

Breaking News:

A woman was found dead in her home in the east of Singapore on Sunday evening. Police received a call for assistance from a member of the woman’s family between 6.30 and 7.00 p.m. They classified the death as “unnatural” but declined to provide further details on the cause of death. 

Neighbours of the victim say that they saw police arresting a woman near the crime scene. Police have confirmed that a person of interest connected with the case is in custody and that she is a domestic worker from the Philippines.

Investigations are ongoing. 




Chapter One

One month earlier …

From the way Corazon Bautista is clutching her rosary beads, she could be mistaken for a religious woman. Every other person in the waiting room of Merry Maids Employment Agency is peering into their phone screens or staring straight ahead, but Cora – with her eyes closed and her lips moving – appears to be having a spiritual moment. 

The truth: she is only holding the beads because she discovered a rip in the lining of her purse, and doesn’t want them falling in there. She lost a gold earring that way once. Prayer is the last thing on her mind. Sitting in a hard plastic chair along with all the other Merry Maids, she is making up a grocery list and ticking the items off each rosary bead. Rice, vegetable oil, eggs, milk … It has been a week since she arrived in Singapore, and Ma’am Elizabeth hasn’t asked her to cook a thing. 

The rosary beads slip through Cora’s fingers like water. Onions, garlic, ginger, soy sauce … The waiting room is full of women – Ma’ams and their maids, sitting on the plastic chairs joined in rows to face a long reception counter which is partitioned into cubicles. A blue sky is painted on all four walls, with words like Happiness and Service floating in white clouds. The wall behind the reception counter is a gallery of framed photographs. Our Merriest Maids! The title is made from cut-out birthday party letters that dance over pictures of maids clipping pieces of laundry to bamboo poles and running vacuum cleaners over Oriental rugs. There are young maids dutifully wiping ketchup off the faces of small children and helping elderly men into their wheelchairs. One grinning maid wearing a kerudung holds her broom at her side like it’s her best friend. Printed under each photo is a description of the woman’s nationality and marketable qualities: 

The Filipina maid is a favourite among Singaporeans because of her ability to speak English, and her friendly demeanour. Good with children, the elderly and pets. Suggested monthly wage: $580–$750, public holidays and Sundays off. 

Indonesians can handle all household chores, including deep cleaning of floors and windows. They will cook a variety of dishes but may not be able to handle pork for religious reasons. Suggested monthly wage: $580–$650. Some public holidays and alternate Sundays off. 

**NEW!** The Myanmar maid: she will need some training, especially about living in high-rise apartments and other aspects of city life, but if you are on a budget, the Myanmar girl is a cost-effective option. Suggested monthly wage: Please enquire.

Cora supposes Merry Maids has a friendlier environment than those agencies on the first floor of this quiet shopping plaza. In brightly lit storefront windows, the maids on the first floor perform their skills for potential passing clients. They run cordless irons over men’s office shirts, and wipe counters in the same circular motion all afternoon. There is a model kitchen outfitted with a fridge and a sink where one maid is stationed, rinsing dishes under an imaginary flow of water. Every surface is already as glossy as a pamphlet, and a slick-haired woman, wearing a fitted black blazer, struts between the maids, nodding her approval. 

As Cora and Ma’am Elizabeth passed one of those agencies on their way upstairs, Ma’am Elizabeth muttered, ‘There’s no need to be so literal,’ and twitched her shawl over her shoulders. Cora nodded, and then wondered if that was too much agreement – maybe Ma’am was trying to test her? Who was Cora to criticize the way the agencies advertised their services? So she shook her head as if this action would neutralize her response, except then it looked as though she was disagreeing with her Ma’am. 

‘Are you all right, Cora?’ Ma’am Elizabeth asked. 

Cora brought her hand to the back of her neck. ‘Just having stiff neck, ma’am,’ she said, and right away she wondered if this sounded like a complaint about the pillows in her room, which were comfortably firm. Luckily, Ma’am Elizabeth didn’t seem to notice as she became preoccupied with searching her purse for her buzzing phone. 

‘You go on, Cora. I’m on my way,’ she said. Riding the escalator up, Cora watched two maids in the window of the first-floor agency pantomiming a scene of a nanny feeding a child. The maid dressed as the child wore a Paw Patrol bib and clapped as the nanny scooped air out of a plastic bowl and brought it to her mouth.

Plain flour, rice flour, salad dressing, sugar, sliced cheese, breakfast cereal … Does Ma’am Elizabeth have allergies? These are things Cora will have to guess, or wait for Ma’am Elizabeth to reveal. Hopefully it won’t take long. Some employers’ preferences and habits remain shrouded in mystery and contradiction for years; others are prepared with long lists of dislikes. 

Ma’am Elizabeth has been chatty since Cora’s arrival, though not in ways that are relevant to Cora’s grocery list. Cora knows about her daughters: Jacqueline, a banker who lives in River Valley with her Swiss fiancé, and Cecilia, who is at university in New York (she’s on a six-year undergraduate track, Ma’am Elizabeth said with an eyebrow raised). 

