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The first time I saw her she was dripping wet. Dashing the fifty metres in the barrage of rain from the car to the entrance of our block’s tower had made her purple shirt cling to her body, revealing a black lacy bra underneath. She didn’t look at me or Dad, just stared down at the puddle that grew around her feet. I followed her gaze, watching the rainwater creeping over the shiny white tiles, its wet arms moving towards my toes. I backed away and turned to Dad, who was shaking his umbrella just outside the door.
 ‘What’s that?’ I pointed at the water spreading across our living room floor. When wet, the tiles became as slippery as the ice rink in Jurong mall.
 ‘What? You mean who. This is Merpati. We told you about her, Maya. She’s from Indonesia.’
 Yes, you told me, but I made sure I forgot. I wanted to melt into my own puddle on the floor.
 Dad continued, ‘Merpati is your new nanny. Maid, helper, amah, domestic worker – whatever they call it these days. She’s going to take care of you and Chloe when Mama goes back to work.’
 She still stared at the puddle around her feet.
 ‘I don’t need taking care of.’ Other words bubbled from my belly but I swallowed them down; if I said them, I might cry. Instead I glared at Dad. ‘I can take care of myself.’
 He smiled indulgently. ‘What about your baby sister? What about school? No, you girls need Merpati.’ He shoved the umbrella in the red china vase.
 ‘She can’t stay. She doesn’t even have luggage!’
 ‘Shoot! I left her suitcase in the car. All that rain…’ Dad went back out to the corridor, leaving wet footsteps behind him.
 The woman in wet purple finally looked up. I narrowed my eyes, watching the drops of rain that slid from wisps of dark hair and ran down her cheeks.
 She smiled.
 Even years later, I would not have been able to tell you the meaning of that first smile. I could not have told you if it was a smile that wanted to please, or a genuine one that wanted to get to know me. But even then, staring back at her with pursed lips, I watched the wet crack of her lips widening and could see the light in her eyes, where the real smile lived, fading away.
 I ran to my room.
  
 I didn’t need another person to come into my life then turn her back on me. I didn’t need a dripping wet whatever-they-call-it-these-days to replace Mama and my dead PoPo. That’s why I’d pushed thoughts of her to the place I put all the difficult ones; behind a special wall in my head. I built it as solid as the concrete of our Singapore condo, with its rising towers whitewashed and bright. If the gardeners ever neglected their endless pruning, tropical creepers would climb up the lower floors, pushing into the stone with green, prodding arms. Her smile felt as intrusive as those creepers.
 I struggled to remember her name anyhow. Merpati. What kind of a name was that?
 When I saw her later she was drier. Her purple shirt was hanging on the drying poles on the balcony behind the kitchen. Her black lacy bra was there too. On our poles. 
 She’d changed into shorts and a faded green shirt. Her black hair, still shiny wet, was pulled into a pink clip. It was a pretty clip, with tiny fake diamonds along the edge. It annoyed me. It clashed with her shorts and T-shirt, the standard uniform of all the helpers in the condo. Plain and boring, they disappeared into the background, unnoticed unless needed. On Sundays they transformed into butterflies, flying out in skirts and dresses, their eyes painted. On Sundays they became women – at least, the ones whose employers allowed them to.
 I didn’t see much more of her that day. Mama, Dad, Chloe and I went out for satay and fried rice at the food court, and Dad said she had better stay at home to get settled, since it was Sunday and technically her day off anyway.
 The next morning Mama wanted to head off for work straight after breakfast. Dad had left already, which meant I’d be left with this woman I didn’t know. She had arrived two weeks late because of problems with paperwork. There’d been no time for getting used to each other – Mama’s words. As if two weeks would have made a difference. The only one who’d met her before she arrived was Dad. He’d done all the interviews and hiring papers – he said Mama wasn’t ready to cope with such a thing yet.
 I blocked the door in my pyjamas. ‘You haven’t combed my hair or made my pigtails yet! You can’t leave us alone. Chloe is only nine months old!’
 And I’m only ten, I wanted to add, but didn’t. Mama knew how old I was.
 ‘You won’t be alone,’ Mama said, patting my hair. ‘Mer – erm – Merpati is here. She’ll take care of you. I’m sure she can do perfect pigtails.’
 ‘I don’t need her. I can take care of myself!’ I shouted. ‘I just don’t want to do it alone.’
 ‘Honey, I can’t be late on my first day back at work. Don’t make a scene. You’re a big girl. Look at your little sister.’
 Chloe was sitting on the rug throwing toys against the wall. The door slammed behind Mama, the sound pulsating in my ears. I wanted to cry; I badly needed my PoPo. Instead, I turned around and was confronted with her. I stared at her until her stupid smile slid away.
  
 I was sulking on the sofa in my pyjamas when I heard her come up behind me. She stroked my hair and I froze in my seat.
 ‘You have pretty hair,’ she said softly. ‘Let me make it nice.’
 I grunted. First smiles, now flattery. I wouldn’t fall for that.
 But I couldn’t do my own pigtails yet, so I let her get the brush and the elastic bands from my room. I closed my eyes and tried to enjoy the fingers caressing my scalp. It was so different from the way Mama did it, pulling hurriedly and cursing me for not using enough conditioner. My hair wasn’t black and sleek like Mama’s, but lightened by Dad’s blonde, frizzy and tangly. Now I imagined it wasn’t a brush that slid through my hair but a shell with long teeth, sweeping it out in long, wavy locks like a mermaid’s. I felt my limbs loosening with my hair.
 When I looked in the mirror it was terrible. The pigtails were all wrong. They were too high. Too far to the front. And too tidy.
 Thirty minutes in a school bus with Jenny, Meena and these pigtails would be thirty minutes of pure hell. I felt a surge of panic. It was all her fault. She was smiling at me again, but I was sure now the smile was fake. How could Dad have hired her? She and her shitty pigtails had to go.
 I pulled the elastic bands out and rubbed my hair into a sticking-up mess. Then I ran to my bedroom, locked the door and built myself a tent of sheets. I retreated inside it to read my library book, ignoring her pleading knocks until I knew for sure the school bus would have gone.
 Mama was blazing when she had to come back to drive me to school; but even though she yelled at me, I could tell she really wanted to yell at her. She seemed to think so too, because when Mama dragged me by the arm to the car, she flinched as we passed, as if scared that Mama was going to hurt her. It was the first time she didn’t have a smile for the occasion.
 As Mama pulled me over the threshold I turned back and saw her raising her hand at me. Was she miming hitting me in revenge? Did she plead for my help? Or was she merely waving goodbye? Mama’s strong hold pulled me out of sight to the elevator before I could decide.
  
