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One who knows does not speak;

one who speaks does not know.

Block the openings;

Shut the doors.

Blunt the sharpness;

Untangle the knots;

Soften the glare;

Let your wheels move only along old ruts.

This is known as mysterious sameness.

– Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching (Book Two, LVI)




THE OPENING: LEEN
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Well I had taken my Chinese ear-cleaning service to the West, but it was my mother who’d told me that tourists to the East liked to be fondled around the eardrum.

Back in the New Territories, she had started a healing business near Lai Chi Kok. She kept a leather case of various sized ear scoops and rods, and took a space where she would perform the ritual, welcoming both traditionalists and tourists. The manner of her business relied on creating an accessible space for both.

‘The marketing,’ she explained, ‘is the blueprint. It varies according to the location, particularly in a city like Hong Kong.’ If the studio was in, say, Central, the aesthetic would deviate wildly from the way she would present it if it were located in an isolated little borough in Lai Chi Kok. Often she will send me email links to playlists she’s made to soundtrack the excavation of sebum from the ears of curious strangers and monthly regulars.

When I was a child she would lay my head into the enclosure of her lap and shine a light into the hole on either side. Take me at the cheek with one hand, then take me by the ear. It was similar to a sort of tickling, only more euphoric. As if the feeling of constriction in being tickled had been instead, replaced with a feeling of gentle, spacious sensory inquiry. The delirium felt its way between each hair as the scoop shrank its way in. Like the curved tip of a fingernail patiently chiselling a sculpture. Like a fly soaring around inside.

At age eleven I developed a brief obsession with it. I would ask my mother every night to perform this ritual, anxious about the mud that might have clotted there, in the caverns, during the day.

Addictive. What you can’t see, you trust someone else to be able to, somehow.

And so I’ll be owning my own healing studio in the outer suburb of Par Mars, fitted into a storefront at the Topic Heights shopping complex. In with the lime and pale rouge, diamond-shaped tiles of the food court, the off-white squares tiled everywhere else. In with the big arches of skylight, the second-level balconies, rusted gold banisters like motels, the phone-repair stall in the centre of the corridors. Every corridor organised by its genre of lifestyle, encouraging you to see and consider everything you might need.
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The suburb has little sectors. The sun sets orange on the Home store, a bold stripe intruding it. This is off a major highway, a McDonald’s planted in front. There are never children on the play equipment. This site only seems to appeal to morning commuters, or to the dissatisfied, after seven or so hours of daily work. The streets behind the Home store are where the residential neighbourhoods begin to germinate, a healthy mixture of young families and parents with older children, an area with a fairly even ratio of recent immigrants and long-time settlers. The wealthier have migrated out here to live in the estates, pools of carefully thought-out architecture, often following a thematic scheme design. Surrounding the estates are the leftover areas of suburb. The only way you are able to tell the status of a household then, is by the state of its garden, the drastic renovations that’ve been done awkwardly distinguishing it from the rest of the street.

If you drive down this highway at the idle coil before sunset, the reflection of the sunlight on the road bounces up to pierce your eyes, preventing you from seeing the cluster of traffic lights ahead. The simmer of mixed light becoming its own photosynthesis.

It’s between 70 and 100 kilometres per hour, depending on how many concrete warehouses have been established on either side. The scatter of palm trees every so often keeps the greyness subsided, keeps the grid from looking exactly like a sparse, abandoned military site.

If you have the windows down you can smell summer even if it happens to be winter.

And as you make a right turn down Brandt Boulevard, the sun tickles itself through the trees in the front yard of somebody’s home.

The first house on the corner still has its Christmas lights up, you notice. Red ones, which match the sign reading: ‘No parking at any time’. Still, just a few metres up, the Volkswagen is hoisted up on the kerb the way cops do.

