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		Tinggi tinggi pokok kelapa,
 tinggi lagi pokok durian.
 Cantik cantik anak Jawa,
 cantik lagi anak Boyan.
  
 Tall grows the coconut tree,
 taller still the durian.
 Beautiful are the children of Java,
 more beautiful still those of Boyan.
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				The air above the road shimmers in the same ruthless sunshine that hammers Anna’s forehead. Despite the heat, there is a spring in her step. She turns to her husband, who is paying the taxi driver at the edge of the busy main road. ‘Are you coming? I’m melting here.’ Ahead, a narrow side street disappears between rows of palm trees, revealing a jumble of greenery beyond. 
 Tom rushes to catch up. ‘Sorry. I could have had the driver drop us at the doorstep, but this neighbourhood makes more of an impression on foot.’
 Anna reaches out for Tom’s hand and squeezes it. She loves him for giving her – them – this opportunity, this adventure in a new country. ‘Let’s go. There’s some shade further down.’ 
 Tom smiles as she pulls him along. ‘Funny you should say that, my secretary did mention this neighbourhood was shady. But I don’t think she meant the trees.’ 
 He gives her an ominous yet playful look. 
 ‘Odd. What could she mean?’ Anna looks at the dense foliage and shudders as threads of her grandmother’s ghost stories drift through her mind. Anything could be lurking in those bushes. 
 ‘I think it has to do with the history of the place. Why don’t you look it up? You like that kind of thing.’
 Anna nods and walks on, the muggy warmth enveloping her closely. Tom is right, this place does feel special, and she soaks up the atmosphere that feels so different from the rest of the city. With every step she takes, Anna feels herself walking further into the past and away from all that concrete. As the roar of the traffic on the road behind them fades away, all that’s left is the sound of cicadas, birds and rustling leaves. The peaceful atmosphere is calming but as they continue along the cracked surface of the dead-end road, Anna becomes excited again when a large white-plastered building with shiny red roof tiles emerges amid the lush scenery. 
 ‘Is this it?’ Is this the new house Tom has been so mysterious about?
 ‘Not yet, be patient.’ 
 ‘But is it like this one? It is so …’
 ‘Gorgeous, I know.’ 
 Anna was going to say big, too big for the two of them. A bit daunting. 
 As they pass another similar house, Anna gets lost in reverie. She never expected to find old houses like these surrounded by jungle, just minutes away from a Singapore filled with skyscrapers rising up in steel and glass. These white façades with stark black beams look as if they belong in a different continent, a different era. The familiarity of the place feels almost eerie. 
 When they approach the third house, Anna startles. A woman, draped in blue, is sitting on a concrete barrier, staring at the building. Anna jumps aside when a car whooshes past and pulls over ahead. The red-haired driver winds down the car window and leans out. Her shrill voice shatters the gentle sounds of nature as she addresses the seated woman. ‘Excuse me, what are you doing here? Why do you think you can loiter here?’
 The woman gets up. For a moment, it looks as if she wants to say something. Then she scuttles backwards, pulls her dark blue headscarf deeper over her forehead, and breaks into a trot past Tom and Anna, towards the main road.
 Anna looks after her, then turns to Tom. ‘What happened there?’
 ‘I have no idea.’
 In front of them the car has moved up the street. Anna can hear its door slam shut, before the woman, in leggings and a sports top only a little more than a bra, disappears into the next house up. 
 Bewildered, Anna follows Tom to the house the blue-robed woman had sat in front of. The pillared house crouches against the incline of the hill behind it. Stately, like a posh old lady, arrogant yet a little faded. 
 ‘Are you serious?’ 
 She blinks and peers underneath the pillars, her eyes adjusting to the sudden shade. 
 Tom fumbles with keys in his hands. ‘It’s not as big as it looks,’ he says, trying to reassure her as he tries the keys one by one. ‘Downstairs is nothing but the front door, some storage and a stairway up. The main house only has three bedrooms.’
 Still more than they need. ‘What do you mean, the main house? What else is there?’
 He doesn’t answer but pulls her into the shadow of the portico. ‘Is this where the carriage of the masters would have pulled up, to protect them from that nasty tropical sun?’ Anna jokes, then cringes. Suddenly she feels very blonde.
 In response, Tom smiles and swings open the unlocked door. ‘Ma’am …’
 His gusto is contagious, and Anna follows him up the stairs. At the top, they turn into a large room with a dark wooden floor, brightened by light filtered through windows all around. Anna takes a deep breath; the air in the room tastes dusty and musky, with a faint whiff of rot. Inside, the heat is even more oppressive. She follows Tom’s gaze up to the high ceiling, where white blades hang down, promising relief. 
 He reaches for the switch but nothing happens. ‘The electricity must be disconnected.’
 Anna opens a window wide and leans out. This is how she always imagined the tropics to smell, but Singapore in the past week has tasted blander than a North European summer. Only the alleys of Chinatown, where the heat bakes rubbish in open dumpsters, has smelt as strongly, everywhere else air-conditioning dulls her senses. With every breath she takes of the enticing fragrance, Anna wakes up further. She can’t wait to explore this new world. Anna’s father rarely mentions the place of his birth, in what is now Indonesia, but Oma, his mother, always made Anna feel Asia was inside her too. Anna takes another deep breath. Tom will start his new job tomorrow, and she will be on her own. 
