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Chapter One: What She Was Before

The diploma was heavier than she expected.

Ela had thought about this moment for four years — the crossing of the stage, the handshake, the turn toward the audience — and in none of those imaginings had she thought about the weight of the thing itself. But there it was in her hands, in its stiff embossed cover, and it was solid in a way that made her slow her walk back to her seat. Just slightly. Just enough to feel it.

From the third row, her father was standing.

He was the only one standing. Rodrigo Santos, who drove a tricycle for a living and sometimes did not come home until the blue hour before dawn, who had worn his barong to exactly three occasions in Ela's memory — her grandmother's funeral, Dindo's baptism, and today — was on his feet with his hands pressed together above his head, and the look on his face was the look of a man who had been waiting a very long time to feel this particular thing.

Ela looked at him for one second. Then she looked away, because if she did not look away she would cry on the stage of the University of Negros Occidental-Recoletos in front of three hundred people, and she was not going to do that.

She sat. She held the diploma in her lap. The polyester of the graduation gown trapped the heat of the March afternoon against her legs, and the auditorium smelled of talcum powder and someone's mother's perfume and the particular human warmth of too many people in a room with insufficient ceiling fans. Ela breathed through it. She focused on the name of the next graduate being called, and then the next, and let the ceremony continue around her while she held herself very still.

When the recessional finally played, she found her family in the crowd outside.

Her mother was not crying anymore. Lourdes Santos had the look she got after she had finished crying — composed, slightly red around the eyes, and entirely in possession of herself again. She was wearing her good dress, the blue one with the white collar, and she had done her hair. She took Ela's face in both hands when she reached her, pressed her cheek briefly against Ela's hair, and let go.

"Mana sa imo," she said. Like you.

Ela did not know exactly which ancestor her mother meant, or which quality she was naming. She did not ask. It was enough to have been said.

Her siblings arrived in a wave. Maricel, seventeen and already taller than Ela, grabbed her around the shoulders. Dindo, nineteen and determined to look unbothered, shook her hand formally and then pulled her into a half-hug before she could react. And Benjie — Benjie, who was ten years old and had spent the entire ceremony sitting on a folding chair with his shoes on the wrong feet, squirming like a fish — threw himself at her so hard she took a step back.

"Can we eat now?" Benjie said into her sash.

"We can eat now," Ela said.

—

They walked home. It was not far — the university was on the edge of the town, and the barangay was a twenty-minute walk if you did not hurry. They did not hurry. The afternoon had softened into the long gold hour before evening, and the road was familiar in the way of roads you have walked so many times you no longer see them but still feel them underfoot.

Ela and her mother walked slightly ahead. Her father was behind them, already in conversation with a neighbour who had appeared from somewhere, and the three siblings were further back still, Maricel and Dindo arguing about something and Benjie trotting between them like a satellite.

"So," her mother said. "Ano na?"

What happens now.

Not asked with pressure. Lourdes Santos had a way of asking the hard questions in the same tone she used for everything else — checking whether there was enough rice, whether Dindo had taken his vitamins. It was not indifference. It was the opposite: a refusal to make the question bigger than the person being asked.

"I'll apply," Ela said. "I already have some applications sent. Two in Bacolod, one company in Cebu. And I'm going to Manila next month — there's a marketing agency that responded."

Her mother nodded. Neither of them said what they were both thinking, which was that the applications in Bacolod had been sent six weeks ago, and neither had been answered, and that the one in Cebu had replied to say the position was already filled.

"Manila is good," her mother said instead.

"Manila might be good," Ela said.

Her mother made the small sound that meant she had heard what Ela had not said.

They walked. The road narrowed as they turned into the barangay. The air changed — less dust, more woodsmoke, the smell of cooking from half a dozen kitchens beginning at once. The Santos house appeared at the corner: the wooden slat walls her father had reinforced one by one over the years, the corrugated iron roof, the water tank beside the gate, the garden her mother kept with a stubbornness that bordered on argument. Bougainvillea along the fence. A row of kangkong near the wall. The pandan plant her mother cut for rice, for everything.

Ela had looked at this house ten thousand times. Today she looked at it as if she were trying to keep it.

—

By the time full dark came, the porch was full.