Gradually down Brandt Boulevard the street begins to widen and an extra lane of gravel forms. Here at the corner there is a swift turn and a group of units on the left. They are not currently in residence, and the council have not decided what they’ll do with them yet, even after three years. It has become such regular community discourse, that it’s become a pleasantry as mundane as the weather. It’ll almost be a shame when they do get rid of them.

One house has a purple tree in front: if you keep looking.

Next starts to form another industrial area: empty parking lots, wire fences; you can see folds of mountains from this parking lot. One of the Office-Mart storage sites is here. A youth group I’d once attended hires one of these on Friday nights.

Drive forward and you will come to an intersection. There’s a coin laundry and a liquor shop.

Past this intersection, the roads open up into lakes. Short white metal pole fencing as if to imitate white picket.

The left side is certainly prettier than the right.

We live on the left side. A flat open lawn between two concrete houses. Steep driveways on either side which lead to four more condominiums in the back. Overgrown garden and children’s toys. Three tall palm trees, some succulents and orange roses. No fence.

In the back, a pool sits in resin-bound gravel, fenced off with aluminium.

Dominique lives in the second last condominium in this arrangement of units. Where she lets Vic and me live too.

If you were to keep driving and head east for another ten minutes or so, you’d arrive at some of the estates. These are the real treasures of Par Mars. Where the roads narrow into quaint rivers. Within these lush networks of houses, each property is larger with more effort for transplantation, foliage; imported, rare flowers. There is the Beverley Estate, where palms fan over the peculiar, box-shaped models wearing timber awnings. It takes after the organic beauty of a kind of woodland; a labyrinth highlighting the precious fabrics of a forest, dextrously, without the disproportion.

Then a few minutes over, there is the most recent establishment, two hundred southwestern-style homes, appropriated from the style of Native American villages during the sixteenth century. This is another common discussion between the average local: which aesthetic will be adopted for the next land package investment.

Now the Topic Heights shopping complex is at the heart of all these clusters, a perfect centrum, the exact summation of every need and every personality of the people residing around its hems. Where we get our clothes, where we find things to eat, what the inside of our houses look like.

It sits on the same highway as the Galleria shopping complex – only, the Galleria is spectacular to look at. Its domed white body, the spiralling roundabout roads that spill into the different parking lot sections.

Beyond this, hilly roads lead off to State Route 96, directing you out to other postcodes and, if you wish, eventually to the coast.

Where we are: thirty minutes from the airport, forty minutes from the city, thirty-five minutes to the community school where I completed half a massage therapy course, small palms out the front of a sandstone reception area. Ten minutes from the local pool and recreation centre. Twenty from the next suburb over, Westmeadow Junction.

When I get inside, Doms is sucking a bite out of her hand.

She’d been making soaps when I left for my final shift at the public school a few hours ago. She plays the Leslie Cheung I showed her last week; lets incense run through. Doms has a habit of stopping halfway through the soap-making process to walk around our condo village. She stares at the flowers by the fencing of the pool, and checks the fruit and marijuana trees she and Vic planted two summers ago.

‘Vic still at work?’ I ask.

‘I think so.’ Doms blinks at me then looks at the television which is playing a K-drama. Her cheeks have a hot boredom about them; she tells me to come sit beside her. The couch is situated against the window where she is able to tan easily; often she will be there, her legs stretched out. Peeling fruit or organising dried flowers, barely looking at what she’s doing. Her white skin, drowning in evening sun.

The drama is in Korean, which she understands a little of and is learning as a way to connect to her maternal grandmother who she knows very little about. Usually, she doesn’t keep English subtitles on because she is looking to improve as quickly as possible. She can be selfish like that sometimes and often dreamily involved with the idea of domestic possessorship. As if making the point very clear that these are her floorboards, her walls that we rotate within.

I stare outside, which is looking nice. A warm breeze blows and the palm trees gesture. A Lord Jagannath SMILE sticker is stuck on the window. It blocks the sun from piercing the side of my eyes if I’m sitting on the couch in this position, watching television at exactly this time.