 In the car, when Mama asked why, I mumbled, ‘Because of the pigtails.’
 Mama clenched her jaw. Then the shouting started.
 ‘You’re such a drama queen. Seriously, make me late on my very first day? There I was, hoping to come home early today for you girls! Well, that’s not happening now. I hope you’re happy. If you pull this again tomorrow I’m not driving you. You can stay home and fail school! Drop out for all I care! Go work in a hawker stall frying noodles! It would serve you right. Stupid pigtails. Seriously, you think it’s easy being a woman? You’ll find out one day. Trying to raise two daughters and have a job? No, not a job, a career? Deal with an irrational boss while your boobs leak? Fucking pig. And only to bump your sleepless head against the glass ceiling. No, you wouldn’t know, you just care about your bloody pigtails…’
 Mama had said fucking. Wow.
 Mama continued muttering under her breath, but when we got to school she combed out my hair in the parking lot, pulling painfully yet pleasantly at the tangles. Then she hugged me. ‘I know this is difficult for you, Maya, but you’re a big girl now. You understand that I need to go back to work, right? Merpati will be alright. Trust me.’
 She kissed me and zoomed off in the car. Only then did I realise she’d forgotten to redo my pigtails. In the school bathroom, staring at the mirror, I thought back to the scene by the door and suddenly saw them: the two red elastic bands in her upheld hand. I stood pondering this, considering shaving my head, when the door opened. I froze. Jenny and her minion Meena stood
 on the doorstep.
 Jenny let out a long hiss. ‘Hello, Cockroach.’
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There was a large bowl of goreng pisang on the table when I came home. I rushed over to it without taking off my shoes or backpack.
 ‘Watch out, pisang is hot,’ she who cooked them called out, but I knew goreng pisang was worth burnt fingers. I paused momentarily, telling myself I shouldn’t fall for her trap, for her trying to buy me with sweet stuff. Then I ate six pieces of the fried bananas. I needed something to cover up the wriggling in my stomach that Jenny and Meena’s sneers had caused.
 When she said, ‘Let’s go to the playground,’ I curled up in my chair. No. No, no, no. I tried to run to my room, but Chloe was already in the stroller, blocking the way.
 ‘I’m too big for the playground,’ I said. ‘The playground is for babies.’
 When she ignored me, I rubbed my belly and told her it hurt.
 ‘Too many pisang,’ she smiled. ‘Need to work that fat.’ She slapped my behind and shoved me towards the door, pushing Chloe in the stroller. The imprint of her hand felt warm on my back, annoying me more than I cared to admit. I wanted to call after her, but had forgotten how to say her name.
 Our playground was fine, as condo playgrounds went. It served all five blocks and there was a climbing frame, a slide, some spring riders and a see-saw. When I was younger, I went there every day. The floor was made of that stuff they used for playgrounds everywhere, soft when you fell but still hard enough for Jenny’s brother Harry to break his arm when he tumbled off the top of the slide. If you picked at it hard enough you could loosen whole slabs – good fun, as long as the parents or security guards didn’t catch you.
 Luckily, most of the time there were few parents around – and while some of the aunties were just as bad, others never paid attention; we, of course, knew exactly which ones. Some kids had grandparents supervising playground visits, but they had become more and more rare. Had they all died, like PoPo?
  
 Most of the day the playground was scorched by the Singapore sun, but in the late afternoon the sun slipped behind the trees and the towers and the playground filled with shrieking kids. When I was younger, I’d been part of my own gaggle of condo children, meeting every day after school, climbing, running, yelling, doing what kids in playgrounds do. We’d been like family.
 Now, as we walked down the concrete stairs, everything looked the same as it always had. The gaggle of kids, the swings and slides. They hadn’t changed, but I had. I was older now. Many of my friends had moved away or just stopped coming. Of our group, only Jenny and I still came regularly, and the boys who played their eternal games of football on the asphalted square at the side.
 I really only came for one thing: the swings. I loved swinging, the feeling of flying, of taking off and knowing the only things still connecting me to the world were two pieces of rope. I secretly hoped one day the rope would snap and I would be catapulted into the sky. It was something Jenny and I’d had in common, our love of the swings. Why else had I been friends with her? I found it harder and harder to remember all the fun we’d once had; it seemed to have faded away, as if it had never taken place at all.
 Today, like most days, there were children and aunties. And Jenny, but no Meena. Jenny was hanging around the bushes with some kids I didn’t know. I felt a dark shape in my belly move and stretch its legs.
 I looked around for her, but she had taken Chloe to the bench in the corner and was chatting to the other aunties, feeding Chloe apple slices. I considered making a dash for the swings, but they were in full view of Jenny. Instead I crouched down behind the climbing frame and watched the group of aunties.
 I’d never seen her talk so much. At home, she just smiled in silence and spoke when spoken to. Now, she chatted and giggled. It had taken her exactly five minutes to make friends in my playground. Life was easy for some.
 Suddenly, her lips froze and she bit them together under a frown. Curious, I was about to sneak up and try to listen when I felt a tap on my shoulder. ‘Roach, we’re playing hide and seek,’ said Jenny. ‘Now. You’re it.’
 The thing in my stomach jumped up and down and I had to force down the no that was on my tongue to quieten it. I shrugged. ‘Okay.’
 I counted to ten, slowly. ‘Ready or not, here I come!’ I yelled. When I opened my eyes, Jenny and the others were nowhere to be seen.
 I started looking, looking for the catch that wasn’t there. They’d gone. Relieved, I strolled over to where she was sitting, still chatting to her new friends.
 ‘Have you seen Jenny?’ I asked.
 ‘The girl with the red dress?’ I nodded. ‘The girl went home. Took her bag and go.’
 Her stupid smile was back. Grateful that Jenny was gone, I smiled too.
  
