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Editors’ Note

Congratulations!

You are now the proud holder of  a copy of  Body Boundaries: 
The First EtiquetteSG Anthology of  Women’s Writing.

But this book is nothing like every other media-
induced desirable commodity that you have had the chance 
to purchase, borrow or browse though. It is a collection of  
voices that speak of  the rich complexity of  self-discovery, 
self-naming, resistance and affi rmation of  the ‘truths’ we 
know. They are stories that address and assess many different 
places on the continuum of  gendered experience; speaking 
of  where we have been but more importantly, where we are 
today and where we might be going. 

But wait, before we tell you about the other stories in 
here, let us tell you the tale of  this anthology.

Truth be told, Body Boundaries was an afterthought. 
A good afterthought; but an afterthought nonetheless! 
EtiquetteSG had just fi nished with its fi rst literary event 
(Women Out Loud) and we were humbled by the reaction 
that it had gotten. Despite the fact that we had believed in its 
value, we had not imagined that the theatre would be packed 
with such warm and willing listeners. 

After the show, an audience member echoed what had 
been till then, our own silent skepticism. She pulled one of  
the editors aside to say how moved she was by everyone’s 
work … especially since she had come in solidarity of  the 
cause, rather than for the quality of  the work: she admitted 

that she had assumed that most of  the work would be clichéd 
at best.

This apparent dichotomy bothered us. 

Was it not possible that women’s writing, that is, 
writing by women, about what mattered to them (whether 
central to themselves and their gender or not) could not go 
hand in hand with well, a good read? Did it always have to 
be clichéd?

And what on earth was clichéd, anyway? Sentimentality? 
Anger against discrimination and oppression? Celebrations 
of  emancipation and sexuality? Why did everything have to 
fi t into genres of  feminine or feminist?

Perhaps these questions are symptomatic of  a long 
history that once boxed women’s writing (and women’s 
voices in general) into very specifi c spheres. It was not 
long ago that women’s words were confi ned to domesticity, 
romance, privilege or worse – male pseudonyms. 

Because the history of  women’s writing has been 
limited by frameworks of  inequality and privilege, so have 
our stories. One imagines that if  literature, like all art, both 
refl ects and reinforces human experience, then women have 
been starved of  their own stories for decades. And largely, 
women of  colour, women not born into wealth, queer 
women, differently-abled women, existed (and to a great 
extent, continue to exist) in realities that are not refl ected by 
commercial art or the mainstream media. 

As a result, for a long time, stories about women 
– at least, stories that were considered “literature” – were 
constructed by men and revolved largely around women’s 
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perceived experiences. This holds true particularly for the 
history of  writing in English. Vernacular writing, on the 
other hand, did not always impose this restriction, simply 
because it did not require that degree of  ‘education’. All the 
more reason then, for this anthology, a collection of  writing 
in English by the women of  this multi-linguistic country.

At the same time, we are also aware that the existing 
legacy of  literature by women is often perceived as radical –
which radicalism may well have served its political and social 
purpose in its time, but does need to be rearticulated and 
reinvented, into contemporary terms of  activism as woman 
reinvents herself. And the voice of  these women is one that 
needs to be so collected, not because it is an attempt to 
protect or promote but because it needs to be preserved. 
These voices provide affi liation, affi rmation and show us to 
ourselves in ways that allow us to create our own ‘truths’ as 
we experience it. The ways these voices assert their agency 
also raises important questions regarding representation, 
resistance and the institutions, histories and customs 
constructing culture. Gender, like any characteristic, brings 
with it richness, sometimes through the unique perspectives 
of  its constituents, sometimes through similarities with the 
constitutive other, particularly where and when it is least 
expected. This anthology thus offers a glimpse into the way 
female-identifi ed and female-bodied individuals articulate 
what being, becoming and behaving as a woman means in 
this frenzied, cacophonous world that we live in. 

What we’ve always wanted to with EtiquetteSG is offer 
viewers and readers precisely this: all that is not refl ected in 
the mainstream. This book is a lot like the initial reading we 
held; it is a mix of  joy, defi ance, humour, love, loss, desire 

and complexity. There are coming-of-age stories, stories 
staged upon an operating table, stories about cities, streets, 
supermarkets, mothers, daughters, lovers, children, spiders 
and the living dead. There are words that instruct, that rant, 
that pine, that ponder, that regret, that reminisce. They come 
from writers that span at least three generations, each of  
whom has something to say about their lives and the lives of  
those around them. 