‘So where’d you go?’ Doms stands up from the couch, pausing the television from her connected laptop.

I tell her I finished my last day at the after-school program.

Doms raises her eyebrows.

It’s felt like the same day for a while. Coming home around five, Vic getting home around seven. The excitement of our work days ending merge with Doms’ restlessness, finding us in the same position by nine.

Our chemical environments within us mimic our exterior environmental conditions. The lethargy is reflected in the dry leaves on my fold-out bed in the corner of the living room, the laptop still attached to the television with a taut cable, the same brand of once-novelty, boxed almond milk on the bench.

The rhythm of our repeated schedule of emotions, dictated by the free and almost stylistic disorganisation of this condo.

Our bodies at this point in time may appear to be yeet hay, a term my mother uses to describe the equilibrium disrupted by ‘hotness’; the acidic boiling of blood or hot air present in the body from subtle stressors that cause subconscious anxiety. Depending on the body these can be spawned from different elements: processed sugar in sauces, the energy of excessive peanuts, always on the coffee table. The constancy of a television, not the smoking of cannabis itself but perhaps the lingering of its cold resin.

This rhythm of living felt exciting and uncontrived at first, the way it feels to be raw. It was our attempt to draw closer to our own skin, but it has been a year since Doms won the lottery, right on the cusp of her finishing a degree in chemistry. And we keep falling into this rhythm; we make up our days as we go, letting our material habitat speak on behalf of our moods and our anxieties. We suppose this must be happiness.

Sometimes Doms and I will walk around the poolside. We walk a few times before we jump in. Feet are more sensitive to temperature variations because they’re on the ends of us: they function as thresholds for our bodies’ heating and cooling. We let them start to burn and then jump in, so as to allow the adrenaline to bloat us and the impact to collapse us, and every time it will seem very exciting.

This evening, Doms and I are sitting in the living room watching a Western on free-to-air and we sense that Vic is back from work in an Uber. It’s headlights are riding across the ceiling and then back down the wall again, scouring. The car door slams out the front. The place smells like cinnamon and hemp.

‘You’re not eating that, are you?’ Doms points to the cheesecake on a napkin.

I shake my head and she takes it to eat.

Vic is now at the door. We hear a cough, then a knock and then when neither of us get up, we hear his keys jangling and he comes through reluctantly. A slight barbecue wind wisps through with him. As his body becomes visible in the light from the television, we notice there is blood on his white pharmacy coat, dried up and molasses-like in his facial hair.

‘They saw me,’ he says quietly. ‘And I just was walking the back way home and they cornered me.’

Doms raises her voice into a shrillness, ‘Who?’ She stands to hold him, hanging her arms around his neck and patting his body as if to feel that it’s there. She hurries to the kitchen and runs the tap.

I look at him and he says, ‘No, I’m fine, it’s just—’ Vic looks down at his combat boots, still on. Licks his bottom lip. Shakes his head and exhales.

Doms returns and wipes him.

At the dinner table, sitting a few feet from the couch. We’ve just finished a joint, now taking turns to rip a baguette, dipping the bits into leftover jarred chipotle mixed with Greek-style yoghurt, conserving the flavour of the more expensive product.

Then, without considering the rhythm of the moment, Vic says, ‘I thought I was going to die, but everything seems ridiculous now.’

A little later, after I’ve showered, I find it’s half past two in the morning. I come out and see Vic and Doms wrapped in one another’s arms, talking softly, smoking cigarettes on the couch. Doms has her arm around Vic’s head, her fingers playing through his hair. His face has been cleaned up. My fold-out bed is beside the couch. Doms offers me a cigarette when she sees me in the archway. I shake my head and go stand in the kitchen.
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I follow the news like it’s a TV serial. It’s the way they run network television in the suburbs, the way it plays nicely, as if for its citizens. As if everything was always meant to happen.