 I sat on the swing. The afternoon had turned out to be not too bad. I rocked back and forth, swinging higher and higher. I tried to keep the good feeling, but slowly it slipped away. I swayed along to the rhythm of my thumping heart as the images slowly pushed themselves up from the dark thing in the pit of my stomach. And, after the images, the acrid taste I couldn’t get rid of.
 Things had been good before Meena moved into our condo. Jenny had still been Jenny – not the easiest friend, and a bossy one – but my best friend all the same, as I was hers. With Jenny you could never be bored; she could create the best games out of nearly nothing. Until the day her imagination had turned against me.
 Swinging my legs up to reach for the sky, I tried for the millionth time to make sense of it all. What had I done wrong? It had been so unfair. The double standards. The stupidity. What had Meena done right, besides standing at the side-lines laughing? I was the one who’d tried to be original and brave, and Jenny chose her anyway. Jenny chose Meena. After she made me do that shameful thing, even more shameful because I’d been the one to suggest it.
  
 I’d got the idea from PoPo. PoPo was, had been, is Mama’s mother. PoPo was grounded in Singapore, like she really belonged.
 PoPo told me stories about when she was a child in the war, when the Japanese ruled Singapore and everybody was hungry. So hungry they had to eat chichak, the tiny lizards that walked our ceilings and made their presence known by their clicking ‘ci ci ci’ sound. PoPo had grinned when she told that story. I liked chichaks, walking upside down over the ceiling like that, catching flies and mosquitoes. But eating them? No way. But PoPo had said they were quite tasty when deep fried, just like ikan kuning, the little fish that are served with nasi lemak, fried to a crisp so you can eat them with head, bones, tail and all. Ikan kuning are yummy.
 And, PoPo had added slyly, some people had been so hungry they ate cockroaches. Her brother had once. Raw, straight from the floor.
 ‘Think of that next time you’re hungry,’ she’d said, ‘if you’re ready to eat cockroach, your hunger is for real.’
 I’d hoped I would never know hunger like that.
 When Jenny said Meena and I needed to prove to her who was the best friend, the bravest, the friend that was for real, I was ravenous to please her. Meena had just chuckled.
 On my swing I kicked my legs higher, kicking myself for not seeing they would have betrayed me anyway. Instead I had scuttled around on my knees to find a cockroach, presenting it proudly on the flat of my hand. What had I been thinking? That Jenny would just laugh, flip it back on the floor and hug me tight? I should have thrown that cockroach in her face shouting, ‘You eat it, bitch!’
 Instead I ate the cockroach. At first, it didn’t taste that bad; the worst bit was the wriggling legs on my tongue. But then I bit through something and a sharp bitterness flooded my mouth. I wanted to retch but didn’t. I thought about PoPo’s brother and a Japanese officer hovering over me, and I swallowed. The taste lingered in my mouth a very long time.
 I don’t know what I’d expected, but it wasn’t what happened. Jenny and Meena just stared.
 ‘That’s sick,’ Meena said, pulling Jenny’s arm. ‘Let’s go.’
 They said I was too disgusting to play with. And my hunger was still real, only not the kind any food would fix.
 Afterwards I’d run back inside to PoPo, but when I started to tell her what had happened she just coughed and coughed. That evening Dad took PoPo to the hospital and she never came back.
 Mama puked through the whole thing. In those days she did nothing but puke. She was pregnant with Chloe but it wasn’t normal puking. It was a disease: Hyperpuking gravid-something, they called it. Mama puked and PoPo never said a word about her own pain. She just slowly withered away in the background, while I was too distracted with Meena moving in and upsetting my life with Jenny to even notice.
 PoPo was gone and Mama could barely stop puking long enough to cry. Even during the funeral she puked. Dad told me to be nice to her and not to burden her. But even if I’d wanted to tell her what had happened, PoPo’s contorted face when I told her about the cockroach was etched in my mind forever. I knew I could never, ever tell anyone. I had to keep it inside.
  
 In the playground, I kept swinging up and down, trying to fly away from it all – but the cockroach in my belly weighed me down. Every time I reached the highest point of my swing bile rose too, and only swinging towards the ground again could push it back to my stomach.
 I swung until the cockroach was deep down where I couldn’t taste it anymore.
  