 She grimaces, feeling like a cliché. Don’t people go to Bali to find themselves, not Singapore? Living in this house, this neighbourhood, will be an adventure, she realises as she looks outside. There are trees everywhere, standing here is like being in the canopy of a jungle. A frangipani tree, gnarly with a sparse smattering of large featherlike leaves, stands in front of the window. She stretches out her hand but it is too far to pluck one of its bunched white flowers that scent the air so fiercely. Living in a house with a frangipani tree has always been her dream. They will be happy here. There is no need for her to carry around her father’s colonial guilt. 
 Anna turns to look at Tom, who stands at the top of the stairs, looking at her in anticipation. ‘What do you think? The guys at the office said we should get a nice flat in a condo. But they don’t know you.’
 She laughs. ‘They don’t know you married a crazy Dutch woman who prefers things old and enchanting, you mean?’
 ‘Exactly. I’d prefer that condo. But I dragged you across the world, had you quit your job, so I thought … Well, you could use something to sink your teeth into.’ 
 From Tom, who is not a natural at expressing his feelings, the words sound almost romantic, and Anna isn’t sure how to respond. ‘Well, your surprise worked. I am …’ She searches for the best word. ‘Stunned. How on earth are they giving us this place?’
 She opens windows one by one, smiles at some green-grey pigeons in the trees outside. Tom laughs. ‘You’ll need to close them again in a few minutes.’
 ‘This house needs to breathe!’
 As air streams inside, the muggy room transforms and Anna revels in how beautiful it is. Even without furniture it has a great ambience. The mahogany floor gleams and above the glass windows, white latticed ventilation grilles decorate the walls. 
 Tom looks around again, and up, ‘It looks like there is no air conditioning in this room. We’ll have to put some in.’
 ‘Absolutely not,’ Anna replies. ‘I’m sure this house was built before air conditioning even existed.’
 There is no way she’ll let that tinned air ruin this house. She tries to imagine who lived here before, when the house was new. In her mind, the room comes alive decked out in rattan chairs like the ones her grandparents had in their conservatory. She looks at Tom. ‘Seriously, where’s the catch? Can we really live here?’ 
 Tom gives her a sly grin before his lips relax into a smile. ‘It’s simple, the guy who did my job before me lived here. He had a large family. He had to leave unexpectedly, before the lease was up, so we’re doing them a favour by taking it on.’ 
 The words make Anna nervous. Will Tom manage the challenging job better? She doesn’t want to leave anytime soon. Anna brushes aside the thought and hugs him tight. ‘I love it! I love you. Let’s go explore.’
 A glassed-in veranda leads to a large master bedroom. Anna opens the window and notices several dead bees lying in the dust on the windowsill. She blows them outside. 
 ‘I’ll ask them to give it a good clean before we move in,’ Tom says. ‘It’s been empty for months.’ 
 A big laugh bubbles up from Anna’s belly, resonating through the empty room. ‘We don’t have enough furniture. Our whole flat fits in this bedroom.’
 ‘You’ll have to go shopping,’ Tom says. ‘We will have a generous allowance for that.’
 ‘They will pay for new furniture too? I can’t believe you kept all this a secret.’ She grabs his hand and pulls him to the adjoining bathroom. ‘How old is this place?’ 
 ‘All I know is that it was built by the Brits, early last century.’ He slams his fist on the doorframe to demonstrate. ‘Solid. They knew how to make houses last. And these colonial buildings do have style, don’t you think?’ 
 Suddenly Anna remembers the photo album she found in Oma’s things after she died. The white plaster, the pillared façade, the same foliage backdrop. She looks around the huge bedroom again, feeling awkward. The house, the allowance, is it all too much? She nudges Tom. ‘You mentioned this house has a shady past. What did you mean?’
 ‘Hui Ying, my secretary, says that only expats want to live in these houses; locals think they are haunted. Something to do with the war.’
 Anna nods as she ponders this. She definitely needs to find out more. Maybe dust off her history degree. 
 ‘Do you …’ she starts, but Tom has moved on already, and looking over his shoulder says: ‘Let’s check out the garden. It’s as big as a park.’
 They pass through French doors opening to a small outdoor patio. 
 ‘A pool!’ Anna squeals in delight and all thoughts about the past evaporate. 
 ‘Yes, you, a lady of leisure, will be floating in that pool all day.’
 Anna stares at Tom, annoyed. He knows she wants to find a job. She looks away to hide her frustration, to a huge banyan tree towering behind the pool. The tree has hundreds of narrow trunks, forming arches and narrow passages, between which thinner air roots drop down. Anna has never seen such a tree. It’s grand like a cathedral, exuding a similar striking aura. It is slightly unnerving. In front of the banyan is an area covered with a palm leaf roof, begging to be filled with a dining table, outdoor sofas. ‘Imagine sitting there in the coolness of the evening, sipping gin and tonics.’ 
 Her sense of wonder grows as she looks at sunbirds darting around bright orange and red heliconia flowers. ‘Look, a squirrel! And banana trees!’
 Tom weaves his fingers through hers and pulls Anna’s body close. ‘You like it?’
 She throws her arms around him. ‘I adore it.’ Out of the corner of her eye, she detects movement. ‘What is that?’
 A monitor lizard as long as her arm scampers over the grass and she stifles a scream. Her curiosity wins over, but as she approaches the reptile slowly, it scuttles under the decking that surrounds the pool. Anna dips her hand in the lukewarm water. The pool is full of leaves, and tinged green on the edges. She looks up at Tom. ‘You’ve got your job cut out for you.’
 ‘No way, we’ll get a guy for that. Labour is cheap here. We should get one of those live-in Filipinas too for the house.’