‘Do you have children?’ Ma’am Elizabeth asked, and Cora thought about the picture on her phone of her nephew Raymond in the restaurant where they celebrated her birthday. He died later that night and she has not been able to look at that picture since. 

‘No children,’ she said. 

Ma’am Elizabeth’s late husband was Harold Lee, the founder of Lee’s Kopi, who passed away two years ago in a tragic car accident. ‘I helped him here and there with the business but for the most part I’ve been …’ She paused and slipped Cora a smile as if there was some joke between them. ‘I’ve been Mrs Lee,’ she said. 

That was several days ago and Ma’am Elizabeth still hasn’t told Cora yet what her job will entail. Not that Cora needs a detailed job description – she knows the general needs of a household: cooking meals, making the beds, dusting, scrubbing the toilets, hosing the grit off the cars in the driveway, lighting the mosquito coil, changing the light bulbs. Et cetera, et cetera. But so far, every time Cora tries to do any work, Ma’am Elizabeth asks her to stop. 

‘Oh Cora, don’t bother with that,’ she says, looking embarrassed at the sight of Cora dusting the banisters or picking the laundry off the line in the back yard. And the fridge! The shelves are completely empty except for a packet of spinach leaves, a jar of ginger paste, and takeaway containers of leftover bistek Tagalog from Tuesday night, when Ma’am Elizabeth insisted on ordering takeaway from a Filipino restaurant because Cora must be homesick. 

(For the record, the bistek was quite good, although Cora would have let the meat braise low and slow rather than try to rush the process with a meat tenderizer as the restaurant clearly did, and it was clear that they used lemons instead of calamansi because the marinade wasn’t as tangy as it should be …)

‘I want to speak to a manager immediately!’ 

The voice that breaks Cora’s thoughts comes from the back of the room. Spines straighten automatically as the reprimand sweeps through the rows. A middle-aged Chinese woman with a frowning, heavily made-up face, and hair shellacked into a stiff, short bob marches down the aisle of the waiting room. With each stab of the woman’s heels into the floor, the receptionist shrinks into her seat, until she is nearly on the floor herself. Another man behind the desk grabs a stack of papers and hurries to the photocopier, which is in the front corner of the room, near Cora’s seat. She can see that the papers going in and coming out are totally blank. 

As the shouting woman advances on the front desk, there is only one staff member left there. Through the young woman’s round gold-framed glasses, Cora can see her fear magnified a thousand times. Her decision to gather resolve is visible – she grits her teeth, then crosses her arms over her chest, then uncrosses them. The shouting woman demands again to see a manager. 

‘Mrs Fann, you need to take a number,’ the girl says firmly, adjusting her glasses on her nose. ‘We will attend to you as soon as—’

‘I want a refund,’ Mrs Fann says. ‘I want to return my maid.’ 

Return her to where? As though there’s a storage room full of maids, stacked like mannequins and waiting to be chosen. Then again, seeing that first-floor agency with the maids on display, Cora can see where Mrs Fann got that idea. 

‘Cooking? Terrible. Ironing? Clothes still crumpled. Cleaning? Sloppy – I can see the soap marks on the tiles. What is this “happiness” and “service” you people claim to provide? Each new maid is worse than the one before.’ 

‘I understand, Mrs Fann, but there is a procedure,’ the girl with the glasses insists. ‘We told you this the last time you came here.’ 

‘Last time I came here, Belinda Quek still ran this agency efficiently. She’s a church friend of mine, and she was very understanding. Now I don’t know who is running the place. I tried calling several times this morning and got no response. Who is answering the phones?’ 

Accusatory looks shoot between the staff members. Glasses Girl straightens her posture and tries an official approach: ‘If you want to transfer your maid, there are government protocols to follow. You will have to contact the Ministry of Manpower first—’

‘I called them on my way here,’ Mrs Fann interrupted. ‘Automated system, press one for this, press two for that. I waited to speak to an actual customer service representative and they put me on hold for so long, the call timed out.’ Cora suspects that the whole of Singapore recognizes Mrs Fann’s voice and goes into hiding when she approaches. She looks around for the maid in question, but Mrs Fann hasn’t brought her along. ‘Just let me know who the manager is here, so I can speak with them.’

The argument continues, with Mrs Fann waving her hands around, and Glasses Girl trying to calm her down. They have switched from speaking in English to Mandarin. A handbag hangs from the crook of Mrs Fann’s bent elbow. It’s a solid case of deep navy leather, with gold buckles that clatter like bangles, and a silk scarf knotted at the handles. Cora expects a dog to pop its head out from the bag – something with pointy ears and a sharp bark to punctuate Mrs Fann’s accusations. 