 After that, I’d had enough of the playground for one day. ‘I want to go home,’ I grumbled.
 She shook her head. ‘Already? We just got here.’ But something in the way I looked at her made her get up and fasten Chloe in the stroller. ‘Okay, but let’s not go home yet. Let’s go explore the condo. Come on.’
 Who was she to boss me around? I followed grudgingly.
 We took the elevator back up, but when we got to our floor it kept going. What was she up to?
 We got out several floors up and I had a strong sense that we were wrong to be there. Was it trespassing if you lived in the same building? We walked away from the elevator, past doors and more doors. It was pretty much like our corridor: some houses had tidy lobbies with shoes and slippers stacked neatly in layered shoe racks; another had a row of colourful scooters.
 ‘I know these people,’ I said.
 She ignored me and stared up at the numbers above the doors, as if she had some kind of plan. Suddenly she stopped.
 The door before us was open but barred by a metal grille that ran from the floor to the top of the doorway. We had grilles like this too – they let in the air whilst keeping out unwanted visitors. Ours were shaped like flowers in the middle and were always left open with the door shut, because Mama preferred air-conditioning to a breeze. These were just straight vertical bars.
 We peered through the doorway into an empty living room. From the back of the apartment came the sounds of someone shuffling around. I reached out and pulled at her shorts. Come on, let’s go before they see us. But she stayed put.
 A figure was approaching the grille and I tugged again. Still she didn’t move. Who was this person heading towards us? I darted sideways and hid behind her back as the figure stepped into the light.
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The woman who appeared behind the bars was dressed in shorts and a t-shirt. I allowed myself to relax – another aunty. Did we know her?
 The two of them started talking in a language I didn’t understand. There was a lot of headshaking. The aunty inside the apartment reached out and rattled the bars with both hands. Then she shouted in English, ‘This prison! I want out!’
 She gaped at us aghast, then shot a glance to the closed door behind her. ‘Shush! Ah Mah sleep.’ She continued in a whisper, staring straight at her. ‘Merpati, tolong aku.’
 I looked at her too – at Merpati, whose name the strange aunty had pronounced in a way that made it difficult for me to forget or ignore it again. It wasn’t just the way she rolled the r; suddenly the name seemed connected to a real person.
 I tugged at her shorts again, scared now. She gave me a half smile. ‘Wait just one minute.’
 The other aunty started talking in a hushed voice. My feet were getting itchy so I pushed the stroller with Chloe in it towards the elevator. As we approached, the doors opened and a teenage boy stepped out. He was looking at his phone, and only just managed to sway past without bumping into us. We were inside before the doors pinged shut.
  