A fi nal note, on the process that has brought us to 
this. The number of  voices that ought to be in here and are 
not, are far more than those that are: language, age, internet 
familiarity, and inevitably the lifestyle that comes as a result 
have affected the sample of  writers who have received and 
responded to our call for submissions. As a result, this volume 
is neither a conclusive nor a comprehensive representation 
of  what we call women’s voice.

Where does that leave us? At the beginning. Much 
remains to be done, many voices are yet to be found and 
heard. This volume is but the beginning of  a journey. 

Welcome to the First EtiquetteSG Anthology of  
Women’s Writing. 
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she had been working on. It was a plump little plushy pillow 
that looked ever so soft, ever so comfy. The boy beamed 
and instantly laid his cheek onto the million little hugs. He 
became unravelled.

I, on the other hand, had to be content with the 
hardness of  my seat and the bulging hips of  the oversized 
man next to me as I missed out on the experience of  my 
would-be unravelling. The ride home remained stagnant.

Blog Entry
Donna-Mae Therese

How did it become inappropriate for a woman to openly 
have sexual feelings or tendencies, when it is deemed 

perfectly normal for a man to speak of  them as though they 
carry no weight?

Over the past few years, I’ve had to sit through 
multiple conversations between the same group of  boys who 
basically spend their time together shouting out different 
terms for human genitalia. It doesn’t matter where they are 
or who they’re around. And the most obnoxious part about 
it is that they fi nd it funny when they discuss the sexual 
experiences they have with their girlfriends or temporary 
lovers, with little or no discretion or sentiment. 

Now I’m not saying they’re not allowed to share 
their feelings or experiences with each other, I just want to 
know how come it’s funny when boys talk about it and it 
immediately becomes almost blasphemous when girls do the 
same. How come it’s “alright” for boys to get graphic about 
sex around their friends, whether or not a woman is around, 
but when girls speak openly about it in front of  men, they’re 
labelled? They’re sluts. They’re loose.

The reason for this is that it embarrasses the male 
population that we are comfortable with our sexuality.

It’s not that we don’t have an equal right, it’s just that 
we are inferior.
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I am extremely comfortable with my sexuality and the 
only reason the opposite sex gets awkward when involved in 
such discussions is because they are insecure about humanity, 
and so, they resort to calling us names to take attention away 
from that fact.

 Having an opinion about sex is not the right of  a 
specifi c kind of  person. It is a right everyone should own. 
And trust me, women don’t need men to have an amazing 
sexual experience.

 Unfortunately, it isn’t just men who have trouble with 
women being comfortable with their sexuality.

A while ago, I was alone in the queue of  a crowded 
supermarket, reading my zine, Culture Slut. Little did I know, 
there was a woman with a really narrow mind in the queue 
behind me. She was with her two sons, who looked between 
the ages of  three and fi ve.

I was reading an article called Worst Cunt Exam Ever 
(as luck would have it, of  course) and I had no idea she was 
reading my zine over my shoulder till after I paid for my 
things and was making my way out of  the supermarket, 
because that’s when I heard her yell at me.

“No, I’m not making a mountain out of  a molehill,” 
she yelled. And continued to for a good fi fteen minutes. Her 
lecture contained all sorts of  maliciousness, from “Don’t 
you know it’s inappropriate to read about such things around 
small kids!” to “Are you lesbian? Is that why you have pink 
hair and so many tattoos!”

She went on and on about how I was behaving poorly 
in a public space. This lady, who screamed at me, a complete 
stranger, in front of  her sons (who were both practically 

begging her to leave), and making a scene while I stood there 
dumbfounded by her absolute ignorance, told me that I was 
behaving poorly in a public space.

 And before her shouting turned into white noise (as 
I took in the fact that her sons were watching their mother 
publicly humiliate herself), I was seething at the injustice she 
was shoving down my throat. There were so many things I 
could have said or done to put her in her place, but I also 
knew there was no use in belittling myself  as well, so I let her 
take the fall all on her own.