Her mother had cooked for two days in advance. There was kare-kare, the peanut sauce deep and rich and smelling of bagoong when the small jar was opened alongside it. There was sinuglaw, the pork and the raw tuna mixed together with vinegar and chillies and ginger, something her mother only made for occasions. There was rice in more quantity than they could possibly eat, the way her mother always cooked rice for things that mattered — as if abundance were itself a form of respect.

The neighbours came. The relatives came. Tita Rosing from two houses down, who had contributed to Ela's school fees in her first year and needed everyone in a forty-metre radius to know it. The Dela Cruz family from across the road. The barangay captain's wife, who brought a store-bought cake with blue and yellow flowers and CONGRATULATIONS ELA written across it in icing, which Benjie tried to eat one letter at a time.

Ela moved through all of it.

She accepted the hugs and the handshakes and the cheek-pinches from elderly women who had known her since she was in nappies. She answered the questions: Yes, Marketing. Yes, four years. No, not yet, but soon, there are possibilities. She accepted glasses of Coke and plates of food pressed on her and made herself eat, because not eating would worry her mother. She laughed when laughing was called for and nodded when nodding was called for and was, she knew, entirely convincing.

This was not a new skill. Ela had been performing adequacy since the age of fifteen, when she understood clearly for the first time what her scholarship would require of the family and what the family would require of the scholarship, and decided, with the clear-eyed pragmatism that was perhaps her most defining quality, not to burden anyone with her private mathematics.

"You must be so proud," Tita Rosing told her, loudly, for the fourth time. "A degree. The first one in the family. What doors will open for you now, ha?"

"Yes," Ela said. "Oo, Tita."

The doors. She thought of the two applications in Bacolod she had sent in January, the silence that had followed, the way she had refreshed her email for a week before deciding that refreshing it was not making anything different. She thought of the job listing in Manila that had been taken down three days after she applied. She thought of her classmate Josie, who had graduated with better marks than Ela in second year and had been working in a call centre in the city since December, nine hours a night, sleeping through the mornings.

"Yes," Ela said again, and smiled, and meant none of it, and meant all of it.

—

The guests thinned. Her father and the barangay captain's husband moved the conversation to the end of the porch with their glasses and their voices dropped to the comfortable murmur of men who had been talking together for decades. Her mother and Tita Rosing were in the kitchen, the way they always ended up, Tita Rosing's voice carrying out to the porch in its usual rolling commentary on the state of everyone's children.

Maricel had gone to bed. Dindo had disappeared somewhere after the guests started leaving — probably to a friend's house, probably to sit outside and look at his phone and pretend he was eighteen rather than nineteen. Benjie had fallen asleep on the sala floor still holding a plastic cup, and her mother had covered him with a thin blanket without interrupting Tita Rosing's sentence.

Ela was alone on the porch.

She sat in the plastic chair that had been her father's chair for as long as she could remember, the one with the slightly uneven leg that he had reinforced with a wedge of folded cardboard sometime in the nineties and never replaced. She had the diploma cover in her hands. She had taken it off the table when the guests weren't looking and brought it out here with her, and she was not sure why, except that she wanted to have it somewhere quiet.

The barangay at night. She knew every sound of it — the dog on the next street that barked at nothing, the distant sound of the karaoke from the Reyes house three roads over that happened every Friday without fail, the sporadic ticking of a motorcycle engine cooling somewhere. The kuliglig from the dark beyond the garden.

From inside, her mother's voice: the even cadence of someone giving instructions, someone who knows exactly what needs to be done and is doing it.

Ela looked out at the garden. The bougainvillea was a dark shape against the fence. The kangkong her mother grew because it cost nothing and grew back no matter what you did to it. The pandan, its long leaves catching what was left of the light from the window.

She turned the diploma over in her hands. Bachelor of Science in Marketing. Her name: Maria Elena T. Santos. The university seal, embossed. She had earned this. Four years of borrowed textbooks and three-hour commutes from the barangay and an allowance she had stretched the way you stretched a piece of fabric that was slightly too small for the pattern, finding efficiencies everywhere, wasting nothing.

She had earned it.

She ran her thumb along the edge of the cover, the slight raised texture of the embossing.

The marketing firms in Bacolod were looking for candidates with two to three years of experience. The one in Cebu had wanted a portfolio. The Manila agency had not answered at all.

She had a degree. What she did not have was the two to three years, and the portfolio, and the network that grew from having worked somewhere already, which you could only grow by working somewhere already. This was the specific arithmetic she had been running in her head for six weeks and could not find a way around: the degree was necessary but not sufficient, and the thing that made it sufficient was something she did not yet have, and the way to get that thing was to already have it.

