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head of communications Chong See Ming and
singer Janet Lee, their friendship has been
cemented by their passion for all things vintage.
As See Ming prepares for her wedding this year,
Janet plays best friend, maid of honour and a
shoulder to cry on in a friendship that goes a lot
deeper than the bottom of a pile of previously
loved items. By Reeta Sidhu.

How did the two of you meet?
Janet: | was fresh out of college
and | met her on my first day of
work. See Ming was so friendly,
she volunteered to bring me
upstairs to the boss’ office. She
was the first genuinely friendly,
warm person that | came across
in KL and that impression stayed.
See Ming: | remember being
enthralled by her enthusiasm
and naiveté, and at once feit
very sisterly as she's a few years.
younger and had just moved
to Kuala Lumpur from Taiping.
| guess | saw myself in her - a
small-town gal from Perak finding
her way in the big city.

Was it an instant friendship?
Janet: | was 19 at the time and
very bubbly, so See Ming and | hit
it off almost instantly. She took to
my young, star-struck and easily
excitable personality very quickly A 3e
and she became my mentor in 3 -\
no time. Lwil &
See Ming: | really felt a connection with her. Perhaps we really are
soul sisters.

What does the friendship mean to you?

Janet: It's like having a life partner, except she's a woman. Having
this life partner means See Ming will always be there to witness my
happiness, achievements and experiences.

See Ming: She will always be a big part of my life. | introduce her
to everyone as my best friend although, honestly, sometimes we
both take the “best friend” part for granted. The significance of
this was highlighted in a recent conversation. Janet came with Sim
and | on a house-hunting expedition and | introduced her to the real
estate agent as “my best friend”. The middle-aged lady was visibly
impressed: she said, “Wow, you have a best friend! That's really
good!" We were quite surprised at her reaction, and it struck us that
not everybody can lay claim to having a best friend, especially one

that has grawn with him or her thraugh the years.
So you play quite a large role in each other's life?

Janet: She's asked me to be the maid of honour at her wedding,
which | guess is quite a big role. She's the girl who comes to watch
me perform, who buys me the books | want to read, who goes to the
hospital with me when I'm not well, who gives me money when I'm
broke and offers me her home when I'm homeless. And I'm the first
person she calls when she has exciting news, and the cne wha helps
her scout for apartments and wedding dresses. I'm also the first one
to hear all the bad news.

See Ming: Although | was kind of her mentor in the early years
simply because I'm older, we're really on a level platform now.
She's matured a lot and | couldn't be more proud of what wonderful
progress she has made with her singing and career. | cannot imagine
not having Janet in my life. She's my sounding board, my fashion
consultant (sometimes!) and my shoulder to cry on.

What keeps your friendship going?

Janet: Things have been good
between the two of us. It's like
magic and cannol be explained or
analysed. It's probably in the way
we treat each other with honesty
and openness, and how we
support sach other in everything
emotional or practical. Of course,
the fact that we never stay pissed
at each other for more than a day
is yet another thing that glues us
together.

See Ming: | think we have been
through thick and thin. Nothing
fazes us anymore. There were
patches in our relationship where
we drifted off slightly for a while
- not calling or meeting very
often - but we always eventually
came back to the sanctuary of
the friendship and the trust that
we have. We've been through
every important milestone in each
other's life such as career and
relationship changes, and we've
ﬁ celebrated many birthdays and
L * achievements. We have also had
the blessing of sharing several good friends whom we have met cver
the years, and these mutual friendships give us a very deep sense
of sharing.

Would you say that the two of you are quite different?

Janet: (Laughs) We are quite different in many ways, yet rather similar
in many others. The interests we have in commen are flea markets,
books and travelling. And there are some we don’t share: she's into
gardening and I'm into singing. Different as we are, however, the
people in the flea markets have spent years thinking we're sisters!
See Ming: We are outgoing and we both have an insatiable curiosity
about people and things in general. | think the best part of our
friendship is how we try to balance each other out. When I'm dreamy
and impractical, Janet will give me some come-back-to-Earth
advice, and when she has her head in the clouds, | give her a few
gentle tugs.




Janet Lea

Has your passion for bargain-hunting brought you closer?
Janet: That aclivity represents only a small part of our friendship, as
other stuff has brought us closer. Still, | don't know anyone on this
planet who treasures this hobby more than her, and it really connects
the two of us. Most people only hear my “this-evening-dress-cost-
me-only-eight-ringgit” stories but See Ming actually lives them, too.
See Ming: | think nobody but Janet perfectly understands the thril
of buying a stunning vintage gown for 50 cents or unearthing a
gorgeous beaded bag from the bottom of a pile of old clothes at a
SPCA jumble sale. We like our unorthodox way of shopping so much
that we have crowned ourselves the Flea Market Princesses aka
The Retro Gals
What sorts of mischief do you get up to?
Janet: Not much these days, but ance when we were out in Bangsar,
we invented a game which involved getting as many strangers’
phone numbers as possible by chatting up the men we saw in coffes
queues or sitting at tables next to us.
See Ming: We were both single and | remember cocking up lines like
You look like my friend's brother - s Lyn your sister?” Funny that we
hs).
Is there anything at all about each other that unnerves you ever
so slightly?
Janet: Nothing about her gets to me these days as | have accepted
that all of it is simply part of who she is. But before | came to terms

don't remember who won now (fa

with that principle, | used to get cheesed off whenever she did a fast
hang-up on the phone bafore | had even finished the conversation,
or when she multi-tasked when on the phone with ma.

See Ming: | like Janet, quirks and all, and I'm very proud of her
and how far she's come since she was 18. | used to cringe a little
when she let out her loud laughs, but now | think that's the most
gorgeous part of her. The way she throws her head back and laughs
50 exuberantly and in such total abandon is the part | now envy and
want to emulate. | call it “laughing like no one’s looking.”

You were friends with See Ming's fiancé Sim even before they
started dating. Have you always thought him to be the perfect
match for her?

Janet: | guess making judgments about anyone’s relationship with a
man is hard, because however close we are, I'm still the third party
looking in. But | would say that he seems to be the best I've seen
he's kind, patient, big-hearted, funny, smart. Of course, the fact that
Sim is also a friend I'm fond of does help. I'm actually quite thrilled
that See Ming's marrying someone | like to hang out with (laughs).
Does it make it easier knowing that Janet already gets along
well with Sim?

See Ming: Yes, definitely. In the past, Janet has not liked many of my
exes - in fact, she has even fought with some of them! It was very
awkward for me, but now | know that she does know who is best for
me. And Sim is definitely that person.
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