 ‘It is only the two of us. Do we need someone living with us?’ 
 ‘Everyone at work says to hire a helper straight away, because we will end up doing it anyway,’ he says. ‘It’s what expats here do. Locals too, apparently. It’s up to you. But if you want to get a fulltime job as well, we probably won’t have time to do all the work around here. It’s a big house.’ He points to a separate building in the garden, connected to the main house by a covered walkway. ‘And we don’t need to share the house with her. There are servants’ quarters.’ 
 Anna tries to ignore the jarring word as she leaves the tranquillity of the garden and follows Tom into the outbuildings that are a whole other house in itself. The first room has a massive chimney with a gaping hole underneath. 
 ‘Is this the kitchen? Are we supposed to cook on an open fire?’
 ‘Maybe it used to be, but I think there is a more modern kitchen in the main house. We’ll have to get a new cooker and fridge though. That is your first job, get all that organised.’
 He laughs, but Anna does not. Why is everything a joke to the British?
 They walk through the rest of the outbuildings in silence. There are four smaller rooms and two bathrooms, connected by an open corridor. ‘We’ll need to hire more than one helper or she’ll get lonely here.’ 
 Anna bites her lip. Tempo doeloe, Oma called it, the good old days, long gone. Living in a big old house in the jungle – with a bunch of servants. ‘It’s so weird, all that space, all for the two of us.’ 
 ‘That might change soon enough,’ Tom winks, guiding Anna back into the main house. ‘Which reminds me …’
 A bare, white-tiled kitchen leads to a spacious dining room, and beyond another glazed veranda are two smaller rooms. ‘So, what do you think,’ Tom asks, a glimmer in his eye. ‘Which one for the study and which for a nursery?’
 Anna peers into the rooms. One has no external windows and feels gloomy. She steps into the other, where sunlight streaks through the slatted grille, and visualises a crib in the corner, a rocking chair by the window. But then she resolutely shakes her head. Annoyed with her husband for bringing it up, she looks at him with tightened lips. Tom knows she doesn’t want to get chained down with a baby just yet. They agreed to wait. 
 Tom heads back to the living room through yet another veranda, but when Anna turns to follow, a chilling rush of air creeps up her legs, freezing her in place. The hairs on her arms stand up; her fingers stiffen painfully. There seems to be a sound in the distance she can’t quite make out.
 ‘Are you coming?’ Tom shouts.
 Anna snaps back. ‘Yes!’ She wipes the sweat from her neck as she shivers. What happened there? It isn’t cold here at all; it must be the intense heat that muddles her senses, making her imagine strange things. 
 In the living room, the ceiling fan has miraculously turned on. Lukewarm air swishes into Anna’s face and she wiggles her fingers until the strange stiffness is gone. She hugs Tom tight, pushing away the remnants of whatever that was. 
 After they disentangle, Anna leans out for a last breath of air before closing the windows. And there she is again, hovering on the road: the woman with the blue headscarf. Anna senses Tom next to her. ‘Can you believe what happened earlier? That woman was so rude!’ 
 ‘She was,’ Tom agrees. ‘But please, promise me you won’t get involved and alienate the neighbours before we even move in.’
 Anna tries to formulate an answer, but when she turns to him, Tom has already left the room. Looking back out the window, she sees the woman notice her and flinch. Anna has to suppress an urge to run down and apologise to her. But for what? She didn’t do anything. She stays put and stares at the figure in her long skirt disappearing in the distance. 
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				Salimah stands defiantly in front of number four. Even as an adult the big house intimidates her. Curiosity has won out over her apprehension, but it takes effort to stand here. Today, she won’t let any red-haired ang moh in Lycra tell her she has no right to be here. 
 The old house looms majestically amid the tropical trees, as if stuck in a time warp. Why is she here today, the neighbourhood of her childhood, after nearly forty years? Last month, she came on a whim, straight after the news of her redundancy. Now her notice period is over, and she is officially unemployed. Does she think she can find who she was, whoever she is – here? 
 She startles. There’s a small bench and a potted plant by the front door – someone must have moved in. Salimah’s determination shrinks a little. Then she reminds herself: this is a public road.
 She walks to the side to look at the garden. It’s too messy for Salimah’s taste, not the landscaped grounds it used to be. Must be foreign labour taking care of it. This garden had been her father’s pride and joy, and Salimah can still feel the envy she used to experience looking at it when she picked Bapa up from work. Which tree had the treehouse been in? There is a banyan at the back of the garden, could it be that same one? It is so big. Alamak, she is getting old. 
 Salimah notices a fence of green wire closing off the garden. That wasn’t there when she was young, surely? Why is her memory so blur? She can’t see the path that led to where her kampong used to be, the greenery blocking the way to the old village is dense, uninviting. No, she won’t ruin her shoes to chase a sentimental fantasy, she is no longer that girl in ragged shorts, who would climb up trees and down stormdrains to catch tadpoles. That time is long gone. Still, thoughts of the girl she used to be make her smile. How different her childhood was from that of Nazra, her own daughter. 
 She sits down on the concrete barrier at the edge of the drain, the empty afternoon stretching out in front of her like a desert. The thought of searching for a new job is draining, but without a job, who is she? A makcik in a tudung, a middle-aged aunty in a headscarf, whose teenager rolls her eyes at her. 
 She swats away a mosquito and stares at the big house. On closer inspection it looks tired, in need of a coat of paint and a scrub. A small tree peeks out from a roof gutter. Her mother always kept their small house immaculate, like Salimah herself keeps her flat tidy. No foreign help for her, thank you very much.