 We went straight home, and I retreated to my room and my book until Dad called me downstairs for dinner. Dad and Mama were already sitting at the table, while Chloe hung back in her highchair, jamming at her plate with her spoon. Through the open door I could see Merpati in the kitchen, rinsing pots at the sink. Dad and Mama chatted as if everything was normal, more normal than normal. They talked about the on-going downpour as if the rain was something miraculous, as if the Singapore skies did not always dump a flood on our heads every day at this time of the year.
 I said nothing.
 Finally, my parents fell silent too. Mama shifted in her chair and started fiddling with her fork. Dad leaned towards her and nodded in Merpati’s direction. ‘Do we need to ask her to join us at the table?’
 Mama sighed. ‘Must we? I suppose her room is so small, she’d have to eat on her bed with her food on her lap. We need a larger kitchen. We can’t even fit a table in there. These modern condos are so squashed.’
 Dad just shrugged. Our dining table was small too. If I’d been talking I could have stated the obvious: there was no space for her.
 Dad’s phone beeped and he glanced at it. ‘Hold on,’ he mumbled, ‘This one’s important.’ He pushed back his chair. Apparently, now Merpati was there, Dad could go back to putting his job first. He pointed at me as he left the room. ‘Fetch another chair, Maya.’
 I put the chair between Chloe and me and shuffled my own as far away as I could. I figured Chloe would swiftly get rid of whoever sat there with a well-aimed flick of her spoon or a handful of rice to the face.
 I refused to acknowledge Merpati as she sat down. She, in turn, said nothing, just smiled and made cooing sounds at Chloe. Chloe returned to hitting her plate with rhythmic beats, making the food dance. If only we’d had peas instead of broccoli today, I thought, grinning on the inside. Peas would have hip-hopped off the plate and Merpati would have had to bend down to retrieve them. Maybe she’d even have banged her head on the way back up. Instead, the broccoli just jiggled up and down.
 Chloe, realising nobody was impressed with the banging, picked up a spear of broccoli and stuck it in her mouth, fluffy side out. She started sucking it with squished cheeks. Mama leaned over the table and pulled it out.
 ‘Don’t play with your food.’
 It was sort of funny, the broccoli dummy – but Mama’s tone had been icy and nobody laughed. Only Chloe didn’t seem concerned. The rest of us sat there watching her in silent suspense, as if Chloe were the queen, deciding which of our heads would roll.
 She grabbed another piece of broccoli, and looked back at each of us in turn. Finally her gaze fell on the intruder, who sat with her wanting-to-please smile frozen on her face.
 Next to Mama, Merpati looked frumpy. Her hair was drier and duller than the day she’d arrived, whilst Mama’s was the same almost-black colour and shone even when dry. Merpati’s diamante hair clip only made the contrast worse. As for their clothes – even without her career-mama outfit of pencil skirt and blouse, Mama’s casual shorts and shirt dazzled next to the ugly, faded ones Merpati wore.
 Chloe looked back and forth one more time. Then she drew back her arm, took aim, and hurled her piece of broccoli straight at the interloper. Yes, at Merpati! I had to glue my own arm to the table to stop myself pumping my fist in satisfaction.
 The broccoli bounced off Merpati’s nose and onto her lap.
 I looked over triumphantly, but to my shock the wanting-to-please smile was breaking into a laugh. More worrying still, across the table Mama snickered too. Still laughing, Merpati picked up the broccoli as if it were an honour bestowed on her, speared it with her fork, and held it in front of Chloe’s face. Chloe opened her mouth wide and took a big bite.
 I watched in horror as my baby sister leaned back in her highchair with bulging cheeks. Merpati looked equally satisfied, smiling as she picked up the spoon and started feeding Chloe rice porridge. Chloe, who would normally have protested the bland goo, took spoonful after spoonful, her hands for once still, whilst Mama looked on approvingly. Mama was always happiest when everybody got along; it was as if she didn’t realise that she was the one who was difficult.
 Chloe grinned around at everyone, yet I didn’t blame Chloe; I never had. Everything had started to go wrong when she’d made Mama’s stomach heave then swell, yet I’d loved her the instant she was born. So I didn’t blame her; but I couldn’t eat a bite after that.
 Chloe was chewing happily until Mama asked, ‘Aren’t you eating, Merpati?’
 Merpati put down the spoon and Chloe responded by splashing her hand in the rice porridge then rubbing it in her hair. Merpati looked at her, then at the napkin on the table, hesitating. ‘Yes Ma’am. I thought maybe I eat after.’
 I rarely saw Mama indecisive. ‘Maybe that’s better. But eat with us today. It will be good to get to know each other. I have to go to work early again tomorrow.’
 The porridge had made Chloe’s hair stick up in a quiff. Mama looked on in silence while Merpati got up and combed it with her fingers until it was tidy again. Then she wiped her hands on the napkin and turned to Mama. ‘Yes ma’am. Which are my plate and cup?’
 Mama blushed. ‘Sorry, I forgot to set a place for you. I mean, I forgot to, erm, tell you to do it… I mean…’ Mama stuttered, ‘They are in the first kitchen cabinet on the left.’
 Merpati walked to the kitchen, opened the cabinet and stared inside for a while. She came back empty handed. ‘Ma’am?’ she asked.
 Mama looked up from her plate. ‘Yes?’
 ‘Sorry, ma’am, I don’t know which are mine.’
 Mama looked nervous again. ‘What do you mean, which are yours? Just pick any. There are plenty there. Cutlery is in the top drawer.’
 When Merpati looked at her blankly, Mama got up and went through to the kitchen. She grabbed a plate, cup, spoon and fork and tried not to slam them on the table. ‘Are these ok for you?’ she asked, sitting back down.
 ‘Yes, ma’am, thank you,’ Merpati nodded. ‘Shall I keep them in my room?’
 Mama shook her head. ‘No. Why? Just put them back where they came from. Who keeps china in a bedroom?’
 Now it was Merpati who blushed. ‘Sorry ma’am. My ma’am before, she did not allow me to use the family things. I kept my own in my room. One time I used hers, she scolded me badly. She said if I break it she will take it out of my salary. She bought me cheap ones.’
 ‘That’s crazy!’ I cried out, forgetting I was being silent. ‘That’s crazy, right, Mama, to not be allowed to use the plates?’
 ‘Shush, Maya, don’t judge people you don’t know,’ Mama said, smoothing back her hair. ‘Well, Merpati, ours are hardly gold plated so just use whatever you like, wash them up carefully, and try not to break too many pieces.’
 Merpati looked down at the empty plate in front of her. ‘Yes, ma’am. Thank you.’
 When Dad came back, Mama pretended nothing had happened. After the weather, she moved on to talking about work. It seemed that her first day back since Chloe’s arrival had been a bigger deal to her than the birth itself. Mama started a rant about her boss; he held her long leave against her, she said.
 Mama didn’t say it, but I knew she’d taken much longer maternity leave than usual because of PoPo. If your mother dies when you’re seven months pregnant, you can’t cope with work or with your nine-year-old daughter. Mama had retreated into herself and that big belly, and later all she seemed to care about was the gurgling and wailing thing that kept her up all night. ‘I don’t want help with her. She keeps my mind off things,’ Mama would say from beneath the bags under her eyes.
 ‘We have to give Mama the space she needs,’ Dad had told me. He took time off work, taking me to theme parks and the zoo. Giraffes to replace Mama and my PoPo. And now Merpati was here to replace the giraffes.
 Mama was still talking about her boss. He was a male chauvinist pig, she said. I’d never met this boss, but I imagined him as a chubby little man with an upturned snout, prickly moustache, and a curly tail poking from pink buttocks. In his hand he had a pencil with a sharp point, which he kept poking at Mama. I managed to suppress a giggle, and went back to being stern and quiet.
 I made a pizza from my rice as Mama talked, flattening it with the round end of the spoon and arranging the broccoli and meat on top. Nobody told me not to play with my food. When Merpati took the rice pizza away without comment, I realised I would be hungry later.
 It made me sad that nobody noticed I didn’t say a word. Mama and Dad didn’t know how good I’d become at being quiet. That was a skill I’d learned on the school bus.
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That week we visited the grilled apartment several times. The aunty behind the bars was called Sri and came from Central Java, just like Merpati. She didn’t speak much English but, like Merpati, she smiled at me a lot. One day she showed me her arms. They had a pattern of dark purple and brown stamped on them. I looked at Merpati for an explanation. ‘Ah Mah does not know her strength,’ she said. Another day Sri had a bruise on her cheek.
 Sri and Merpati chatted in Javanese, but occasionally she would say a few words to me in English. Some days Merpati would slip her phone through the bars, and Sri would bow gratefully and chat on the phone in even faster Javanese. Those conversations always ended in tears.
 I didn’t see the ominous signs; I was too focused on keeping Merpati out to let Sri in. Or maybe ignoring the questions our visits to Sri raised, the questions that resonated in my underbelly, was easier than ignoring the taste of the cockroach’s bitter bile in my mouth. I went along with Merpati, but I didn’t stop to think about what it all meant.
  
 One day, Merpati was squatting beside the grille chatting to Sri while Chloe and I were practising walking in the corridor. Chloe was the one person who always made me feel happy. Her little pudgy arms, the warmth oozing from her tight hugs; she was full of love in a way I knew I could never be.
 Her sticky hand held on lightly to my little finger as she toddled along. Every time she fell on the cool, smooth marble she cooed, stretching out her arms to me: again, again! We had gone up and down at least fifty times and were starting to get bored when the elevator bell rang and a lady laden with shopping bags stepped out.
 As soon as she saw Merpati she started shrieking. ‘Aiyoh, what you doing? Who you talking to lah? Finish chores already meh? Better be. I neh pay you to talk to your friends!’
 She waved at Merpati, shooing her out of the corridor towards the elevator. ‘Why you don’t do your job? Who is watching this kids, making noise in the corridor? Noise will wake up my mother-in-law and who will get the blame?’
 I wanted to point out how quiet we were, that all the noise was hers; but my mouth was too dry to speak. Besides, we weren’t quiet, not anymore. Chloe had started wailing. I picked her up, hugging her tight, and ran to the elevator.
 The lady shouted after me. ‘See gin nah! Girl, you watch your maid better. Keep out of other people lives liao?’
 We walked to our apartment in a silence only broken by Chloe’s muffled hiccups, me cradling her while Merpati pushed the empty stroller. I said nothing, angry as I was at Merpati for dragging me into this and getting Chloe all upset. When we came back the next day, Sri’s front door was closed. It stayed like that for the rest of the week.
  