She was twenty-two years old. She was, by the numbers, exactly where she was supposed to be. She had done everything she was supposed to do, in the order she was supposed to do it. She had been the first in her family to go to university and she had gone, and she had stayed, and she had finished.

The dog on the next street barked once and stopped.

Ela sat for a while longer in the plastic chair with the folded cardboard wedge under its leg, her diploma in her lap, the night sounds of the barangay around her, and let herself think the thought she had been not thinking all day: that she did not know what happened next.

Not yet. She would figure it out.

She always figured it out.

She went inside.

—

That night, long after everyone was asleep, she lay in the room she shared with Maricel and stared at the ceiling. Maricel's breathing was slow and even on the other side of the room. The karaoke from the Reyes house had finally stopped. The only sound now was the kuliglig from outside and the occasional shift of the corrugated roof in the wind off the sugarcane fields.

She thought about Manila.

The bus ride was five hours on the good days. She had a second cousin — Joel — who lived in Cubao and had said, once, on a family call, that he had a spare room if she ever needed it. She had not taken him up on this when she arrived for the interview last month. She probably should have. She had stayed in a pension house instead, two hundred and fifty pesos a night, a room small enough that she could touch both walls by extending her arms, and had come home with nothing and the clear understanding that the marketing agency, which had seemed promising in its email, had been interviewing four people for one junior position and she had been the one with the provincial address.

She was not going back to Manila. Not right now. Not for the same kind of nothing.

She thought about her classmates. Josie in the call centre. Rina, who was already in Hong Kong — domestic work, she had said matter-of-factly on her last Facebook post, as if it were any other job, which in one sense it was. Patrick, who had a job in Cagayan de Oro at an agricultural supply company and seemed genuinely happy about this in a way Ela envied without quite understanding. Cheryl, who had gone back to her parents' farm to help with the harvest while she waited for something better, and who had stopped posting on Facebook in February.

The ceiling. The sounds of the barangay settling into full night.

She thought about the diploma in its cover on the shelf, its embossed edge, its weight in her hands.

She thought about what her mother had said on the walk home — mana sa imo, like you, whoever you was — and what it meant to inherit something from a person you only ever knew as your parent, not as the person they had been before that.

She thought about the water tank outside, which her father filled manually every other day because the automatic pump had broken two years ago and the cost to fix it kept getting deferred. She thought about her sister Maricel's face when she had found out, eight months ago, that the school she wanted to attend for senior high had a uniform requirement that was three hundred pesos above what the family budget had assumed.

Three hundred pesos.

She thought about what she could do with a salary. A real salary. What three hundred pesos meant in the mathematics of this house, and what fifty thousand pesos would mean, and what happened when you multiplied that by twelve months, by two years, by five.

She was not making any decisions tonight.

But she was doing the mathematics.

She always did the mathematics.

Outside, the kuliglig continued their steady counting. The corrugated roof shifted once, then settled. Somewhere in the dark, her mother's garden was doing what it always did — growing back, requiring nothing but the presence of someone willing to tend it.

Ela closed her eyes.

She would figure it out.


Chapter Two: The Closing of Doors

The months after graduation had a particular quality she had not expected.

She had expected difficulty. She had prepared for difficulty — had been preparing, in some private part of herself, since the second year of university when she began to understand that a degree in Marketing from a provincial university was not, by itself, a door. It was the right to stand in front of a door. What happened next depended on factors she was still in the process of identifying.

What she had not prepared for was the specific texture of waiting. The way it installed itself in the days. The way she would wake at six in the morning, as she always had, with the particular efficiency of someone who had been managing her own time since the age of fifteen, and find that the day stretched in front of her with no real shape to it. She would check her email. She would make a note in the small exercise book she kept for applications — date sent, company, position, status — and update the status column with the same word she had been updating it with for weeks: waiting.

She learned to fill the days.

She helped her mother with the wet market runs on Tuesday and Friday mornings, carrying the bags, knowing which vendors her mother trusted and which ones she tolerated and which ones she had a long-standing, complex, and apparently enjoyable argument with about the price of galunggong. She cleaned the house with a thoroughness that her mother noticed and did not comment on, understanding — as Lourdes Santos always understood things — that it was not about the cleaning. She cooked when her mother let her, which was not always; her mother's kitchen had its own logic and Ela had not yet fully learned it.