Somehow Glasses Girl convinces Mrs Fann to take a seat. She casts a disdainful glance over the waiting room. There is an empty seat in the front row, next to Cora, but Mrs Fann doesn’t take it – she walks back down the aisle and settles in a seat near another Ma’am. Moments later, Cora can hear her fuming, this time to the woman next to her. 

‘How can they send me a maid who can’t do anything properly? And then she wants one day off a week. I tell her, you’re a fresh maid, you are here for experience. You’re lucky to have any work at all. In their country, there are no jobs – even teachers and nurses are only making two hundred dollars a month. Here she gets free lodging and food in my flat – I mean, my house – and she’s earning in Singapore dollars, and she still complains?’ 

Thank goodness Cora was hired directly, through Ma’am Elizabeth’s network of friends. They are only using the agency to complete her work permit paperwork. If the agency employed her, she wouldn’t see her salary for months until she paid off her placement debt. Cora’s former employer from years ago, Ma’am Anne-Marie Gomez, didn’t ask any questions when Cora got in touch out of the blue to ask if there were jobs in Singapore and recommended her to Ma’am Elizabeth without hesitation. 

‘She’s very nice,’ Ma’am Annie assured Cora, who, in her short time with Ma’am Elizabeth, already knows this to be true. Ma’am Elizabeth makes a point of saying each of her neighbours’ names when she greets them. The GrabFood delivery boys always receive a generous tip from her. On the drive over here, she pulled over when she noticed a stray cat wandering along the main road. Cora watched from the passenger seat as Ma’am Elizabeth picked up the cat and walked all the way to the grassy lot at the end of the street, where the cat leaped out of her arms and scrambled off into the bushes. 

However, no employer can be so nice as to simply pay Cora to live in her huge house and not expect her to do any work. This morning, Cora woke up with the uneasy feeling that Ma’am Elizabeth had changed her mind and the trip to Merry Maids was her polite way of cancelling her work permit. Then, as they entered this shopping mall, Ma’am Elizabeth glanced at the arrow sign for the supermarket and said, ‘We’ll do some shopping later. Maybe you can make lunch today?’ 

What a relief! Cora’s idle fingers have been worrying away at her rosary since she arrived in Singapore and now she can put them to some use. While Mrs Fann continues to fume, Cora concentrates on adding to her list. She can do a hearty chicken Caesar salad with crispy bacon, and a special dressing if Cold Storage has those bottled anchovies that she used to buy for the Calverts, her American employers in Manila. 

Now that the agency workers have settled back into their seats, they begin clacking on their keyboards and answering phones again. Nervous tension thrums in the air as Mrs Fann continues her complaints. 

‘At least the previous maid was good in character,’ she says. ‘Not that I can prove this maid has done anything wrong, but just look at her, give her one look, and you’ll know what type she is, and what she’ll be doing on her days off.’ 

Cora doesn’t turn around but it sounds as if Mrs Fann is showing a picture on her phone to the woman next to her, who murmurs her agreement. 

‘Corazon Bautista?’ the man at the front desk calls, shuffling some paperwork on his desk. 

‘Yes,’ Cora says, raising her hand and glancing over her shoulder at the door. Where is Ma’am Elizabeth? Cora takes out her phone to send a quick text: Ma’am, they are calling me. Are you coming? The second sentence looks a bit aggressive and she deletes it. Then she changes Ma’am to Ma’am Elizabeth, but her thumb hovers over the backspace. Is it necessary? Obviously she’s referring to Ma’am Elizabeth. She adds ‘Dear’ before ‘Ma’am Elizabeth’. 

Dear Ma’am Elizabeth. They are calling me. I hope to see you soon. With Warmest Regards, Corazon Bautista.

What is this, a love letter? The man calls her name again, louder this time. 

Cora’s thumb slips and lands on the emoji menu. She presses delete several times, erasing the whole message and replacing it with emojis. 

‘No!’ she cries, shooting out of her chair. 

The man looks confused. ‘You are not Corazon Bautista?’ 

To her horror, she realizes she has sent Ma’am Elizabeth a row of salsa dancing girls and a cow.

‘I am Corazon,’ she says, approaching the counter. ‘My ma’am is coming.’ She settles in the seat across from him, still staring in dismay at her phone. 

‘Your passport and employment forms please,’ he says. His confusion is gone, replaced by a grimace that makes him look more like that angry Mrs Fann. Cora takes the plastic folder from her bag and shakes out her passport. ‘The forms are with my ma’am,’ Cora says. 

He opens up her passport and types the details into his computer system. Cora wonders if the scan of her old passport is still in the government database. Age has scored the corners of eyes, gravity tugging down the loose skin at her jaw. For her first passport photo ever, a twenty-four-year-old Cora had worn lipstick and crimped her shoulder-length hair with a searing iron. Flying was a bigger deal back then, even if you were going abroad to clean houses. At fifty-two, Cora’s style is all about the practicalities: cotton T-shirts that don’t get easily rumpled and a pageboy haircut that keeps her neck from getting sweaty. 

‘You worked in Singapore before?’ the man asks. 