 It did, however, hurt like a bitch of  a bee sting all day. 
I was disgusted with my species and more than that, I was 
sad for it. It surprised me how easy it is for a woman to be 
so confused about her rights. I mean come on, lady, it’s not 
like I was explaining in painful detail something as “taboo” 
as the act of  love between two women to the entire room, 
was I? I was reading about another woman's bad experience 
at the gynecologist.

 If  I had been reading a similar article in a magazine 
with a pretty girl on its cover I doubt it would have been a 
problem. That would have been very much “appropriate” 
actually. It’s extremely depressing that the only way women 
are comfortable with reading about things they have to 
experience, is when the world says it’s okay.

Many men (and women, sadly) have taught society to 
shy away from reading raw and honest material about life 
and to settle instead, for shelter and confi ning truths. That 
to me, is settling for a lot less than we deserve and this is 
what hurts me the most. It was not that I was shouted at in 
public. It was that this mother of  two had no idea that it is 
acceptable to read any kind of  literature you want, as long as 
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you don’t mean/use it to intentionally hurt somebody else. 
It made me think about how protected she must have been 
about reality when she was growing up and how little she 
knows now about the world outside the walls of  her home. 
And then it made me think about the kind of  upbringing her 
children are going to have and it crushed me to think that a 
woman is the reason those two boys are going to grow up 
thinking that women should just "shut up and sit down".

 I would like to encourage women to reclaim our 
rights to talk about things like sex or read about things like 
gynecology appointments in public without having to be 
ashamed or worried about it. I would like to invite every 
woman I know (and possibly don’t) to sever all ties with 
insecurity about sexuality and remember that no matter what 
everyone else says, this is not a Man’s world. I believe that we 
are all equals and that we should take it upon ourselves to 
make that known.

 To hell with living lives that are less than they should 
be. No one else is going to pave the way for a better future 
for us unless we do something about it, so let’s begin with 
being proud of  what we go through as women, whether or 
not anyone else is as comfortable with it as we are.

Status Update
Stephanie Chan

SG, I’m changing our Facebook status to ‘complicated’
because ‘in a relationship’ you suffocate me.

Because you said we should be 
‘in an open relationship’,
when you did it with China 
you said it was for ‘business purposes’,
but when I fl irted with America 
you call me a traitor and an SPG.

You’re so confusing sometimes.

You ask me if  I really want to go steady
to promise I’ll never ever leave you,
with one eye on every chio bu who walks past. 
(you’re such a fucking go-getter, always on 
the lookout for something better for yourself.) 

My friends all tell me you’re too controlling
that I should just up and leave
but I kinda fi nd all your insecurity endearing
and they just don’t understand our history....
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Dependant Pass
Megha Singh

When Sheila came to Singapore on a dependent pass, 
she didn’t think she would need that particular type 

of  visa for long. 

She was a highly educated woman with many years 
of  work experience and thought she would get a job and an 
employment pass easily and very soon. So she didn’t think 
twice before quitting her job back home. She loved Mathew 
and wanted to be with him. Moreover, she was totally against 
long-distance relationships. The communication issues, the 
time difference, loneliness and the lack of  shared moments 
could easily destroy relationships. She knew that from 
experience. 

But Sheila was very clear about getting a job. She 
would never be a housewife, that was for sure. She saw 
herself  as an independent, modern woman. She didn’t want 
to be fi nancially dependent on anyone, not even on her 
sweet, loving husband. No matter how nice a person was, 
in a relationship, the one who got the money decided where 
it was spent. She didn’t want to keep asking Mathew for 
money. She believed one day, he would say no. She couldn’t 
tolerate that. Plus, having a job, one’s own bank account and 
one’s own savings was just being prudent, in case, things 
went wrong. Sheila was a very practical woman. 

*

Sheila fell in love with Singapore almost as soon as she came 
here. 

Life was so convenient and comfortable. Unlike back 
at home, electricity and water supply were available round the 
clock. One could actually drink water straight from the tap. The 
cabs, the buses and the MRT made commuting such a breeze. 
And, it was actually safe for her to go out alone at night. 