 A couple of mynah birds peck curiously in front of her toes. One of them looks up, head cocked, and stares at Salimah with its yellow-rimmed eye, the little black quiff above its bright beak making it look like a naughty kid. 
 The bird flies up and lands in the frangipani tree in front of the house. Salimah shudders. No Malay would plant a graveyard tree in front of a house. But ang mohs love them everywhere – those white people have no sense. Salimah picks up a flower and sticks her nose into the yellow heart in the twist of white petals. The cloying, overly sweet perfume so close to her nose is heady and bewitching. 
 Suddenly, she almost vomits as the smell of rotting meat hits her. She tries to shake the stench out of her nose but it only gets stronger as she hears a wail, then a shrill voice shrieking. Something white and yellow flashes behind her. There is a whisper, in what sounds like the voice of her late mother and then … She turns to look. Nothing. The smell is gone. But her senang good mood is gone too, and she tosses the flower into the concrete drain behind her. 
 She needs to leave, Salimah tells herself, she has no business being here. But her legs are glued to the concrete and she is too dizzy to stand up – a soft sound still sings inside her head. It all comes back slowly and painfully. The taunts at school. The whispers and fingers pointing behind her back. She did not understand why the adults spoke in hushed voices about that treehouse. Why her mother cried and her father sat there looking morose. No one told her anything and then they moved away. 
 Salimah sits in silence for a minute, her head still buzzing. Suddenly she realises the sound isn’t in her head. It’s real, even if it is just a soft, gentle hum: the Pan Island Expressway. The PIE. The motorway that ate up her kampong. The hum gets louder, more hostile, but she tries to push it down. She has enough problems in the present. No job. A daughter who defies her.
 She covers her ears and looks up at the house, the illustrious one the government chose to preserve, and the noise subsides. It’s just a house. It’s quite peaceful here in fact, and she’s a sentimental old woman. A sweaty woman. In the freezing cold office her layers were a blessing, but in this heat the tudung is uncomfortable and she wonders if would have kept her job had she not started wearing a tudung a few years back? 
 She flinches. A Caucasian lady in a red knee-length skirt and a sleeveless top is walking straight towards her, carrying a black plastic bag. Salimah stares at the woman, at her wavy golden hair. No, don’t be stupid, not all Caucasians look the same. Transfixed, Salimah watches the woman pass by obliviously. She jerks the green bin open and clumsily drags the bag over the edge until it tears. Garbage spills onto the street. The woman drops to her haunches. Covering her eyes, she rocks back and forth slowly. She drops down further until she sits on the edge of the hot asphalt.
 Salimah wants to ask whether she is okay, but instead bends down and starts picking up rubbish. A yoghurt container. Some plastic wrappers. Banana peel. As she ponders the remainder, the woman finally gets up. 
 ‘Oh my god. Why are you …? Sorry! That is mine.’ She grabs an unsavoury handful from the ground. 
 They finish tidying up in silence. Only when they are done, the woman looks at Salimah, her blue eyes so bashful Salimah can’t help but smile at how they were huddled over the garbage together. Suddenly they both laugh out loud. The woman sticks out her tomato-sauce smeared hand, then pulls it back to wipe on her white top. She stares at her still smudged hand. ‘God, I am such an idiot, I mean, look at me, I’m a mess.’
 Salimah shrugs.
 ‘I’m Anna. Thank you so much for your help. I’m sorry about all this, please come in to wash your hands.’
 Salimah’s been waiting so long to go inside that house, and now she hesitates. But Anna is already through the door, so she has no choice but to enter and climb the stairs, glancing left and right. When her father told her that a house like that wasn’t for people like them, she’d imagined the inside in her child’s mind. The real thing is bigger yet smaller. Hollow. 
 Anna leads her to the kitchen, and after she has rinsed her hands in the metal sink, passes the soap bottle to Salimah. Did her father ever use this sink to scrub his black nails? No, there must have been an outside tap for him. She looks at the white-tiled floor, covered in orange stains and ants all over. Bringing her attention back to the sink, which is full of unwashed dishes, she says, ‘This soap smells lovely.’
 ‘It’s frangipani,’ Anna smiles. ‘My favourite. There is a big tree in front of the house.’
 Salimah nods, lips pursed.
 ‘Would you like a drink? Coffee, tea, something cold? I owe you that at least.’
 ‘Water, thanks.’ 
 Salimah follows Anna into the living room and sits down on a narrow sofa. The room has a weird smell, rotten. Salimah looks around. In the middle of the room stand unopened moving boxes, empty takeaway food containers perched on top. Anna notes Salimah’s gaze and jumps up from her chair to open the windows one by one. ‘Sorry, it’s such a dump. Let’s get some air inside.’ 
 Anna talks so fast Salimah struggles to follow her. ‘I’m not organised yet. We don’t have enough furniture, this house is much bigger than our last one.’
 She points at the sofa Salimah sits on. ‘This small loveseat drowns in such a large room. It’s almost a ballroom. I need to find more suitable things but have no idea where to go.’
 Salimah doesn’t know how to advise this expat tai tai on where to buy furniture. But Anna is already changing the subject. ‘I don’t really know anyone yet around here. Do you live in the area?’
 Instinctively, Salimah wants to say yes, but shakes her head. ‘No,’ she mumbles. ‘I live in Bishan.’
 ‘Bishan, that sounds nice,’ Anna laughs a little too loud. ‘Is it far? I want to get to know Singapore, but simply buying bread and milk takes up half my day. My husband keeps nagging me to buy furniture.’