‘Yes sir,’ Cora says. ‘From 1991 until 2007.’ How much information is recorded in his system? Do they know about Cora’s first employers, a three-generation family who lived in a terrace house in Serangoon Gardens, where snakes sometimes flitted across their doorstep? Or Mrs Motwani, who taught Cora how to cook rich korma dishes that she still smells in her dreams? Do they know about Ma’am Roberta’s husband, who flung an ashtray at Cora because he was convinced she’d thrown away his parking coupon? 

The man’s expression betrays nothing as he continues to type. His fingers are long and slender, and there is a jade ring on his little finger. She watches the jewel catching the fluorescent light of the place, turning it into something softer, but she looks away when he notices her staring. It is a reminder that Cora should never let her gaze linger on anything; many people don’t know the difference between admiring and coveting.

Ma’am Elizabeth finally arrives, pulling up a seat next to Cora. ‘Sorry about that,’ she says. She looks a bit harried. Cora wonders if the salsa dancing girls came across as an insult – who knows what any of these things mean? She only learned recently what the aubergine meant and she was horrified, having sent it several times to Maddy Calvert to let her know she was making her favourite vegetarian lasagne.

Ma’am Elizabeth pulls the forms from her bag and slides them across the table. The man fans out the documents and, on each signature line, he makes an X. He taps the pen impatiently at Cora. All other questions about her are directed to Ma’am Elizabeth. 

‘She’s done her medicals? No health problems? No disease? X-rays clear, AIDS test negative?’

‘She’s under the age of sixty?’

‘She was employed directly from the Philippines?’ 

Yes, yes, yes, Ma’am Elizabeth answers to everything, but then comes a question about Cora’s previous employer. 

‘She was under a contract from her previous employer in the Philippines. Where is the letter of release?’ the man asks. 

Cora freezes. ‘Letter of release?’ she repeats. She did not think it would matter how she left the Calverts, as long as she left the country altogether. They had returned to America for the summer holidays when Cora decided to go, and there was no time to request a letter in any case. She had simply packed her bags and left a note: Sir Jack and Ma’am Patricia, I’m very sorry I must leave for personal reasons. Madison, Sierra and Bennett, I will miss you so much. She had pressed her single gold earring into the security guard’s palm so he would stall the men if they returned for her. 

‘Yes, letter of release,’ the man says slowly, as if Cora cannot understand English. ‘We need to provide this to the ministry, in case there are any questions about your employment pass and previous work experience.’

Cora searches her mind for an explanation, but she finds it crowded with groceries. Iceberg lettuce, ranch dressing, garlic. There were two brands of bottled anchovies but Mrs Calvert preferred the one with the gold lettering on the label, what was it called?

‘We don’t need the letter immediately though, do we?’ Ma’am Elizabeth asks, glancing at the silver chain-linked watch on her wrist. ‘She’s a good worker. My friend recommended her to me. I’m sure there won’t be any issues.’ 

‘I can make Caesar salad.’ Words spurt out of Cora like from a rusty tap, as if she has been holding her breath for days. She wonders if this is why Ma’am Elizabeth hasn’t asked much of her so far. 

The man gives her a strange look before he resumes typing, and then he pauses to peer at the screen. His face is knotted in concentration and, for a moment, Cora fears that he has found out everything. It’s not possible, her name was not in the news, but her heart is pounding so loudly, she is sure that every Merry Maid and Ma’am on the island can hear it. What if they cancel her work permit? What if they put her on a plane this afternoon and send her straight back to Manila? She crushes the rosary beads into her palm. 

‘That’s fine then,’ he mutters, stacking the papers into a yellow cardboard folder. 

‘We’re done?’ Ma’am Elizabeth says. ‘Thank you very much.’ She gathers her bag and tugs at the edges of her shawl so it covers her slender shoulders. The cold air streaming from the air-conditioning vents makes the hairs on Cora’s arms stand up. 

As they walk out of the agency, Cora realizes she has probably raised a few questions in Ma’am Elizabeth’s mind. She’s still clutching the rosary beads, and they are biting into her skin. Please don’t let her ask me about what happened in Manila, Cora pleads with a God who stopped listening to her the day Raymond died. She doesn’t want to lie to this kind-hearted Ma’am, but she will have to if it means avoiding being sent home. 

‘Elizabeth Lee?’ 

She and Ma’am Elizabeth both turn around to see Mrs Fann coming towards them, her arms outstretched. She is wearing the kind of smile that you give the dentist when he needs to look at every single tooth. ‘It’s been sooooo long! How are yooooou?’ she coos, puckering the air with kisses as she approaches. Gone is the fury from before. Cora might be imagining this, but just before Mrs Fann’s kisses land on her cheeks, Ma’am Elizabeth lets out a quiet groan that sounds like a shorthand version of, ‘Oh no.’