Her fi rst few weeks were spent in a serviced apartment 
in Clarke Quay. It was sheer bliss. Lots of  sleep. Lots of  TV. 
And lots of  sex in the evenings once Mathew came back 
from the offi ce. Sheila had to do nothing. The housekeeping 
team took care of  everything. Every night, she and Mathew 
went out for dinner. They tried out all the eating joints in 
Chinatown. Laksa, Satay, Chicken Rice and Nasi Lemak 
became their staple meals. Mathew’s favourite though was 
Chilli Crab. And Sheila took a fancy to Prawn Mee Soup. 
After dinner, they would walk back to their apartment, 
holding hands, leaning into each other, looking exactly like 
a newly-married couple. Sometimes, they would stop on the 
way to pick up groceries from Cold Storage. 

Weekends were usually spent in the company of  
Mathew’s friends. Partying at Clarke Quay. Cycling in East 
Coast Park. Shopping on Orchard Road. Lounging on the 
beaches of  Sentosa. When they wanted some alone time 
together, Mathew and Sheila would go for a swim in their 
pool and then walk to Plaza Singapura to catch a movie. 

Just Mathew and her in a foreign country, having so much 
fun – Sheila felt she was on a never-ending honeymoon. 

*
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Soon, it was time for Mathew and Sheila to leave the 
serviced apartment and move into their own place. 

Mathew’s employer would stop paying for all their 
expenses and they would now have to manage everything 
on his salary. Mathew decided it would be cheaper to stay in 
an HDB apartment than a condo. After all, they didn’t know 
when Sheila would get a job. Sheila wasn’t keen on this, but 
Mathew had already made the decision. They moved to a 
three-room HDB apartment in Clementi. 

The location of  their house was fantastic. That was 
the main reason Mathew had decided on this apartment. 
The bus stop was right in front of  their block and the MRT 
station was an easy walk away. There would be no more taxis. 
Mathew started taking the MRT to offi ce and once Sheila 
got a job, she would have to do the same. Also, an NTUC 
FairPrice outlet was just round the corner. 

*

It took Sheila a few days to settle down in her new home. 

It was much smaller than the service apartment, 
particularly the bathrooms. The kitchen was gigantic, which 
was ironic since Sheila hardly did any cooking. There were 
other things too. Every few minutes, a train would pass by, 
making a huge amount of  noise. She could also hear the traffi c 
on the road as well. Then the lift upgrading work began. 
And renovation work started in the unit above. Initially, 
she couldn’t fi gure out when somebody was knocking on 
her door and when on her neighbours’. She kept thinking 
she had left the tap open in the bathroom except it was just 
sewage water from the unit above, fl owing through the huge 
indoor pipes. 

But with time, Sheila got comfortable in her new 
home. Mathew decided that since it was just the two of  
them and Sheila wasn’t working, they didn’t need a maid. 
They could get part-time help once Sheila got a job. Also, 
he told Sheila that they should not eat out every day as it 
was quite expensive. They (as in she) should cook at home. 
Again, Sheila wasn’t happy about this. She had never done 
housework or cooked, before marriage. Back home, she’d 
had maids to do everything for her. But she didn’t really 
have any excuse not to do housework. She didn’t have a job 
and there was nothing else to do. Moreover, it wasn’t much 
work. So after a few days of  sulking and being cajoled, she 
reluctantly gave in. 

Sheila was a smart and competent woman. Soon, 
she became adept at doing all kinds of  household chores. 
Vacuuming, mopping, cleaning utensils and clothes, dusting, 
ironing, cooking – she could manage everything on her own. 
She also caught her husband’s bug of  minimising expenditure 
at every step. She managed to reduce the grocery and the 
utilities bills signifi cantly. She stopped going to the beauty 
parlour. She learnt how to pluck her eyebrows and do her 
nails. She became an expert at home pedicures. Instead of  
waxing, she started shaving, using cheap, disposable razors 
from NTUC. She might be cutting costs but there was no 
way she was going to become sloppy about her appearance. 
She became the perfect housewife – well groomed and 
effi cient. Mathew was really happy.

*

But for Sheila, this was only a temporary phase in her life. 

