clothing, covered in boils and scabs. He recoiled. At first, he didn’t want to have anything to do with the beggar, but he relented at the sight of the old man’s pitiful state and gave him half of his bun. The beggar thanked him, and they ate together.

The young cook told the beggar about offending the emperor. After the beggar finished his bun, there was a flash of light, and he was transformed into a handsome man dressed in fine clothing. The young cook jumped to his feet and stumbled backwards, almost losing his balance.

‘Do not be afraid, my child. You have a good heart, and you will be rewarded. Here is a special broth you can use to cook any dishes you like, and you will be famous. Never again will you cook a dish that is imperfect. But you must never waste this broth. Pass it on to your children. Or your family will suffer misfortune for generations.’

The young cook rubbed his eyes, thinking he was in a dream or was hallucinating from hunger or thirst. He blinked, and the deity was gone, leaving a gourd of broth in his place.

It had been embedded in Ah Hock’s mind, the importance of the deity’s broth – as important as the blood coursing through the veins of generations of Lim chefs. The chain must not be broken, his father had warned him. Pass it on.

The sacrifices his father had made to keep the broth boiling.
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