 Sri’s closed door kept popping up in my head, and that weekend I told Dad about her. He scratched his head for some time. He asked what floor she lived on, and what unit number. ‘So this woman, Sri, you think she has suspicious bruises? And she’s not allowed to use her phone? And they lock her inside?’
 I nodded.
 ‘What about Sundays? Maybe she can come here next Sunday? We can talk to her? See if we can help.’
 The whole world felt a little better when he said that. But then Dad’s phone rang. He answered briefly before covering the mouthpiece with his hand. ‘You know, I’m not sure I should interfere. I’m a foreigner here. They don’t like it when foreigners, well…’ Dad stopped talking for a few long seconds. ‘Ask your Mama,’ he said, and left the room, phone to ear.
 The Sunday after that conversation Dad had to go abroad for work, so Sri couldn’t have spoken to him anyway. But I didn’t want to ask Mama: we hadn’t really spoken since the pigtail incident, except about food or tooth brushing.
 I did ask Merpati about the Sundays, but she just laughed derisively. ‘Sri does not have off-day.’ She shrugged. ‘Sri is always inside.’
  
 That night in bed thinking about Sri, her bruised arms and never being allowed out, I felt sad and frustrated. I needed someone to talk to about it all. Merpati seemed to have it all figured out, but I needed to keep her at a safe distance. Mama was obsessed with work, and I instinctively felt she should still not be burdened. Now Dad had dismissed me too.
 I started to cry. I needed my PoPo. How could I make sense of the world without her? I buried myself in my bed tent and stared at the dark between the sheets. I tried so hard to remember her, to repeat all she’d told me – but it kept slipping away. Then in the distance I heard a comforting sound. It was a rhythmic clicking and it stopped every minute, only to start again as if it had needed a moment to catch its breath. It was a sound I recognised.
 I’d first heard it just after PoPo died. Then I’d listened to it night after night, not scared but comforted, and when one night I didn’t hear it I couldn’t sleep. Neither Mama nor Dad had any idea what it was. I started guessing: an insect, a lizard, a bird? Dad had laughed. ‘More likely some piece of equipment upstairs. It reminds me of the sound an old fashioned traffic light makes, when you have to wait for green. I don’t know, what does it matter? Just go to sleep, sweetie.’
 But I lay awake many nights listening to the weird sound, which I called the traffic-light-bird. One day it had simply stopped and I hadn’t heard it again until now. I’d missed my traffic-light-bird like I missed PoPo, and hearing it now it was almost as if she had come back to me again.
 PoPo had grown up in a house on the East Coast with a real garden. In those days there weren’t condos all over Singapore like there are now. No eternal rows of grey-white Housing Development Board flats – or HDBs, as they’re known. The green spaces weren’t just neatly mown patches of grass interspersed with concrete drains and waterways. Old Singapore was dotted with kampongs, villages where people lived side by side in small wooden houses surrounded by plantations, bushes
 and undulating rivers.
 PoPo’s house was called the Blue House. I would have given my little finger to see this mansion, but it had been torn down to make way for a shopping centre years before I was born. I didn’t even know whether it had really been blue; PoPo had never said, and I’d forgotten to ask. She told many stories, yet so much remained untold. Listening to her tales always made me feel more whole, more me.
 Right now, I remembered the frogs.
 ‘Tell me about the Blue House,’ I begged PoPo.
 ‘Aiyoh, no! Just an old house. Why do you want to hear that lah?’ PoPo muttered, but her eyes shimmered. It didn’t take much to get her started. ‘Sayang, listen, I will tell you. I was about your age. In the garden there was a lotus pond. Early one evening, after the rains, there was a strange noise by the pond.’
 PoPo had demonstrated the sound, a low, bellowing whoop, a bit like a donkey. The haw without the hee.
 I told her that, and PoPo nodded. ‘Like a donkey, but no donkey by our pond. I kept hearing: Bu-wrahhhhh. Bu-wrahhhhh. My skin got goose pimples, like this.’ PoPo rubbed her lower arms, making the hairs stand up. ‘I was afraid to go closer to the pond, so I asked my brother James, and he said it was Hantu Katak.’
 PoPo had said the word in a low, chilling voice, drawing out the syllables: Hantuuuukathak. I sucked in my breath. Hantu meant ghost. I wanted to ask, who, what? But PoPo had already moved on.
 ‘Hantu, what hantu?’ I asked my brother James. And James told me that after the rains the frog phantom comes to look for revenge for her children. Hantu Katak, she is angry, because people eat the zui keuh, water chicken.’
 ‘Water chicken,’ I’d interrupted, ‘what’s that?’
 PoPo grinned. ‘Water chicken, you know. We eat them in Chinatown. You like them.’ Did I? ‘Frogs. You bodoh, you know frogs. As in frog porridge. You like it, is it?’
 I shuddered. ‘Frogs? I don’t like frogs. Ugh.’
 PoPo kissed her fingers. ‘Frogs are shiok. De-li-ci-ous. When you were little I took you to eat frogs in Chinatown. You loved them. But the bones are so small, aiyoh, so difficult to eat for you. You called them baby chicken. Baby chicken legs, hehe! The Chinese call them zui keuh, water chicken. I’ll take you again. You’ll see.’
 I was sure I didn’t like frogs, but I wanted PoPo to go on so I nodded.
 ‘So,’ PoPo continued, ‘I ate frog just the week before, and ran to my room to close the window to make sure Hantu Katak could not come in. But still, I could not sleep.
 ‘The air was so thick I opened the window again, and the bu-wrahhhhh was in my bed. I was convinced Hantu Katak would come for me in my sleep, so I stayed awake until the sound died. The next evening we sat on the patio for drinks before dinner. We heard nothing but the hammering rain on the roof. After the rain stopped, it started. Bu-wrahhhhh. I went pale and still.’
 PoPo fell quiet, remembering. I waited.
 ‘My father asked what was the matter, and I whispered to him, it was Hantu Katak. My father did not understand, and James laugh laugh, and father cannot hear it, so I tell him, “Hantu Katak is coming to eat me.” Then father laughed too, and said there was no such thing as a frog phantom, I should not listen to James. He said, “Do you want to see what makes the sound?”’
 PoPo paused. ‘Yes, I want to see! Please, go on,’ I begged her.
 ‘My father took my hand and walked me to the pond. “There,” he pointed, “There is your Hantu Katak.” In the pond swam a frog, brown with red on its sides. Normal frog, no hantu. Father and I squatted, waiting, my heart beating in my throat. Suddenly, the frog changed. Sucking up air, it blew into a ball. Then, like a squishy toy, it squashed empty again, and a big bubble inflated from its mouth: bu-wrahhhhh. It puffed up again and blew, bu-wrahhhhh. And again. Bu-wrahhhhh. So funny I forgot I was scared!
 ‘Father and I watched the frog for a long time. Father knew about animals. He told me how that frog, the chubby frog, bellows to call females. And that the females liked it too.’
 PoPo smiled at me. ‘Frogs are mad lor.’
  