Whenever anyone asked her what she did, she said 
she was looking for a job. She was not a housewife. She was 
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just relaxing after years of  a hectic career. She deserved this 
break. 

One day, when she was hanging out the laundry to 
dry, she noticed her neighbour’s laundry. She hadn’t ever 
seen any of  these people, so she was quite curious. She could 
see a man’s formal shirt in beige, a pink silk blouse, two pairs 
of  formal black trousers (one looked shorter than the other 
so it was probably a woman’s) and lots of  baby clothes. So 
clearly, the husband and wife were both working and they 
had a little baby boy, as far as Sheila could make out from 
the clothes. 

Sheila realised it was high time she got a job. She 
uploaded an updated CV onto all the local job sites and 
emailed it to all the recruitment agencies. She started 
reading the Recruit section of  The Straits Times and sent out 
applications every day. She called up all her acquaintances in 
Singapore and asked them to keep a look out for a suitable 
job for her. 

Sheila was quite optimistic. After all, there were hundreds 
of  job listings in the fi eld of  Corporate Communications, 
every single day. It was just a matter of  time. 

But Sheila didn’t get a job. Let’s just say the politics 
and the economics of  the time weren’t favourable. Or it 
could be that she was too qualifi ed and experienced and was 
expecting too high a salary. It could be that she didn’t know 
Mandarin, a skill that companies were increasingly looking 
for. Or it could be that she had no contact with local media 
personnel. Maybe, she was just very unlucky. 

Who knows? Nobody, not a single company, ever got 
back to her. There were no phone calls, no emails. Not one 

interview call. Optimism soon gave way to frustration and 
then despondence. Mathew told her about other wives who 
were also facing the same problem. That made her feel a 
little better. 

A few months down the line, Sheila began to lose 
interest as well. And then she stopped applying all together. 
There was no point. 

*

For Sheila, most days are good but some days are really bad. 
Looking after house and husband feels like the most 

thankless job in the world. There is no salary, no perks 
and no bonus. It is considered Sheila’s duty so there is no 
appreciation and no gratitude either. And why must Sheila 
have to do it? Just because she is a woman? Mathew doesn’t 
say so but that is what he thinks. Even if  she were working, 
it wouldn’t have made a difference. Housework would still be 
her responsibility. 

How do we measure the value of  work Sheila does 
for the house and for Mathew? Should we compare it, for 
example, to the work done by a full-time maid? Is Mathew 
spending as much on Sheila as he would have had he engaged 
a full-time maid? But can one attach a monetary value to 
the feelings and the care which Sheila puts into her work? 
What about sex? Many a times, Sheila is not in the mood but 
she fulfi ls Mathew’s sexual needs out of  love for him, and 
because she doesn’t want him to be upset. Mathew doesn’t 
do the same. So can one attach a monetary value to this? 

But thankfully, Sheila gets these thoughts only on her 
bad days. 
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*

Sheila is now very well settled in Singapore. 

During the day, she works out, watches TV, reads 
books and sleeps. Cooks and cleans. Listens to the sound 
of  birds and watches children coming back from school in 
the afternoon. Evenings are much the same except she also 
attends to Mathew. They go out on weekends. Usually, it’s 
just to Clementi Mall. They borrow books from the library. 
Eat Kimchi fried rice from the food court. Sometimes, they 
stop to have Sheila’s favourite frozen yoghurt from Tutti 
Frutti. On the way back home, they do grocery shopping 
from NTUC. 

Life has fallen into a comfortable pattern. They do 
meet up with Mathew’s friends sometimes but both Mathew 
and Sheila now prefer spending their weekends lounging in 
front of  the TV. Maybe, they’ll have a baby in a year or two. 
Sheila wasn’t sure about having children earlier but now she 
is sort of  looking forward to it. Everyone she meets advises 
her to do so. “Might as well since you are not working 
anyway.” 

*

Tomorrow, Sheila has an appointment with the Ministry of  
Manpower. 

Her dependent pass has been extended for another 
three years. 

Lorong Something
Stephanie Chan

He’s selling Red Bull from the back of  his van, each can for a 
dollar: on the side, saris leaning up against. In every house an 
altar. Eh hurry move don’t block. Some kind of  perfume, cheap 
denim shorts. Slices of  faces in pocket mirrors. Eyes slice 
over shoulders. 