 She has said that already, it must be important to her. Is she expecting an answer? 
 Anna waves her hands around. ‘It took me hours to find a shower curtain in the right size. With all those stupid errands, I barely have time left for important things. Like finding a job.’ She sighs before she continues. ‘I sent out resumés. Not a single invitation for an interview came back.’ She clasps her hands in front of her mouth. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I always talk too much.’ She holds a tin of biscuits out to Salimah, who scrutinises Anna and wonders: does a woman like this, living in such a house, even need to work?
 ‘Where do you get your groceries?’ Anna asks. 
 Salimah hesitates. She usually goes to the wet market, but expats prefer supermarkets, don’t they? ‘NTUC supermarket has a good selection, but for fresh produce I go marketing at Chung Ling.’ The bustling open-air market can be hot and smelly, but it beats the supermarkets in both quality and price. 
 ‘I did marketing for a multinational for ten years,’ Anna mutters, ‘but that is worth nothing here. They all want Mandarin speakers, and don’t give a toss about any of the five languages I speak.’
 Salimah knows exactly how that feels. When Anna leaves a gap in the conversation, she lets slip: ‘Yes, I’m also finding it difficult to find a job.’
 Anna looks up in surprise. She seems very pale, even for a European. Her silence is stunning after the earlier cascade of words. Before Salimah can think of something to say, Anna asks: ‘Do you have any children?’
 Salimah lights up. Her daughter is her pride and joy. ‘Yes, I have a daughter. Nazra is 16, she is studying at junior college. How about you?’
 There are no toys or signs of children in the room. Anna has stopped talking, but Salimah isn’t sure she heard the question. 
 It takes Anna a while to find her words. ‘Ehm, yeah, no children.’ Another silence ensues. ‘Maybe one day. But I’m so useless I can’t even manage to hire a helper.’ 
 Salimah forces a smile. ‘Hiring a maid is difficult?’
 ‘Yes, I mean, you can’t go to a shopping centre and pick one to take home, can you? As if you are buying a new vacuum cleaner? Because that’s how these agencies act.’ Anna pauses, then adds, ‘I’d prefer a part-time cleaner.’ 
 Salimah looks at the dusty floor, the smudges on the windows. She notices Anna following her gaze and a blush form on her pale cheeks. Salimah’s hands start to itch as more, sweeter memories from before pop up. ‘My mother was a cleaner. I used to help when she went on jobs, and we’d clean together. She would say that cleaning was our language of love.’ The image of her mother in yellow latex gloves surfaces and Salimah feels a sharp pang of loss. 
 Anna bounces up, suddenly full of energy. 
 ‘Oh, could you work here? I so badly need help. Do you have time?’
  
 The words sink into Salimah’s stomach like a lump of stone. All those years of studying, her degree, her perfect English diction, her management skills – it all swirls down the drain as this woman assumes she is nothing but a cleaner. Why is there no air-conditioning in this room? Salimah takes a big gulp of the cold water in front of her, then another. Ice cubes tinkle together, and she accidentally swallows a piece whole. She coughs. 
 Anna looks at her pleadingly with her eyes in that too-bright blue. The job offer is so ridiculous she can’t stop herself from laughing out loud but manages to stifle it in another cough. She swallows the remaining hiccups. ‘Can I use the bathroom please?’
 Salimah washes her face and looks at herself in the mirror. Her father worked in this very house as a gardener, worked hard to send his daughter to a good school so she could have a better future. She should throw the offer back in Anna’s face and tell her that she might be a middle-aged woman in a tudung, but until recently she was the regional sales manager for an international business, selling paper products all over Asia. At the very least she should feel offended and politely decline. But she does not want to do that. 
 Rubbing her fingers along the crummy ridges between the white tiles around the sink she feels the house drawing her in. Her mother was a cleaner and so were her aunts. Why should she be too good for the job? 
 Salimah watches herself return to the living room and tell Anna she’ll take the job. 
 On the way back in the bus she repeats to herself that it’s part-time and temporary. That she loves cleaning and needs the money. 
 And though all of that is true, she has no idea how to explain it to her daughter.
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				Salimah. Salimah. Anna repeats the name a few times as she stares at the orange juice on the kitchen floor, and the pretty pattern the ants make marching around it. The stains no longer fill her with despair. Tomorrow, Salimah will come to fix this mess. Tomorrow, she won’t be alone and the thought gives her courage. Which she needs, especially if … no, she can’t even think about that. In any case, she direly needs the home help.
 Tom’s new job is swallowing him whole and she doesn’t want to bother him. It’s embarrassing enough she’s a trained professional yet incapable of running a two-person household. She wants to support Tom – this job is the reason they are here. He can’t be expected to iron his own shirts when he comes home from work exhausted and she has been here all day. Kneeling down, she swings a dishcloth over the juice. What must Salimah have thought seeing the squalor they live in? She needs to make the place look halfway presentable before tomorrow. Anna gets up from her haunches reluctantly. The smell coming from the dishes in the sink makes her stomach lurch, so she decides on laundry first. 
 With her knee she tips the overflowing basket onto the bedroom floor and starts separating colours and whites. She picks up a corner of a bedsheet and smells it, then gags. Tom insists on sleeping in air conditioning, but even so, he sweats buckets each night. She pulls off the sheets and gathers as much laundry as she can manage. A sock falls back to the floor, but she can’t be bothered to pick it up. She grinds her teeth. The downside of such a sprawling house is that the washing machine is miles away, out of sight behind the outbuildings. In the servants’ area where, Tom had joked, it belongs.