‘I’m well, Poh Choo,’ Ma’am Elizabeth says, her lips stretched into a thin smile. ‘Just needed to get some paperwork done and, halfway through filling out the forms myself, I remembered Belinda Quek’s agency and figured it would be easier for them to do it. This is my new helper, Cora.’

Mrs Fann acknowledges Cora with a quick glance as she links her arm through Ma’am Elizabeth’s.

‘We must get together, it’s been so long. How is Cecilia these days? The kids don’t want to come back once they’ve gone abroad, do they? They like that relaxed ang moh lifestyle. Ha-ha! I see Jacqueline is doing well. I heard she and her fiancé closed on an apartment in Quayside Suites recently. Setting up house already, hmm, before marriage?’

For the first time, Cora notices that it’s possible for Ma’am Elizabeth to be aloof. She uses the straightening of her shawl as an excuse to break away from Mrs Fann’s grip, and her answers are brief. Mrs Fann doesn’t catch the hint. The further Ma’am Elizabeth withdraws, the higher and louder Mrs Fann’s voice becomes. They form a wobbly convoy moving towards the escalators, with Ma’am Elizabeth meandering away, Mrs Fann tugging her back and Cora falling two steps behind. Mrs Fann prattles on: 

‘Belinda Quek is my friend lah, okay, but this girl her agency sent me? A nightmare. You’re lucky you never had to deal with this, although I don’t know how you managed to maintain that big house without any help before this.’ 

Cora knows that the first rule of being a maid is being invisible: strive for the translucency of ghostly soup stains on kopitiam tabletops. Sidle from room to room and pretend to know nothing unless it is directly revealed to you. But she cannot hide her surprise at Mrs Fann’s words. The Lees have never had a maid? How did they manage the cooking, the cleaning? Between the living room, the dining area and the five rooms upstairs, just washing all the curtains would take an entire day. Who swept the dried leaves from that huge back porch, or brought in the laundry at the first distant rumble of thunder? She can’t imagine Ma’am Elizabeth, with all her poise and grace, on her knees scrubbing the floors. Yet the house was clean when Cora arrived, if a little bit bare in the pantry. 

Mrs Fann’s eyes narrow when she catches Cora paying attention. She nudges Ma’am Elizabeth and says something in Mandarin. 

Ma’am Elizabeth replies in English, ‘Establishing trust goes both ways, don’t you think, Poh Choo?’ 

Her answer brings a flush to Mrs Fann’s cheeks. She takes a small step away from Ma’am Elizabeth and her tone becomes icy. ‘I hope that’s true. The older maids tend to be better anyway, hmm? Age slows them down, makes them more sensible maybe. There’s my girl, by the way.’ 

Cora follows the direction of Mrs Fann’s nod, and immediately she sees the problem. Dressed in a skin-hugging pink tank top and tiny white denim shorts that reveal slender legs, this girl does not look like she apologizes for anything. Her large rhinestone-studded hoop earrings wink as she tosses her hair from side to side. If Mrs Fann’s husband has a wandering eye, she probably has a reason to worry. 

A long time ago, Cora overheard her former employer Mrs Motwani advising a neighbour to avoid hiring pretty maids. ‘Have you seen mine? Hardly a threat,’ she said without bothering to keep her voice down, as if she thought Cora was deaf as well as plain. With sleek long hair and heavily-lined eyes, Mrs Fann’s maid is very striking, and she appears to know it. The purse that swings from a narrow strap on her shoulder matches the cherry red gloss of her lipstick and fingernails. She is holding two Cold Storage plastic bags limply at her side, as if she wants to forget them. 

Ma’am Elizabeth and Cora walk with Mrs Fann towards the supermarket and, as Mrs Fann examines the contents of the bags, Cora gives the girl an understanding smile. The girl gazes back coolly. A young man wearing jeans and sandals walks past and stares so hard at her that he collides with the cart outside Cold Storage, where a supermarket clerk is peddling a new matcha-flavoured pizza. She offers samples to Mrs Fann and Ma’am Elizabeth, who pauses to have a taste. ‘It’s … interesting,’ she says to the representative, who beams like this is the highest compliment. She holds out a tray and explains the other pizza samples: red bean and corn, mango-chilli, durian-prawn and spicy-sweet pork floss. Ma’am Elizabeth reluctantly tries the mango-chilli. ‘That one is a little better,’ she says unconvincingly.

‘Donita, I said no breasts!’ Mrs Fann’s voice booms. 

Yes, we get the point, Cora is tempted to say. How many more faults will Mrs Fann find with her maid, who obviously does not understand the unwritten rules about modesty? Then she sees Mrs Fann holding up a packet of chicken fillets. ‘I cannot cook with these, do you understand? I need the bones in order to make stock for the soup,’ she cries. Her voice echoes off the walls. ‘You see what I mean?’ she asks Ma’am Elizabeth. ‘Every little thing, she gets wrong. They’re supposed to make our lives easier, but I’m doing more work correcting her mistakes.’