Some stray cats here have collars, sit in doorways, others shit 
on piles of  ashes. All, the same grey-white marks. One cat 
sleeps between the old lady by the drain (saying, she told me she 
felt itchy down there I tell her, always tell him wash his mouth before 
bleblehbleh 

because you dunno how many he bleh before after you – common sense!) 
and the tall skinny Malay kid in the miniskirt that a man yells 
eh Ahmad at from his car. On a bad night, it's more like Ah 
Kwa and contusions, pulled hair, handcuffs, screaming. The 
kid leans against the drain railing. Waiting.

Like the old lady. Still early: the moon is not up yet. Just 
fi re everywhere. Blazing, both sides of  the road, blazing 
controlled in metal drums. First day, Seventh Month: paper 
prayers to embers to heat that follows you. Smells change 
from block to block, MRT station to traffi c junction to 
coffee shop,



– 100 – – 101 – 

Roast Pig
Tan Li-Jen

Crisp skin blistered in parts seared to a glistening caramel 
brown; 
its face a mask of  mute incomprehension. 

They tell us it is a symbol of  a bride's purity – unsoiled 
territory.

A red-ribboned roast pig for
a virgin daughter;
a virtuous daughter-in-law.

Two weeks to the wedding, 
we are gathered at my aunt Ping’s house. 
Again.

Her eyes scan the list of  wedding accoutrements. 

perfumed wedding invites – check
guest list (rigorously edited) – check
cakes – check
fresh fl owers – check 
ang pow – check
jewellery – check
alcohol rations – check
 

check,
check,
check,
check, 
check.

Until the last item.

In a tone of  offended sensibility, she asks: 
“Where is the roast pig?”
 
“Oh. Didn’t think that was necessary. Must we have one? 
Less than two weeks to the wedding. So troublesome.” 

“That’s the problem with you girls. If  I am marrying off  a 
daughter, it is only right that the bride's family should get a 
roast pig in return. All of  us, your aunts, my sisters, we each 
had a roast pig.”

“Why bother? It will cost us at least $200 to get a decent-
sized roast pig. 
Anyway, I’m no longer virtuous, 
if  you must know.” 

Gathered at the table drinking tea,
cousins and aunts look down and away. 
There is a collective blush of  shame.
 
The wedding day arrives. 
8.58 AM, the auspicious hour. 
The groom arrives bearing his roast pig 
on a red rough-hewn lacquered tray.
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The roast pig is
quartered, 
sub-divided. 

Head and tail are kept aside
and with eight oranges wrapped in red paper, 
returned to the groom's family. 
A token of  goodwill.

What remains is a feast for the guests.
 
Can you picture it? 

Cavernous mouths and grease-smeared lips
devouring, devouring, devouring.

White Noise
Samantha Toh

It was winter and I was twenty, driving my mother’s Toyota 
round the San Mateo hills. Sunday had arrived. I felt 

reckless: half  a Heineken in, my seatbelt unbuckled. A dull 
rain fell, spattering and coughing on the windscreen. The 
drops would leave dirt-rimmed circles when the sun came 
out. But the sun remained a distant thought, and the rain 
slid on.

That day, I drove to pick Sarah up on what I now like to 
think of  as a date, though I never made it clear when I called, 
nor did I clear it up after. I would have liked to know and not 
just for ego’s sake. But I have not spoken to Sarah since.

At that time, she was staying with a friend, a boyfriend 
of  sorts, in the back of  an old house that belonged to his 
grandfather. I imagined him holding her roughly as they 
watched TV, sandwiched on a narrow bed, the sheets still 
rumpled. Maybe they kissed. Maybe they never went further 
than rough holding. But what they had done and what he 
had been was not important, because she had given me a 
chance when we met at a club, and let me hold her hand 
under blaring lights. When I met her, she had been without 
the boyfriend, and we had shouted at one another over the 
music. After four glasses of  wine and a shot of  vodka, I 
insisted on her number. She touched my arm before leaving, 
loving the smoothness of  my skin. I called the next day. We 
fl irted by text.
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