 I lay in bed half-dreaming of the mad frogs and listening to the traffic light sound, waiting to be tucked in by Mama. But Mama had gone out and it was Merpati who came that night. I put my finger to my lips when she tried to speak, and when she looked back puzzled, I held out my finger to the still open window until she heard it too. ‘It’s the traffic light bird,’ I said groggily.
 Merpati smiled in the near dark. Without me even asking, she told me it really was a bird, a large brown one. ‘Burung malas,’ she laughed, ‘Lazy bird’. Then she bent over me and whispered into my ear: ‘It is a gravedigger bird. It lives in the cemetery.’
 She closed the window and turned on the air-conditioning. The hum hid the sound of the bird.
 Had Merpati wanted to scare me by talking about graves? Her tone had been friendly enough. But if that’s what she’d wanted, she’d failed. Every time I heard the bird after that, I felt like it brought news from my dead PoPo. Merpati couldn’t ruin my memories. They were my heritage from PoPo. My PoPo, whom she could never replace.
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Not long after the cockroach incident Meena and Jenny had squeezed on both sides of me on the back row of the school bus.
 ‘Good morning,’ Jenny said.
 Meena laughed, like she laughed about most things Jenny said, even if they weren’t remotely funny.
 ‘Morning,’ I mumbled.
 ‘So, you know, we’ve finally figured you out,’ Jenny said.
 ‘Oh, really, have you?’
 ‘Yes, we have. You see, Meena here, she’s Indian. I’m Chinese, I mean, real Chinese, not a stuck-up Singaporean. But you? We weren’t sure at first, but now we know. If you mix a number of stinky nationalities, stir well, and add a bit of cowardice and dirty feet, what do you get?’
 I kept quiet.
 ‘Well?’ Jenny insisted.
 Meena answered for me. ‘A cockroach, of course! You’re a cockroach.’
 Their comments hit a raw nerve. Maybe they were right. I was a mix of so many nationalities I felt like nothing. How could I be sure I wasn’t a cockroach? They say that when you mix all the colours you can make white, but it’s not true; I’d tried with my paints, and it turned out a muddy brown. Cockroach brown.
 The bile rose again from the pit of my stomach. The ghost of the cockroach would never leave me alone now.
  