‘I’m sure it’s like that in the early days,’ Ma’am Elizabeth says. ‘Give her some time to settle in.’ She offers Donita a reassuring smile but the girl’s sullen expression doesn’t change. 

‘Aiyah, Elizabeth, you are very patient,’ Mrs Fann says, then she looks around conspiratorially before continuing. ‘I think Belinda Quek’s standards are dropping. Even her office staff are sub-par. I finally got the receptionist to tell me where she is and she said, “Myanmar recruitment trip.” She used to have Merry Maids, now they are Budget Maids. To tell the truth, I was tempted to go elsewhere to hire better help but how would that look? What if it got back to her?’ 

As she launches into another litany of complaints about maid agencies, Cora introduces herself to Donita in Tagalog. ‘I’m Corazon Bautista, from Manila.’ 

‘I’m Donita.’ Her eyes brighten at the chance to say her name. Cora feels a pang – Raymond was around the same age. If he were alive, he would be like that young man in the sandals who is lingering nearby, suffering through sample after sample of terrible pizza-flavour combinations in a bid to get a closer look at Donita. 

Cora glances at Mrs Fann. ‘Is she always like this?’

‘So far,’ Donita says. ‘She doesn’t give proper instructions just so she can scold me for not reading her mind.’ She holds up a hand, trembling from pasma. ‘She made me hand-wash all the laundry last night because I asked her how to use the washing machine. She said, maybe after this you will make the effort to learn.’ 

Donita speaks Tagalog with a strong Ilocano accent. ‘You’re from the north?’ Cora asks. 

Donita nods, and there is a flash of longing in her eyes at the mention of home. Cora recognizes this too; the first months are the hardest. She wants to tell Donita that it will get better, but she knows what a long road it can be with employers like Mrs Fann.

‘Just a word of advice,’ Cora says. ‘If you cover up a bit more, she might give you an easier time.’ 

Donita’s expression hardens again, and with a defiant upward tilt of her chin, she says, ‘This is who I am. If she doesn’t like it, that’s her problem.’

Her response twists something in Cora’s gut. Maybe Donita is too young and idealistic to understand that nobody cares who she is here. Cora’s mind flashes back to her younger self, crimping her hair for the passport photograph, thinking surely the authorities would see her as somebody worthy of respect. Surely the family in Serangoon Gardens wouldn’t make Cora continue sleeping in a tin shed outside when they had two spare bedrooms. Surely the Motwani kids would stop shouting, ‘You’re stupider than the maid’ to each other as an insult. Surely Ma’am Roberta’s husband, who was always misplacing things, would not accuse Cora of sweeping his parking coupon into the bin. As he picked up the ashtray and reared back his hand, time slowed down to accommodate her denial for one last time – surely this is not happening to me – before it landed with a blinding crack against the bridge of her nose. 

Of course she says none of this, and soon Donita is turning her back as Mrs Fann hustles her into the supermarket to return the other grocery list items that she got wrong. ‘Elizabeth, we must make a time to catch up soon, hmm?’ Mrs Fann calls over her shoulder. 

Ma’am Elizabeth smiles and waves back. ‘Have a good day, Poh Choo. Bye-bye, Donita.’ They walk in the opposite direction, towards the lift to the basement where Ma’am Elizabeth has parked her car. Cora has to hurry to keep up with Ma’am Elizabeth, who seems eager to get away. As the neon signage of Cold Storage recedes behind them, Cora doesn’t remind Ma’am Elizabeth that they still need to buy groceries. She’s just glad to leave Mrs Fann and Donita behind. 




Chapter Two

On Sunday, Donita clutches her list from Mrs Fann and jostles with late morning shoppers in Marine Terrace market. The crates in the vegetable stalls are piled high with rippling green leaves of kai lan and sawi. The man who runs the fruit stall makes proud announcements about his crop of dragon fruits. ‘Ripest in Singapore,’ he declares, directing drifting shoppers to take in the blushing pink fruit and its curly green tendrils. In one swift move, he cleaves a pomegranate and prises it open to show the gemstone seeds gleaming within. Donita zigzags through the rows. If not for all these people who pause and ponder and bargain and suddenly shoot out their arms to pick up a lemon or collect their change, Donita’s shopping would be quick, and she wouldn’t be so worried about being late to meet Flordeliza. The market is a muggy, raucous maze, and the wet floor squelches under her black slingback wedges. After each purchase, she also must ask for a receipt, which makes the vendors scratch their heads – what receipt? This is not a supermarket – which leads her to explain: ‘Just write the amount and the product on a piece of paper, please.’ Some understand, and do this for her. Others, like Ah Seck the fishmonger, thinks it’s a trap. 

‘For what?’ he asks, his chin jutting out. ‘No return policy, this mackerel. All sales final.’ 