Back in the Territories, they play the television as if it’s a time machine. My mother watches a kung-fu period soap in a frosted-blue-glass apartment, seated at the dining table drying clear plastic cups. Laundry hanging out a small window and the city lights hovering across the harbour.

For a few days, we turn the television up while eating pre-packaged dinners. In recent news, they’ve been trying to catch a brunette dad-looking man who is described as a local basketball team manager, a retired cop and now a member of his local Neighbourhood Watch council. According to the first presenter, his behaviour has been preposterously self-serving, strangely cult-like and ‘religiously’ driven. The other presenter remarks, Doesn’t sound very religious to me. They show surveillance footage of him walking around the shopping complexes, wearing a father’s camping gear fleece and New Balances. He’s the antihero inside every suburban house.

Vic is sitting on the floor between Doms’ legs, painting his fingernails with the white polish he took from the pharmacy.

‘That was the guy,’ he says softly.

Doms says, ‘Which?’

‘That was him, the guy who attacked me.’

Doms stares miserably. She doesn’t seem to know what to say and Vic is avoiding eye contact with the both of us.

‘Religious?’ says Doms.

Then Vic flashes his eyes at me briefly, his tongue seated on the inside of his cheek, nodding from side to side. Doms is shaking her head, watching intently on the edge of the couch.

The program shows the man browsing through clothes in the Target. Once or twice I think I catch him skimming his blue eyes over the camera’s lens.

On Thursday night’s program they finally decide to catch the man and wrap up the segment. Some of his close accomplices too. The line of police that march him out look straight into the centre of the camera. Still, he looks away.

There is hot rain tonight. We change to the TVB Korea Channel and arrive on a game show. Doms seems to understand a lot of it and is laughing. Vic gets up to continue scrubbing at his pharmacy coat, blood still stained in the collar.

I return to the video I’d been watching earlier in the afternoon: an analysis of the first scene in Blue Velvet when a lovely man suffers a heart attack on the front lawn.

It seems as if the violence will be over for a little while.
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I’m sitting in my fold-out bed this morning with a coffee, watching Vic put on his new pair of Adidas sneakers. He’s rubbing the top of it with his thumb. I slide my shoes on too and ask Vic if the Topic Heights pharmacy gets many customers early in the morning. He says, some. I’m driving him in this morning.

The point of today is to go to Topic Heights and collect the keys for the new studio. I’d been hoping, also, to spread the flyers I’d made around the complex. The visual cues of a store are very important. The decor, the number of people inside, the number of people interested. Even if I only had five people in the studio, it would still create a mental snapshot for any passers-by that this studio is accepted.

I ask Vic if the staff community is kind and supportive.

He answers, ‘No, nobody is friendly, a lot of the time, racist. They care the least about how they come across to one another, to you. Because they’ve been busy kissing the asses of customers all day.’

He half-laughs. When he does this, there is a fatigue in his eyes. He hasn’t been sleeping much lately, he tells me. ‘Sorry, that’s not the answer you wanted.’

We’re driving into Topic Heights. Vic has my flyers on his lap, his palms lying over the sheen of them. I’ve asked him to press down so they don’t become creased.

The flyers read:


HEALING STUDIO

Come for a half-price ear-clean therapy service.

Limited time only!

Or 25% off shoulder massage

Exclusive organic candle and soap sale



I’m proud of the flyers. Printed on thick, linen cardstock at the Office-Mart. There was a queue behind me, and so I’d typed them up so quickly on the self-serve machine, that I’d failed to notice I’d flattened a small fly against the screen. When I lifted my hand, it was dead under my middle finger. When you see one, you see them everywhere. Little sticky flies all over the Office-Mart.

I promised myself that I wouldn’t be passive, that I would make this business seen. I would not let it become one of those storefronts that appears for a few weeks before slinking away into a vacuum, a blackhole. A new brand occupying its spot, transforming the habitat of what had once been somebody else’s aspiration.