 After she has stuffed as much into the machine as it can hold, Anna falls down on a beanbag by the pool, and wipes the sweat from her brow. How can anyone do anything in this heat? 
 She lies back, savouring the illusion of a breeze coming off the pool. Her thoughts drift back to their first weekend in the new house, the evening they sat on these very beanbags, under the banyan, gazing at the stars and holding hands. A bush with tiny white flowers immersed them in a heady scent as the glow of the moon wove patterns through the branches of the tree and onto the surface of the pool. Soon, they’d gotten carried away by the romance of the place, under that majestic tree. Anna smiles, thinking back, glad for the greenery that sheltered them from sight. Then, feeling the queasiness in her stomach, she wants to slap herself. 
 The next day, they’d taken a boat trip on the Singapore River and indulged in the guilty pleasure of playing at tourists. Anna was in awe of the towering skyscrapers in the business district where Tom worked, while the row of restaurants facing the river looked old and shabby yet quaint in contrast. They took a lift to the observation deck on the 57th floor of Marina Bay Sands, where the views of the island were, as promised in the guidebook, unrivalled. Staring out over the sea, Anna nudged Tom. ‘Look at those islands.’
 Tom nodded as he looked up from the guidebook. ‘That’s Indonesia.’
 ‘I can’t believe how close it is!’ 
 Anna had felt on top of the world. Oma’s country, right there in front of her. And she herself would be reliving her grandmother’s experience in an amazing house. She simply felt so, so happy. 
 Anna sighs as she stares at the small patio next to the kitchen. This morning, Tom mentioned that it would be a perfect spot to eat breakfast. He smiled when he said it but all Anna could think about was where on earth she would find the right table to put there. The amazing house is holding her hostage. It’s too big. Her plans to visit museums, take the MRT downtown, discover hawker centres, hike the nature reserve – all drowned in the paralysing heat and her fruitless household struggles. How can groceries and errands, all those things she used to squeeze in after a full workday, take up so much time? At night she feels drained, but also as if she hasn’t accomplished anything at all. 
 With Tom rarely home, there is nobody to cheer her up. If only she had her own job. A job in a cool office that would make her a proper part of this city. Then she would feel like a normal human being again, not like a lunatic in an empty house. 
 A loud cry jolts her from her thoughts and her throat constricts. Empty? If only! The place isn’t empty at all. Creatures lurk everywhere. Anna hasn’t forgotten that moment in the hallway when she was first here. She still gets goosebumps thinking about it. She pricks up her ears, but all she can hear is a rustle in the palm-leaf fronds of the roof above her. When she gets up to look, a startled squirrel jumps from the roof into the trees behind it. On the grass, noisy orange-beaked blackbirds fight over a worm. Anna jumps when the loud cry repeats itself. What makes that sound? She isn’t sure what is worse, the fact that there could be snakes under every bush, or the lingering feeling that what she cannot see is the most dangerous of all. A modern flat in a condo seems wonderfully comfortable right now. 
 Anna stares at the bright blue of the pool, glistening in the sun. The water looks clear, it is the one part of this house that feels normal. A swim would freshen her up, but getting up and squeezing her sticky body into swimwear is more than she can muster. Instead, she looks at the red roof tiles that seem to move and oscillate in the heat. She imagines rising above them, soaring into the sky, to get back the feeling she had at the observation deck, looking at the islands across the sea. 
 As she contemplates further, Anna’s mood darkens, remembering the shopping centre she visited this morning. It had been recommended by Tom’s secretary as the best place to find a helper. She found the building easily enough, but inside she felt miles out of her comfort zone. Modern Asia is not at all like she expected. What had she expected?
 There wasn’t a non-Asian person to be seen. You wanted to see the real Asia. She passed by several maid agencies, and in every one of them, a row of helpers smiled at her with begging eyes whenever she peered inside, and Anna found it more and more intolerable. She made herself go inside and managed to interview one woman but then felt so dizzy she ran out and grimaced at the woman at the desk, apologising and saying she needed more time. 
 In multicultural London she barely noticed people’s skin colour. But at those agencies, Anna’s white skin felt fluorescent. 
 Ouch. A pin prick stings her leg. She swats the bug away, thinking of how she came home, desperate for an iced coffee, but was greeted by a million ants on the not-so-shiny white tiles of the kitchen. The ants crawled up her legs, everywhere, into her underwear. She pulls up her skirt. Her legs still itch though they look as white and unblemished as ever. 
 She ought to go back into that kitchen and finish cleaning up before Tom comes home but nausea comes back with a flash when she remembers opening the bin, and the foul blast that hit her nose coming from it. She made it to the toilet just in time. Now, she only makes it as far as the banyan tree. She rinses her mouth from the bottle of lukewarm water next to her on the floor, then pulls off her top and skirt. In her underwear she jumps into the pool and lets the water cool her. As her stomach and head calm down, Anna pictures Salimah, her round and friendly face, the dark eyes framed by a mint green scarf, – a face that she feels she has seen before though she isn’t sure where. Salimah wore a long dress in a colourful print, traditional and modern at the same time. She must be a little older than Anna, though the headscarf could be misleading. 
 Salimah was very friendly, a tad shy, perhaps. Then again, Anna thinks, feeling like she wants to kick herself, that was probably her own fault. Why does she always rant so much around people she doesn’t know? People she wants to make an impression on. 