‘I do not want to return it. It is for my boss,’ Donita says, but Ah Seck has already turned to another customer. Donita sighs and picks up the crinkly plastic bag of red snapper. A stiff tail pokes out of the opening and scratches her wrist. Every trip to the market is like this, and Sundays are the worst because Mrs Fann will return from church fizzing with nervous energy. She will scrutinize Donita’s purchases and complain triumphantly – a-ha! – when they don’t tally up with the receipts. ‘How do I know these sugar-snap peas cost three dollars? What if they actually cost two dollars fifty and you kept the fifty cents for yourself?’ Mrs Fann asked last week, waving the bag at Donita. ‘And these eggs? Did you really get them from the market?’

‘Where else I will get them from? You see any chickens here, you idiot?’ Donita replied. Although she and Mrs Fann comunicated in English, she said the last part in her language – tanga – and it was satisfying to see Mrs Fann stare blankly to an insult.

‘Don’t try to be smart with me. There was a maid in this block who used to keep the grocery money for herself and then just go around borrowing from all the other households. One cup of sugar here, a few eggs there; she managed to fool her employers. I. Will. Not. Be. Fooled. In. My. House.’ Mrs Fann punctuated each word with a jab of her finger.

‘Ma’am, if you think I am taking advantage, then why not you go to the market yourself and see how much is everything?’ Donita retorted. Mrs Fann’s nostrils flared in anger. She stalked off to the study. ‘You see what kind of attitude I have to put up with?’ she asked Mr Fann, before launching into a tirade in Mandarin. Donita did not understand any of it, but the shrills of Mrs Fann’s voice suggested that she was urging her husband to get involved. He didn’t say much, but there was nothing unusual there. Mr Fann is the quietest man Donita has ever met. She has heard his newspapers rustling more than his actual voice. 

Emerging from the market, Donita takes a gulp of fresh air and looks around. She spots Flor standing at the edges of the entrance, sipping from a tall plastic cup of orange juice. Two oversized gold-hooped earrings graze her slender shoulders, and the tips of her nails are perfect white squares. Donita always felt a mix of admiration and envy for women like Flor, who came home at Christmas basking in the sheen of their overseas salaries. The first time Flor returned, her lips were buttery with a shade of maroon deeper than anything Donita had seen in real life. Long-lasting Revlon, Flor had said, flicking a tube of lipstick at her. Gifts shot from her hands just like that – Mars Bars; souvenir T-shirts wrapped in rustling plastic; a toy electric guitar for her daughter, Josephina, who wore it around her neck for days. 

‘Donita,’ Flor says happily, squeezing her with a hug. It feels so good to hear a friend say her name. ‘How are you?’

Donita shrugs and tries to brave a smile. She turns to show Flor her block. ‘That’s where I live,’ she says, as if it will explain everything. It is strange, speaking in Ilocano about a place that she loathes calling her home. Standing at the end of this boulevard of white concrete apartment blocks, Block One breaks the sky. Even Mrs Fann doesn’t seem to like it in this neighbourhood of identical government housing flats. She keeps a stack of leaflets for exclusive private condominium developments that property agents slip into the letterbox – The Prescott! D’Azure Apartelles! Regal Living! A canal runs inland towards the tree-lined neighbourhood off East Coast Road, where Donita suspects Mrs Fann would rather live. The houses there have slanting red rooftops and green lawns, and probably enough space for Ma’ams and maids to get on with their days without constantly butting heads. Flor works there and she seems happier. 

‘I’ve got a few more things to get – the market is really crowded today,’ Donita says. 

‘I’ll help,’ Flor offers. ‘You look like you’ll need an extra pair of hands.’ It’s true. The groceries are heavier today because Mrs Fann’s list included one kilogram of onions, a sack of Thai red rice and two whole pumpkins for a cake she is baking for a church fundraiser. The pink plastic bag handles have already begun to stretch and turn into string.

The silver-haired butcher is friendlier than the fishmonger. He hums to the tune pouring out of his portable speakers and his smile doesn’t drop when Donita gets to the front of the queue after two Singaporean women move on to another stall. ‘How many grams, Miss?’ he asks, and he says ‘no problem’ when Donita asks for a receipt. 

‘See? How hard is it to just be helpful?’ Donita asks, shooting a scowl at the fishmonger behind her.

‘Not hard at all,’ Flor agrees. ‘But the fish guy, he’s different because his wife is around. You see her over there, watching him?’

Donita follows her gaze. Behind Ah Seck stands a small-framed woman with short hair and a clipped-back fringe. Her eyes follow his every movement. Donita realizes it then: Ah Seck might be at the front of the store, shaking buckets of crushed ice over the fish and declaring his tiger prawns the freshest catch on the island, but his wife is the real boss. Donita thinks of Mrs Fann chastising Mr Fann and demanding his attention last week. His responses whittled down to nothing and she stormed out of the study, fired up by her defeat. 