In the afternoons, she sat with her laptop at the dining table and applied for jobs.

She applied to every marketing position within three provinces. She applied to positions that required two years of experience, writing cover letters that addressed the gap with the honest confidence she had learned at university, explaining what she could offer in place of the years she did not have. She applied to positions that did not require experience, for which she was overqualified, and for which she therefore did not hear back. She applied to a digital agency in Bacolod City that had seemed promising, whose Instagram was active and whose founder had a LinkedIn profile suggesting genuine ambition, and heard nothing for six weeks and then received an automated reply informing her that the position had been filled.

She updated the status column. She moved to the next row.

—

Her classmate Josie called in May, on a Tuesday evening, when Ela was helping Benjie with his homework at the dining table and her mother was watching a teleserye in the next room.

"I'm getting promoted," Josie said. "Team leader. It's not — I mean, it's still the call centre. But the pay is better."

"That's good," Ela said, and meant it.

"Are you still — " Josie started, and then stopped, and the careful way she stopped told Ela everything about what the pause contained.

"Still applying," Ela said. "Something will come."

"Yes," Josie said, in the voice of someone who had already passed the stage Ela was in and was looking back at it with a specific sympathy. "Something will."

They talked for another twenty minutes about other things — Josie's new apartment in the city, which she shared with two other women from the call centre and which sounded cramped and cheerful and entirely its own world. A mutual friend's wedding. The reunion the class president kept threatening to organise and nobody particularly wanted. When they hung up, Ela sat for a moment with the phone face-down on the table.

Benjie was watching her.

"Is it sad?" he said.

"What?"

"When your friend calls."

She looked at her youngest brother, who was ten years old and had her father's directness and their mother's eyes, and who asked questions that should not, given his age, be as accurate as they were. "No," she said. "It's not sad."

Benjie appeared to consider this. "Okay," he said, and went back to his mathematics worksheet, which was about fractions, and which he was solving with his tongue pressed against his teeth in concentration.

Ela picked up her pen. She went back to the application she had been drafting before the call — a marketing coordinator position at a hotel chain in Cebu, salary not stated, requirements listed as a degree plus at least one year of related experience.

She wrote the cover letter anyway.

—

She went to Manila in July.

The bus left Bacolod at half past four in the morning and the crossing to Mindanao was two hours on the ferry, and then the bus again, and somewhere past Quezon province Ela woke from a half-sleep she hadn't meant to fall into and looked out the window at the landscape transitioning around her — the green provincial flatlands giving way to the first signs of the city, the stacked buildings, the overpass roads, the billboards beginning to accumulate — and felt, for the first time in her life, what it meant to be small in a place designed for scale.

Manila was not indifferent in any personal sense. That was the thing she had not understood before she arrived. The city did not dislike her. It simply could not, at its scale, see her. There were millions of people in it and they were all managing something, navigating something, trying to get from one point to another point by whatever means were available to them, and the marketing firm in Makati that had emailed to say they were interested in meeting with her was one office in one building among thousands of offices in thousands of buildings, and the interview lasted thirty-five minutes, and the interviewer — a woman perhaps five years older than Ela, in a blazer that looked like it cost a month of Ela's family's income — had a polished manner that told Ela she had been through this particular interview dozens of times already.

The questions were standard. The answers Ela gave were good — she knew they were good, could feel the quality of them even as she spoke, the way she had trained herself to structure a thought and deliver it cleanly. The interviewer nodded with professional interest. She said they would be in touch.

She was not in touch.

Ela stayed three nights with her cousin Joel in Cubao. Joel was twenty-six, worked in logistics, and lived in a room in a shared flat that was smaller than Ela's shared room in Bacolod and smelled permanently of instant noodles and the particular staleness of recycled air from a window unit that did not quite reach the corners. He was kind, in the distracted way of someone managing their own variables, and he let her sleep on a camping mattress without complaint and fed her tapsilog from the place downstairs and talked to her about Manila the way a person talks about a difficult but interesting city they have accepted: with wary respect.

"It's about who you know," he said on the second evening. "I'm not saying it's wrong. I'm saying it's how it is."

"I know," Ela said.

"You should try the BPOs. The pay is actually okay now, and they'll take you with your degree. You could—"

"I know," Ela said again.