 The queasiness in Anna’s stomach increases and the question she asked Salimah again resonates in her brain: Do you have children?
 As she said it, the words hung back in Anna’s throat. She doesn’t remember a word of what Salimah answered. She makes a few broad strokes through the cool water and tries to make sense of the whirlpool in her mind that is picking up speed. She can’t ignore her body any longer. The strange feeling in her stomach envelops her from within. She dives down until her face is submerged in the pool and she slowly composes herself. When she offered Salimah the job, the woman hadn’t reacted as Anna had expected her to. Uncertain of everything now, Anna shakes off all thoughts, and pulls herself out of the pool. Forget the kitchen. She needs to go and find a pharmacy.
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				When Salimah alights from the lift, Mrs Ng is standing in the corridor, blocking the way to Salimah’s flat. Salimah waits for Mrs Ng to let her past, but she doesn’t move. She doesn’t know Mrs Ng that well, mostly remembers her shouting at her own grandchildren, be quiet, don’t make noise! Now that her daughter has her own place, the corridors are quiet. The last time Salimah spoke to her neighbour was when she complained about Nazra being loud on her phone. Salimah puts on a brave face. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Ng. How are you?’
 ‘I am fine, Salimah, fine. But how is your father? I worry about him. The corridor used to look bright and green, but now …’
 Salimah stares at the plants Mrs Ng points to. They are brown and wilted. ‘Alamak, I never saw. How long have they been like that?’
 Mrs Ng looks scornful. ‘I’d say a few months at least. What is wrong?’
 The plants are Salimah’s father’s pride and joy. Ever since he retired, he tended to his green babies diligently, teaching Nazra about gardening and making friends whilst passing cuttings to all the neighbours. ‘Put in your car, scares away cockroaches’ he’d tell Mrs Ng over a sheave of pandan, or ‘this one good against mosquitos’ when pressing twists of citronella on the Singh kids three doors down. 
 ‘I haven’t seen him some time,’ Mrs Ng says. 
 ‘I know, I’m so sorry,’ says Salimah. ‘He is …’ She stops. She doesn’t know; not how he is, or when or why this happened. ‘I’ll clear it up.’ She can’t have the neighbours thinking they are unkempt kampong people. 
 ‘Sure, but I mean, your father …’
 ‘I’ll talk to him, leave it up to me!’ she says chirpily. 
 Salimah scuttles off, flustered. When she opens the front door the place is silent. She is surprised, at this time of the day her father is usually in front of the tv. He spends too much of his time slumped on the sofa. He is over seventy, but still, it pains her to see him like this. When he first retired from his job, he was out all day, taking his granddaughter along when she wasn’t in school. He would stay at the kopitiam, sipping kopi, chatting to the uncles. Politics, the weather, family matters, so many opinions in a coffee cup. But one day he took the wrong bus home and ended up far away in Punggol. 
 As she looks into the small, dark room, she notices there are two old men sitting on the sofa in serious silence. ‘Pak Long! Assalamualaikum, how nice to see you.’
 Pak Long is Father’s eldest brother, well into his eighties but sharp as a nail. He worked for a rich Chinese family in Bukit Timah, as a driver, until a few years back when his cloudy eyes finally forced retirement. Ever since he’s seemed restless and agitated. ‘Did Bapa give you a drink yet?’
 Father gets up and gets all of them a glass of refrigerated water, suddenly his old helpful self. He looks at Salimah. ‘How was your day? Where did you go?’
 ‘Actually,’ she starts, then hesitates as she looks at her uncle. Since he moved to Pasir Ris, out east, they don’t see him much. Visiting the big house has left Salimah’s brain wedged in the past, and suddenly she remembers Pak Long in his old pondok – a Boyanese communal house, which was across the canal from their kampong and the big house nearby. The pondok was a strange place – a happy place full of families but Salimah never liked going there. Why? Because she was ashamed to be half Boyanese? 
 Salimah feels a headache coming on. She puts down her drink and buries her face in her hands but it’s too late, the smell of frangipani and the voices are back. They whisper clearly this time. ‘The Boyanese can’t be trusted, they do black magic.’ Her classmate’s taunts too are back, echoing dull but clear. What does it mean? Her father never spoke Boyanese at home – her mother didn’t understand it – and her uncle is the most devout Muslim Salimah knows. 
 Pak Long holds up his empty glass to Salimah and she gets up to put it on the table for him. Pak Long never had a wife. 
 ‘Were you at work?’ he asks. ‘Another promotion?’
 Salimah sighs at the tone of his voice. Pak Long never ceases to make Salimah feel that she is thinking too much of her own advancement.
 ‘Did Bapa not tell you? I lost my job.’
 At least he has the decency not to gloat. He looks at Salimah with a question in his eyes. What else can she say? That she can’t find a new job? The irony of the situation makes her grimace; she gets rejected for jobs because she is Malay, but for him, she is never Malay enough. Salimah forces a friendly smile. He is her uncle, after all. Pak Long has done a lot for her, especially after her husband died. She can’t believe that was fourteen years ago, he was in her life so briefly he sometimes feels like a dream. Now it is just her, supporting a teenage girl and an elderly man. Or at least, she tries to.
 ‘But good news, I have found a temporary job to tide us over. Bapa, do you remember when you worked at the big house at Adam Park?’ Salimah says.
 A flicker of something crosses Father’s eyes. ‘Yes,’ he says slowly. 
 ‘I am going to work there, with a Belanda expat lady.’
 Father’s eyes become darker, and he squints. ‘Do what?’