Together, Donita and Flordeliza walk back out onto Marine Terrace. The sky is high and bright above the tall apartment blocks, and there is only a smear of clouds. Children in neon sneakers shriek and chase each other through the fanned shadows of palm leaves. Beyond this road is the winking blue strip of sea, where throngs of workers convened first thing this morning for their day off. The wind carried their celebratory reunion upwards into the Fanns’ kitchen as Donita washed the breakfast dishes, wishing she was part of it. On weekdays, she lingers at the kitchen to peer out at the bright green belt of trees hugging the island’s edges. Water laps gently at the shore and cyclists glide along the concrete East Coast Park path that leads westward to the jagged city skyline. 

Donita can feel the excitement tuning her voice as she tells Flor every bit of news from home. The Tantoco family had a small accident with their truck on the farm-to-market road. Rumour had it that Junior Salangsang’s new wife was a mangkukulam – because only a witch could manage to seduce somebody so handsome and educated – and his sisters had taken to wearing anting-anting and spreading salt outside their doors to reduce her powers. The sugar-cane crops were supposedly worse off due to the weather, but everyone was saying that the basi produced after a heatwave several years ago was the sweetest they had ever had, so who knew? 

‘I really miss it,’ she confesses. Around them, the white apartment blocks look like bones picked clean. ‘It is nothing like this.’ As she turns away to fight back tears, her bag snaps. Out tumble the shallots, followed by the garlic cloves. ‘Ay, this is hopeless,’ Donita cries. She lowers the bags to the ground and drops there with them, sobs juddering through her shoulders. 

Flor briskly gathers the ripped bags and brings them to the concrete mahjong table to consolidate the groceries, while Donita tells her about the fining system that Mrs Fann implemented after last week’s chicken breast/thigh mix-up. Twenty cents for every misunderstood instruction, fifty cents for every surface still covered in dust at the end of the day, one dollar for every eye-roll or sour look from Donita. ‘At this rate, your ma’am will be able to pay herself a nice bonus by the end of the year,’ Flor quips. 

‘I can’t seem to do anything right,’ Donita says. She hesitates. ‘Is it true that rice cookers can be possessed?’ 

Laughter dances in Flor’s eyes. Donita swats her on the arm. ‘I’m not saying I believe it, but I posted a picture of Mrs Fann’s rice cooker on the East Coast Pinoy Maids Facebook group to ask for help because I kept burning the rice. And everybody offered the measurements I was already using. Then this one woman – let me find her,’ Donita takes out her phone and starts scrolling. ‘This woman, Luwalhati Macablo, she said: “Has there been a death in the house? Sometimes spirits can possess electrical appliances, especially the spirits of children. They are playful, but be careful not to offend”.’

‘So you’re being extra-polite to the rice cooker now?’ Flor giggles. 

‘I think the Fanns’ son died,’ says Donita. 

This information wipes the smirk off Flor’s face. ‘He was older,’ Donita says quickly, so Flor isn’t reminded of the daughter she is unable to tuck into bed every night. Flor makes up for her absence in daily phone calls and gifts for Josephina. Donita visited her parents once and saw the slatted bamboo floor covered with colourful foam jigsaw tiles that Flor had sent home to soften her daughter’s falls. ‘I don’t know it for sure, but when Mrs Fann gave me her son’s room, she said, “Weston is no longer with us, but this is still his room.”’ She wants to describe the slight quaver of Mrs Fann’s voice, but Flor dismisses her. 

‘That means he’s probably studying abroad,’ Flor says. ‘And she wanted you to know that she was being very generous, not making you sleep on the kitchen floor.’

Donita finds herself unloading all her burdens on Flor as they walk towards her building. She tells her first about the cluttered flat. In the absence of décor, there are rows of Precious Moments figurines, picture frames covered in seashells, and glass participation trophies. A pocketed wall hanging with silver embroidered elephants overflows with junk mail, and there are stacks of yellowed newspapers in Mr Fann’s study. ‘She’s always complaining that the apartment isn’t clean enough but

















































































Author’s Note

When I was fifteen years old, my family moved from Singapore to Manila, Philippines. It had been three years since the execution of Flor Contemplacion, a Filipino domestic worker who was accused of murdering a child in Singapore. Being from Singapore, and only having access to one side of the story, I didn’t question what I knew until I learned a different narrative in the Philippines. Although this novel is not a retelling of those specific events, it was inspired by my formative experience of traversing places and their truths. 

A quarter of the world’s 11.5 million migrant domestic workers are women from the Philippines. As nannies, cleaners, elder-care nurses and cooks, they keep households running while navigating life in foreign countries. Often unseen until something goes wrong, they are vulnerable to exploitation in systems that do not protect them. I wrote this novel with hope for more dignity, compassion, and recognition of women like Cora, Angel, Donita and Flordeliza. 

I want to take this opportunity as well to remember the families and communities affected by extrajudicial violence in the Philippines. Since 2016, the ‘war on drugs’ has claimed the lives of over 12,000 Filipinos (according to Human Rights Watch statistics). The website Paalam.org pays tribute to some of the victims. Many, like Raymond, were young people. 
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