This thought has been reoccurring as a sort of anxiety recently, materialising once again as I drive past the valet, up the ramp to the rooftop staff parking lot. Vic is saying something about the shrinkage of body size in fish as heating continues in the ocean. After three attempts to park, I unclick the belt and break my nail.

‘Oh well,’ Vic sighs, staring straight ahead. Then, ‘I could get used to being driven here every day.’ I show my nail to him and he says, ‘Oh shit.’

We walk towards the automatic doors. I make a mental note that we’re on level 3E, where staff are to park. Usually I park in 1C as a casual shopper. It allows immediate access to the supermarket on the lower level and is in close range to the phone-repair store.

Near the bins at the entrance, two pharmacy sales assistants who Vic knows are kicking a hacky sack between them. They nod at Vic without saying anything, their focus intently on the sack.

As Vic approaches, the one with a beanie says, ‘Hey, man, how do you make that grapefruit soap your girlfriend made? It’s really nice. But my girl’s allergic to olive oil. She got an itch last night between her legs.’

Vic says, ‘Animal fats, lye flakes – that’s the sodium hydroxide part of it – distilled water, sugar and salt, lavender oil, synthetic colourant, the mixture of a sodium paste, and grapefruit-scented serum. No olive oil.’

Vic has an impeccable memory. When he talks of substances, it’s as if they are visually synthesising before him, the logical, chronological equation for each compound he describes.

Vic unlocks the plastic screens at the pharmacy. He switches the lights on and pulls the racks of sale bins to the front. At the back, behind the pharmaceutical desk, he puts his white coat on, loops his lanyard over which reads ‘Victor’ and ‘Store Manager’, then ties his hair back. The Vietnamese couple who own the pharmacy seem to urge only him to wear a net. Because of its texture, they had said. So he sometimes wears it and sometimes doesn’t, depending on how he’s feeling.

He goes to the back to get me nail clippers and I sit on the bench, poking my thumb with the sharp of the leftover nail, the vulnerability of it left half standing. Bending like a visor.

I go to spray a Marc Jacobs on myself and regret it because I see that there is a YSL sitting out too. It is embarrassing to want to smell of something.

Vic appears again, sniffing the air. ‘You’re ridiculous.’ He passes me the clippers and wraps a hairnet over his head.

We personify the scent. A feminine or a masculine thriving on interior paradises, who decorates with house plants but not so much that it seems like they do hot yoga, because they just do the regular yoga, even so casually as to be guided by a YouTube yogi. A feminine or masculine who goes to a car wash service and doesn’t clear the belongings in their car because they’ve got two of everything. A feminine or masculine who brings a two-litre water bottle with them on a visit to the bank. A feminine or masculine who cooks without an apron, but with their hair up and hotel slippers on.

Vic goes to inspect each aisle. He looks carefully at the products, referring back to his pad of notepaper. I watch from the bench, flattening my hand over the flyers.

The silence before the music is turned on throughout the complex is ethereal, feels almost as if we’re in a spaceship and the processing of time has shifted.

It was this strange comfort in the design of a shopping complex that prompted me to convince my father that Topic Heights was the right place for my business. In every city we had moved to for my father’s contracting business, it was the natural ecosystem, separated by climate and light, which would differ immensely. Think the difference between Malaysia and London. But in a shopping complex, the climate and light remain the same. It is the landscape of familiar logos, the behaviours of shop assistants. It is the indoor planting, the skylights, all designed to replicate what the land had once been before it was bulldozed. The climate is regulated to suit the likes of the common shopper. For someone who has come from a different one. And though I know this, I had grown up searching for a sameness, as most children do. It is a guilty pleasure to want so badly to be encased in it.

I go and look through the snacks shelved at the front desk. I take a pack of jellybeans and open it, ask Vic to come over and guess the flavour. He covers his eyes with his hand and opens his mouth a little. He guesses liquorice. I tell him that was an obvious one.

He says, ‘You know, liquorice is associated with cold and flu syrup because the plant they use for it is the exact same. Its flavour is so pungent that it masks the original medicinal taste.’