 PoPo had known exactly who she was, and she knew all about Singapore and its creatures and history too. The Singapore it had been before it was bulldozered and covered in concrete. That was because PoPo was Peranakan, and being Peranakan meant you had belonged here for a long time. Peranakans were the ancestors of the first Chinese settlers of Singapore that had married Malay women. As long as I remembered PoPo’s stories, I had proof I belonged here too. But what if I forgot? Looking around me it seemed most people never looked back. My parents didn’t, for sure. Neither did kids like Meena and Jenny, nor others at my international school who weren’t even born here, who seemed to belong everywhere and nowhere at the same time and were perfectly comfortable with that.
 PoPo’s great, great – I wasn’t sure how many greats – grandfather had come from Southern China to Singapore. Her family stopped speaking Chinese and used Malay instead, Baba Malay. It was a local version that PoPo still fell into when she got excited, the words mixed with her mother’s Cantonese in a hotchpotch I struggled to follow. My parents always spoke English to me, but at school they made me learn Mandarin Chinese, even though I was rubbish at it. When I tried to read it, the characters crawled in front of me and off the paper like ants. Mama spoke it quite well, and insisted I learned. I wanted to learn Malay, like PoPo, but Mama said Malay was a pointless language. Everyone in Singapore spoke perfectly sufficient English, she said, and Malaysia was a dirty and dangerous country, so why go there? Mandarin Chinese would be much more useful for when I grew up and had to do business with China.
 I had no intention of ever doing business with China.
 Mama always told PoPo off for speaking Malay to me. ‘Speak proper English to the girl,’ she’d say, ‘or Mandarin if you want to teach her something useful.’
 But PoPo didn’t speak Mandarin, just Malay, English and Cantonese. She said Mandarin was nobody’s language in Singapore, and that the government just promoted it to suck up to China. That first part was true: most immigrants spoke Hakka, Teochew, Hokkien, Cantonese, or other Southern dialects. The Northern tones of Mandarin did not suit our tropical island, and to spite Mama PoPo would change from her normal speech to a thick Singlish, the pidgin version of English commonly spoken in Singapore. Mama was too modern for Singlish, and would tell me off for replying with a curt ‘can’ or ‘cannot,’ or when I added ‘lah’ to any of my sentences. I secretly loved Singlish, and hoped speaking it could make me a true Singaporean. Unfortunately nobody spoke it at international school, so it was hard to pick up.
 PoPo’s stories recounted her childhood, but she never told me anything about her life after her early teens. I had to piece together the rest from snippets of overheard conversations between my parents, and the basic facts of my mother’s life.
 PoPo had grown up to marry an older Indian man, Mama’s appa, against the wishes of her family. She moved from the East Coast mansion to an HBD flat in Ang Mo Kio, one of Singapore’s new high-rise heartlands. My mother said that growing up there was a hell of concrete dullness. The rows and rows of identical apartment blocks, built to replace the bamboo and attap-palm leaf huts of the kampongs, were solid, with good plumbing and electricity, but offered little space or freedom. Our modern condo was just a more luxurious version of the same.
 Simple maths told me my mother was not born until PoPo was forty, and appa had died when Mama was little. Mama barely remembered him or his family, and PoPo raised her as a single mother. Occasionally I had been taken to Deepavali celebrations with people PoPo referred to as aunties, uncles and cousins; but they seemed too distant, too different, too much like real Indian people to be connected to me. When PoPo took me to see my Indian cousins, Mama stayed at home. ‘You go,’ she said, ‘I’ll come next time.’ But there never was a next time.
 Mama’s Indian and Peranakan Chinese mix made her the most beautiful woman I ever saw. I knew I would never be stylish like her. Her looks turned heads on any continent, and people would guess at her racial heritage. They usually got it wrong, and she loved to keep an air of mystery. ‘I am a proud Singaporean,’ she would say, ‘or better yet, a global citizen.’ Maybe that was why she’d married Dad, who hailed from Europe. His parents, Grandma and Opa, lived in England, but Opa was from the Netherlands originally. In my case, the effect of mixing all those nationalities was muddled, rather than mysterious: burnt caramel skin, the double folded eyelids the Chinese craved but looked plain on me, and mousey hair that twisted in ways I didn’t want it to.
 PoPo said it didn’t matter where your parents came from. Peranakan meant ‘local born,’ and since I was born in Singapore, I qualified. She said Peranakans had always mixed with other races, Indians as well as Europeans. PoPo’s stories made me Peranakan too, which felt good; but now she was gone and the feeling had gone too.
 If I didn’t fit anywhere else, maybe I really was a cockroach. And if so, I could act like one too. I might not dare to fight Jenny and Meena, but I could fight her. I wanted Mama and Dad back, so Merpati had to go. Merpati and those smiles of hers I still couldn’t figure out.
  
 Mama was strict with what we ate. We were allowed only fruit, biscuits and crackers for our after-school snack. She particularly hated lollipops – oh, the danger of those sticks! – and hard boiled sweets. I had some sweets stashed in secret, the leftovers from a party-bag; I would offer them up to use against her.
 Just before Mama came home, I ate four of them and dropped the wrappers on the living room floor, next to where Chloe was sitting. Merpati was in the kitchen, so there was no chance of her seeing them and tidying them up before Mama came home.
 Mama spotted them straight away. ‘Maya, who’s been eating sweets?’
 I lowered my eyes. ‘Sorry Mama, Merpati gave them to us. I should have said no.’
 Chloe, beautiful ally, picked up one of the colourful papers and stuck it in her mouth. ‘Please tell me Chloe didn’t have any. You know she can’t.’
 ‘I know Mama, but she had them before I came home. Don’t worry, she didn’t choke.’
 Mama turned purple. ‘Merpati, can you come here for a minute?’ She came over from the kitchen. ‘Merpati, did you give Chloe sweets?’ Mama’s voice was sharp. ‘My instructions were quite clear on what they should have after school, and that sweets were not on the menu. Don’t you know how dangerous it is to give a baby sweets? They can choke on them.’
 Merpati bent to pick up the wrappers from the floor and wrestled the remaining paper from Chloe’s fist. She shook her head and then looked at me.
 Mama followed her gaze. ‘Maya. Did you…?’
 Mama looked from me to Merpati, trying to make up her mind. I felt myself shrink, and wondered if I’d get small enough to run and hide under the sofa, like a real cockroach.
 ‘Maya?’ Mama asked again.
 ‘No ma’am,’ Merpati said, ‘I’m so sorry. I gave them the sweets. I did not know, I did not work with kids before.’
 Mama started a lecture on health and safety, muttering that one could not leave anything important to a man, who’d hire someone without experience to watch their children. Merpati swallowed it like I’d swallowed the sweets. Chloe, not understanding what was happening, held on to Merpati’s leg. That switching of allegiance hurt most of all.
 When Mama left the room, Merpati said nothing to me. She just went back to the kitchen and dropped the sweet wrappers in the bin. I followed, feeling I had to say something – but I couldn’t say it. I could no longer remember why I’d started this, nor what I’d wanted to happen. Instead I asked, ‘Did you really never work with kids before?’
 Merpati turned around, that sad look back. ‘No, never in my work. I wish I knew more about ten-year-old girls. If I did, maybe I could…’
 She stopped talking and looked past me, sad, as if she wasn’t thinking about me at all. I’d tried to hurt her, but now I worried whether the fact that she hadn’t got angry meant she didn’t care about me. Who or what was she thinking about?
 Merpati said abruptly, ‘But I do know babies. I did tell your Dad that.’ She looked like she wanted to say something else, but didn’t.
 I felt utterly confused. My plan had succeeded in making Mama angry with Merpati, so why did I feel like I had failed?
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