Joel looked at her. He had the sense, which she appreciated, not to continue.

She came home on the fourth day on the same ferry she had taken going. The Visayas rose out of the water with the familiar logic of a place that knows you. She stood on the deck and watched the islands come back to her and did not feel defeated, exactly. She felt recalibrated. The arithmetic she had been running since graduation had now incorporated a new variable: Manila was not the answer, and she had needed to go and confirm that, and now she had confirmed it, and the question was what to do next.

—

The goods store was on the main road, four blocks from the barangay, and was owned by the Villanueva family, who had run it for thirty years and whose eldest son had been two years ahead of Ela in high school and was now working in Dubai. They offered her three days a week, six hours a day, a hundred and fifty pesos per day. She took it.

The work was not difficult. Stocking shelves, managing the counter, recording sales in the ledger, occasionally helping customers locate something in the cluttered back section where the Villanuevas stored their excess inventory without any discernible system. The smell of the store was a specific combination of plastic packaging and the cleaning fluid they used on the floor and the cigarette smoke that drifted in from the road whenever someone opened the door. She learned it within the first week and stopped noticing it.

What she noticed instead was the ledger.

The Villanuevas' ledger was a disaster. Not in the sense that they were losing money — the store was clearly surviving, had been surviving for three decades — but in the sense that the recording system was approximately as organised as the back inventory section, which was to say that it had the organisation of accumulated habit rather than design. Sales were entered in a handwriting that changed depending on which family member had been at the counter. Credit extended to regular customers was tracked in a separate notebook whose relationship to the main ledger was not entirely clear. Ela had been working there for two weeks before she understood what was happening, and when she understood it she spent a quiet afternoon reorganising three months of entries and presenting the result to Mrs. Villanueva in a way that made the numbers legible for the first time in recent memory.

Mrs. Villanueva looked at the reorganised pages for a long moment. Then she looked at Ela.

"You have a degree?" she said.

"Yes, po."

"In what?"

"Marketing."

Mrs. Villanueva made a sound that was not quite a laugh and not quite a sigh and contained both. She went back to the kitchen. Nothing more was said about it.

Two days later, a customer came in — a man Ela recognised as someone who had known her father for years, whose name she could not remember but whose face belonged to the particular category of faces that populated every public space in the barangay, familiar without being close. He bought cooking oil and a bag of rice and paid in exact change. At the counter, he glanced at Ela and paused.

"You're Rodrigo's daughter? The one who finished?"

"Yes, po."

"Marketing, is it?"

"Yes."

He nodded with the slow consideration of someone genuinely processing this. "So what kind of work do you get with that? Marketing." He said the word as though testing its texture.

Ela thought about how to answer this. She thought about the hotel in Cebu, the agency in Bacolod, the woman in the Makati blazer who had not called, the cover letters she wrote in the evenings with her laptop on the dining table while Benjie did his homework beside her.

"Different kinds," she said. "Advertising. Digital. Brand management. It depends."

"Hmm." He picked up his bag. "Well. You'll find something."

He went out. The door swung shut. The cigarette smell from outside thinned.

Ela watched the door for a moment, then turned back to the ledger.

—

She had been there when her mother went to the remittance agency the year before — had noticed it then in passing, the way you notice things that do not yet concern you — but she had not paid attention. Now she paid attention.

They went on a Thursday afternoon, her mother and Ela together, to the Western Union branch two streets from the market. The relative in Riyadh was her mother's cousin Tessie, who had been there for eleven years and who sent money home when she could and needed money sent back occasionally when she couldn't, and this was one of those occasions.

Ela sat beside her mother on the plastic chairs and watched.

The agency was a single room. Fluorescent lights, slightly too bright. Behind the counter, a young woman in a company polo shirt moved through the transaction with the efficiency of someone who had done it several thousand times. The form was straightforward: sender's name, recipient's name, recipient's location, amount. The exchange rate was posted on a board above the counter — Philippine peso to Saudi riyal, Philippine peso to Singapore dollar, Philippine peso to US dollar, Philippine peso to Hong Kong dollar, the currencies of the places where the province had sent its people.

There were three other women waiting when they arrived, and another two came in while her mother was at the counter. They were not all sending money out. Some were receiving. They sat with their envelopes and their forms and their patient faces, and they did not talk to each other much, and there was a particular quality to their stillness that Ela found herself thinking about on the walk home.