 ‘Well, cooking.’
 Anna asked her if she could teach her some Malay specialties as well as clean. ‘And maybe some ehm, organising.’ 
 Father frowns. ‘Organising? What do you mean? Are you to be an amah?’
 ‘It’s temporary. She wants to learn how to make Malay food, get help with cleaning, and we need the money.’ Defiantly, she adds. ‘I like cleaning.’
 Salimah expects her father to disapprove, but instead, he smiles. ‘You are so much like your mother.’
 His words warm Salimah. Their language of love. Cleaning with her mother was a togetherness she hasn’t felt for a long time. Father’s face shows longing too but then his frown is back and his voice rises. ‘But why go study so long to be the same? And in one of those houses?’
 Salimah feels defensive. ‘Not one of those houses, it is the same one. Number four.’ Broody, Father’s eyes turn inwards. Pak Long, normally the first to voice an opinion, hasn’t said anything yet. He stares at Father and fingers the remains of a beard that grows on his chin. ‘Eh, Adik, cleaning is a good job lah.’
 Salimah feels relieved. ‘Yes, it is only part-time, so I can keep looking for a real job in the meantime.’
 ‘This kind of work is best for a woman,’ Pak Long adds.
 Salimah swallows that comment down like a lump in rice porridge. ‘To be honest, I am curious what it is like, to work in a house like that. These houses, are, I don’t know …’
 She does know but doesn’t say it out loud. It’s as if the whole city grew and developed around them, while they sat there in their little time warp. Breathing history. Her history too. 
 Should she ask Pak Long about things that happened back then? About the treehouse? She feels the story involves him too, and his brain functions much better than her father’s these days. But she isn’t sure whether she trusts Pak Long, and looks at the two old men, pondering. Father seems to have retreated back into himself, and Pak Long fondles his chin hairs again. 
 Nobody else says anything, so Salimah does: ‘The lady is friendly and the pay generous.’ 
 Father’s eyes cloud over further. It seems as if he can’t find his way through his own head as he tries to speak but his speech slurs: ‘That house, that tree, no good. Hantu will come and get me. That woman. Cannot go.’
 Salimah looks at him. What woman, he never met Anna? And is the house haunted? She smells the frangipani again, her head starts throbbing, the persistent hum interspersed with distant screaming is back. She sees a white flash behind her eyes as Father’s words become more and more mumbled, in a Malay Salimah finds hard to follow, peppered with Boyanese words. After a last, whispered awas, be careful, Father falls back in his seat like a deflated balloon. 
 At that exact moment, the front door bangs shut behind them. Nazra. The teenager, in her bright school uniform, slams her backpack on the floor and pulls the earpods from her ears, shoving some stray hairs back into her wavy black ponytail. Salimah feels herself catapulted forward into the twenty-first century and breathes easier. Pak Long is gently patting his brother’s hand. Nazra’s eyes dart from her grandfather to her great-uncle, then sends a piercing look at Salimah. The tension is back, in another dimension. Nazra hates Pak Long. 
 Salimah looks at her pleadingly, hoping the girl will behave. ‘Atuk isn’t feeling well. Why don’t we let your grandfather and uncle be? Come help prepare dinner.’
 Nazra’s eyes soften as she walks over to the sofa and sits on the armrest next to her grandfather, and rubs him on his back. Nazra shoots a look at Salimah and Pak Long. ‘What did you do to make Atuk upset?’ 
 Salimah isn’t sure what to say, but knows she needs to speak before Pak Long does. 
 ‘We were talking about the past, about a house he used to work in. I will go and work there part-time.’
 She doesn’t mention the word cleaner. The girl has a bad enough opinion of her mother already. Father stares at Nazra and shakes his head vigorously. ‘Hantu. That woman. Cannot go.’
 Although Nazra’s spoken Malay is hesitant – Salimah speaks English with her – she understands it perfectly. Nazra turns to Salimah, ‘What does he mean, who lives in that house?’
 Pak Long heaves himself up from his seat. ‘Your father thinks there are hantu in those houses.’ He continues before Salimah can stop him. ‘You want to know what happened there in the war?’
 The war? The war ended decades before they lived there and Salimah isn’t sure whether to feel relieved or disappointed. Nazra’s cheeks develop an excited blush. ‘Ghosts from the war? Tell me more.’
 ‘Pak Long, let’s stop talking about it. I try to raise her as a modern Singaporean.’
 Pak Long says nothing, but Nazra is hooked. ‘Please, Pak Long!’ 
 Salimah sighs. She should be glad that the girl is interested in something other than her handphone. The last time Nazra had a conversation with Pak Long it ended in a heated fight about tudungs. Salimah sees no need for Nazra to wear one, few girls do at her new school. She had been so proud of the girl, getting into such a prominent junior college but now Salimah worries. At her old neighbourhood school Nazra was happy. Now she is always moody, never brings home friends anymore. Maybe it is better this way, the girl needs no distractions; she can focus on her studies. But she could do without her temper. And her disobedience. 
 ‘Nazra, I asked you to help me.’
 She looks at Pak Long for support, but he just stares at the girl. 










OEBPS/assets/The-Black-and-White-House-PB.jpg
KARIEN VAN DITZHUIJZEN

THE BLACK
AND WHITE
HOUSE

‘ A haunting tale of friendship
and fear in Singapore

‘An absorbing exploration of friendship in a flawlessly
evoked setting.’ Audrey Chin, author of The Ash House