He guesses orange for the next one, though it’s strawberry. I tell him he’s right anyway to see if he’ll notice.

In a bit, the other employees arrive and report to Vic, who notes this on the timesheet. At nine, the presence of the first customer modifies the atmosphere, noticeable in the way Vic’s face and the manner of his gait change. I hop off the bench and go to sit on one of the fold-up stools in the back. My phone is in my lap, in progress of playing an analysis video about the movie adaptation of No Country for Old Men. I notice someone in the sectioned-off shelf area that meets the storeroom, eating out of a tin obnoxiously. Scraping the fork around inside. He works at the prescription desk too, I suppose.

He looks up at me, catches some beans back in his mouth and says, ‘Hey, hey, do you even work here?’

He looks as though he’s carried over the vigour of his eating into the act of intimidating me. I feel the weight of my jacket around me. Hold it into myself.

‘Well?’

He looks a bit older than me and Vic, though I cannot tell for certain. He’s a skinny Caucasian guy with minimal toddler hair. Wearing a short-sleeved shirt and a bland tie. Some tattoos showing, one of a beckoning cat. Chains on his teeth, I notice when he opens his mouth to speak.

‘No,’ I say. ‘But I’m opening an ear-cleaning studio on the next level.’

He points his fork at me, nodding. ‘You know, you’ve got to be careful in the health and self-care industry. It isn’t about skill or product as much as it is about socialisation …’ – he scoops more food into his mouth – ‘and charisma.’

His teeth look as though they’re squirming between his lips when he smiles. As if for attention. He chucks the bean tin into the black bin beside the cabinet storing asthma inhalers. He turns back around on his heel with a swivel. I cannot really tell how old this guy is. His mannerisms don’t seem to match his body. The mannerisms look as though they’ve occupied space longer than his body has.

The analysis video is talking about how Chigurh often checks his boots for blood.

He sees me watching my phone, continues to talk. ‘It’s easy to move up the scale, you just gotta watch your every word. One minute you’re hired. If you’re sweet-talking them, complimenting their hair. The next minute you go on and imply they’re gaining weight or not pulling any weight and you know, you’ve got yourself fired. Put on small-talk lists between their friends and colleagues,’ he says. ‘Entertainment for the dogs.’

‘I run my own studio so I don’t really need to worry about that.’

‘I mean, your customers. Your customers hire you, never forget that.’

The video is talking about how there is no musical score.

His eyes are wide with a sort of expecting.

I pause the video.

He unfolds his arms, reaches out, shakes my hand with his bony one. He’s wearing a silver Rolex, which slides a little down his wrist according to such drastic movement.

‘I’m Jean Paul.’

‘Like Sartre?’

‘You saying that right? You tryna say Sartre? You know who that is, right?’

I decide he must be at least thirty-three. There is too much practice in the way he reacts. He could be offensive, but somehow is not. He could be brash, yet there is something endearingly vulnerable about him.

‘I could be the manager here and I’d have every right to ban you from the store for being back here,’ says Jean Paul. He laughs disgustingly. ‘But even if I were, I wouldn’t.’ A comfortable, silent moment. He goes to look at my flyers lying on the bench beside me, thumbing his chin. ‘You want me to hand these out to customers today? I could.’

‘Sure. Yeah, that’d be great.’

He is the kind of person you cannot for the life of you tell the age of, due to the way their soul moves around in their hand gestures, the way their shoulders are held comfortably around their neutral chest. Could be twenty-six, could be forty-five. Regardless, his body looks as though it’s been in routine and is attempting to crawl out of itself.

He pulls a pharmacy coat on and I remember a time Vic complained about being brutally scolded by the owners for wearing a tie. As store manager, Vic seemingly holds a lot of the control here, in charge of everyone else’s demeanour, but Jean Paul is wiping his lip and tucking his tie back in between the buttons of his pharmacy coat without blinking.
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