The walls of the agency had photographs. She had not noticed this the one time she had been before, but she noticed it now — photographs pinned or taped near the door, mostly informal, mostly showing women in domestic settings that were clearly not the Philippines: a kitchen that was European or Australian or something with different proportions than any kitchen she had seen here, a living room with a sofa in the particular beige that seemed to characterise foreign living rooms in photographs sent home. Some photos had writing on the back in marker: Dubai, 2019. Hong Kong. Singapore, 2022.

Her mother completed the transaction. The woman behind the counter gave her a receipt. They went back outside into the afternoon heat.

"Tessie sends her love," her mother said, which was not exactly what had happened but was the kind of shorthand that stood for things that were longer.

Ela nodded. She was still thinking about the exchange rate board. The way certain numbers, multiplied by time, became something that could change the arithmetic of a household entirely.

—

August became September. Her application notebook had forty-three entries, of which nine had responded, of which two had offered interviews, of which neither had offered a position. The hotel in Cebu had hired someone with experience. The Bacolod agency had never replied.

She was still working three days a week at the Villanuevas'. She had reorganised the entire ledger system by this point, and had also, quietly, redesigned the handwritten signs the Villanuevas used for their weekly specials, because the original signs were in a handwriting that was technically legible and practically invisible, and the new ones were cleaner and drew the eye in a way the old ones hadn't, and sales on the featured items had improved in a small but measurable way that she had tracked in a separate column she added to the ledger without being asked.

Mrs. Villanueva had not commented on the signs. She had, however, stopped correcting Ela's decisions about shelf placement, which Ela took as a form of acknowledgment.

One hundred and fifty pesos a day, three days a week. She kept some of it. She gave most of it to her mother for household costs without discussing the specifics, because discussing the specifics would have required her mother to either accept or refuse, and both of those outcomes were more complicated than simply handing over an envelope on a Friday.

—

The dinner when her parents raised it was in late September.

The dishes had been cleared. Benjie was in bed. Maricel and Dindo had gone to their respective corners of the small house, the way young people go to their rooms when they sense that the adults around the table are about to say something that doesn't concern them and does. The evening had been ordinary up to this point — rice, fish, vegetables from the garden, the television audible from the sala through the open door.

She had not known, when they excused themselves, whether they had heard any of it through the thin walls. She found out the next morning.

She was in the kitchen making coffee when Dindo came in. He was nineteen and had their father's quietness and his own slightly complicated pride, and he stood at the counter beside her without saying anything for a moment in the way he had learned from Rodrigo — standing near a person as a form of statement before saying the thing.

Then he said: "Are you actually going to do it?"

"I'm thinking about it," she said.

He picked up a cup. He poured the coffee she had just made, which she had made for herself, and she let him take it because arguing about coffee with Dindo was not what the morning required.

"As a domestic helper," he said.

"Yes."

He was quiet. She could see him working through something — the thing he wanted to say and the thing he was deciding not to say, which were not the same thing. This was a quality she had noticed in him since he was seventeen: that he had opinions and he rationed them carefully, and the rationing was not cowardice but the particular pride of a young man who did not want to be wrong out loud.

"It's just—" he started. Stopped.

"I know," she said.

"You have a degree."

"I know."

He drank the coffee. He looked at the kitchen window. Then he said, in the voice of someone who had decided to say the right thing instead of the complicated thing: "Whatever you decide. I just want it to be what you want."

She looked at him. He was looking at the window.

"Thank you," she said.

He put the cup down. He went back to his room. She made herself a second coffee and stood at the window and thought about what it meant to be loved by someone who found the right thing to say even when the right thing was also the harder thing.

She thought about Dindo's degree comment all day. Not with hurt — with accuracy. He had named what they were all thinking and then stepped away from it. This was its own kind of generosity.

Her father refilled his glass of water. He set it down. He looked at the table rather than at Ela, which was how she knew the conversation had been agreed upon in advance, had been discussed between her parents in the particular privacy of a marriage — the conversations that happened after children were asleep and before they woke, the decisions that arrived at the table already half-made.

"We've been thinking," her father said.

Rodrigo Santos, who was not a man who spoke at length about anything he found difficult, and who had spoken perhaps fifty significant sentences to Ela in her entire life, and all of them had mattered.

"About what comes next," he said. "For you. For — for the family."

He stopped. He turned his water glass a quarter turn on the table. He looked like a man who had prepared for this conversation and found that preparation was not, in fact, sufficient preparation.

Her mother set down her own cup. "There are women from this barangay who go abroad," she said. "We know them. You know them. Good women, educated, some of them. It is not—" She paused, choosing the word with the care of someone who understood that the word was doing significant work. "It is not a failure. It is a decision."

Ela looked at her mother. At her father.

She thought about the exchange rate board at the remittance agency. The photographs on the wall. The women sitting with their patient faces and their envelopes. She thought about Rina on Facebook, posting from Hong Kong with a matter-of-factness that Ela had initially found puzzling and now understood as a form of dignity.

She thought about Maricel's uniform, and the water tank, and the forty-three entries in the application notebook.

"I know," she said.

Her father looked at her for the first time since he had started speaking. He looked the way he had looked standing in the auditorium with his hands above his head — like a man confronting the distance between what he wanted for his child and what the world was offering, and finding that distance immovable, and standing in it anyway because there was nowhere else to stand.

"We're not saying you have to," he said.

"I know," she said again.

Her mother was watching her with the directness that had always been her specific form of love — not searching for a particular answer, just seeing what was there.

Ela thought about what she would say. She thought about it for a moment that stretched longer than the room expected, longer perhaps than was comfortable, and nobody moved or spoke while she thought it.

"Let me look into it," she said finally. "I want to understand what it actually means before I answer."

Her father nodded. Her mother nodded. Neither of them said: good or that is the right thing or we thought you would say that. They simply received it, and her mother picked up her cup again, and her father turned his water glass back to its original position, and outside the sala the television continued its gentle noise, and the evening continued.

Ela did not sleep well that night.

But she lay in the dark and she thought clearly, which was not the same as sleeping but was, in its own way, enough.


Chapter Three: The Decision

She looked into it.

She spent two evenings on her phone reading every forum thread she could find — OFW communities, Facebook groups for Filipino domestic workers in Singapore, a government website that outlined the process in the flat language of official documentation. She read the work permit conditions. She read the salary minimums. She read accounts posted by women who had been doing this for five years, ten years, who described their employers with a specificity she found both useful and strange: some kind, some cold, some indifferent in ways that were their own difficulty. A few described something that sounded like genuine respect. Most described the ordinary texture of managing a situation that was imperfect but workable. Almost none described what she had feared finding.

She read until past midnight on the second night and then closed her phone and lay in the dark and did her mathematics one more time, clearly, without rushing it.

The numbers were what they were. They had always been what they were. She had simply been waiting to decide whether to accept them.

She accepted them.

She told her mother on a Thursday morning while they were hanging laundry in the small yard behind the house. Not as a declaration — just as a statement of fact, the way she might have reported a decision about which direction to walk. "I'm going to do it," she said. "I want to apply for Singapore."

Her mother pinned a sheet to the line. She did not turn. "Okay," she said. "I'll call Tita Nena. She knows the agency in Bacolod — she sent her daughter through them last year."

That was all. No ceremony. No tears. Her mother had been waiting for Ela to complete her thinking, and now that she had, the next step was logistics, and Lourdes Santos had always been better at logistics than at sentiment.

Ela pinned the other end of the sheet. The morning was already warm, the kind of warm that came before the rain that came every afternoon in October. She thought about the word okay and how it contained, in her mother's mouth, the entirety of: I have been watching you do this mathematics for months, and I trust your answer, and I am afraid, and I will not let the fear complicate what needs to be done.

She knew her mother. She knew what okay meant.

"Thank you," Ela said.

Her mother finally turned, and looked at her with that particular directness, and said nothing else. She went inside to call Tita Nena.

—

The agency was on a side street off the commercial district in Bacolod City, between a money changer and a pharmacy. Its signboard was modest — Global Pathways Placement Agency, Licensed by DMW — and the office inside was a single room with good air-conditioning and the particular organisation of a place that processed significant quantities of paperwork and had developed systems for it over time. Rows of clear plastic folders on a shelving unit along one wall. A rack of laminated country information sheets near the door: Saudi Arabia, Hong Kong, Taiwan, the UAE, Singapore, Qatar. A small waiting area with plastic chairs and a low table with magazines from three months ago.

The caseworker was a woman named Rowena Casiano — late thirties, the manner of someone who had sat across this desk from hundreds of women in Ela's position and understood what they needed, which was accurate information delivered without condescension. She wore her hair pulled back. Her desk had two pens, a stapler, and nothing else on it that did not belong there.

Ela had brought her mother. They sat across from Rowena Casiano with their hands in their laps while she explained the process.

"You said Singapore specifically," she said, looking at Ela. "Can I ask why?"

"The regulations," Ela said. "I looked at what's legally required from employers. It seemed more protected."

Rowena Casiano nodded once, the nod of someone confirming a correct answer. "It is more structured. The contracts are standardised. MOM monitors complaints — they actually do. The Middle East pays more in some cases, but Singapore is—" She paused, choosing. "Singapore is more predictable. If you do the work and the employer is reasonable, it usually functions as it should."

She opened the folder on her desk. "We have several families in Singapore currently looking. Let me tell you what we have."

There were six profiles. She went through them quickly, professionally, a sentence or two for each. Ela listened. She asked questions about two of them. Her mother asked one question — about the location within Singapore, which neither of them knew how to evaluate — and Rowena Casiano explained about the MRT system, the proximity of the heartland HDB estates to transport, the practical geography of the city with the matter-of-fact confidence of someone who had explained it many times.

The fifth profile: an elderly couple in Toa Payoh. The wife was unwell — a progressive neurological condition requiring full-time care. The husband was retired, in good health, managing the household around his wife's needs. Two-room — no, four-room HDB flat. No children in the household. The previous helper had returned to the Philippines after three years for family reasons, not employer difficulties. Agency had verified the household twice; no complaints on record.

"It is not easy work," Rowena Casiano said, looking at Ela. "Full elder care is physically demanding and emotionally — it is its own thing. But the household is quiet. One man, one woman who needs care. No children, no chaos." She paused. "Do you have caregiving experience?"

"I looked after my grandmother for two years before she passed," Ela said. "She had a stroke. I managed her medications and her mobility routines and we did the bathing and the turning. I know what it involves."

Rowena Casiano considered this. "That is relevant. More relevant than most."

She closed the folder. She looked at Ela with a directness that reminded her, unexpectedly, of her mother. "The salary is at the minimum floor — Singapore dollar six hundred per month. The employer has indicated willingness to review after six months if performance is satisfactory. The contract is a standard two-year SEC, renewable." She set down her pen. "Do you want to see the full profile?"

Ela looked at her mother. Her mother looked back at her. Not directing. Not pushing. Waiting to see what Ela would do with the space she was being given.

Ela turned back to the caseworker. "Yes," she said. "Please."

—

The paperwork was its own education.

It happened in stages over the following weeks, and Ela moved through each stage with the organised attention she brought to everything that mattered. The medical examination at a DOH-accredited clinic in the city: blood work, a chest x-ray, a physical that felt comprehensive in the impersonal way of examinations conducted for the purpose of documentation rather than care. She was healthy. She had always been healthy. The certificate was valid for three months, which gave her enough time.

The TESDA assessment was next — the National Certificate II in Housekeeping, which she sat at a regional testing centre. She had spent four evenings preparing for it with the same notebook she used for everything, running through the competencies, the standards, the terminology. She passed without difficulty. The certificate was laminated at a printing shop near the market for thirty pesos.

The POLO verification — the Philippine Overseas Labor Office reviewing and certifying the employment contract between her and the Tan household — happened at the Manila office, which required her to be physically present, which required the second Manila trip she had not expected to make. This one was different from the first: she had a purpose, a specific door, and the knowledge of exactly what she was walking through. She stayed with Joel again. He made her tapsilog again. He did not say anything about the change in her.

She noticed, in these weeks, that the process had a quality she had not anticipated. It was not demeaning. It was thorough. There was a logic to it — the medical check, the skills certification, the contract review, the documentation chain — that treated the question of her deployment as something serious, something worth verifying. She was not being sent anywhere without a paper record of who she was and what she was owed.

She found this, unexpectedly, a comfort.

—

The CPDEP started on a Monday morning in the OWWA regional office in Bacolod City.

There were seventeen women in the room. Household Service Workers, all of them bound for different countries — most for Singapore and Hong Kong, two for the UAE, one for Italy. They ranged in age from what seemed like twenty to what seemed like fifty, and they ranged in disposition from openly nervous to visibly bored to something that looked, on the faces of the women who were clearly doing this for the second or third time, like the specific competence of people who have moved through difficulty before and know they
































































