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CHAPTER ONE House
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You have arrived for a better life at the New House in the New Land. It has been a long journey, the first time you’ve ever been on an airplane. It was nerve-racking when they checked the suitcases at the airport, even though your family has next to no possessions, let alone anything to hide. You didn’t know what big meant until you saw the city with the glass towers that touched the sky, the suburbs with houses so close together. You tell yourself everything is going to be fine. The hardest part is over. You made it.

You’re all too scared to go inside. First Uncle could be in there. He insisted on a funeral as per the local customs of this land—one that possibly didn’t include the ritual of telling him he was now dead, so he might have come home unaware.

Ma Ma’s knuckles are white from grasping the yellow protective talisman with both hands. Ba Ba pretends superstitions are for ignorant people. He inserts the key into the door. He doesn’t turn the handle.

The rag doll that Ma Ma made out of an old rice sack is clasped tightly in your arms—you are much too old for her anymore, but she’s all you have. You stare up at the huge white columns propping up the crumbly tofu triangle of a roof. The long drop down to earth from the winding stone staircase you have climbed creates the same scary feeling in your stomach.

You turn instinctively toward Ma Ma’s side as you used to do, to bury your face inside the folds of her dress. But now that she is huge with child, she has taken to gently nudging you away, so you pull away before she does.

“I didn’t expect it to be… a mansion,” says Ma Ma.

“Houses in the New Land are all supposed to be big. I have been warned,” replies Ba Ba.

You stare up, disorientated. You don’t know if the house is truly too big or if it’s only big because you’re used to living in a cramped space.

Long fingers of cactus reach all the way up to the second floor, covering the walls like hands on a face. Balanced on the roof at the very top is a third story, a single room with a semicircular window like an open eye.

A light inside the window flickers on and then off again. A wink. No, it is just your imagination. But what a strange thing to imagine. You look over at your parents, but they don’t seem to have noticed.

The cold winter wind blows, an icy chill that none of you have ever felt before. The amber pane in the middle of the front door is frosted and blind. Ba Ba rattles at the handle, which appears to be stuck. Suddenly, it gives way and you all tumble into a musty darkness.

It takes your eyes a while to adjust. Soon you realize you are staring at a world made completely out of dark brown wood and motes of dust that float past your nose like magic.

Ba Ba turns the hallway light on, and everything is a yellow glow. He takes the talisman off Ma Ma and sticks it outside, above the front doorframe, where the wind flaps it all about. You think the protection spell written on it is for babies, because magic is childish, but you are relieved all the same.

Inside the house, on the brown brick wall facing the entrance, Ba Ba places an octagon with a piece of mirror in the middle called a bagua. To reflect bad luck away. Later he will go outside, light incense sticks, and thank First Uncle for your new home.

Ma Ma is told to go straight to the bedroom and have a lie-down, even though she protests. She says she will have time enough to rest after the baby is born, because for a whole month Ma Ma will not be allowed to do anything. Not even have a shower, even if she complains her hair is oily or her armpits are stinky, not one.

The only thing she will be allowed to do after the birth is rest. Your Aunties told you that there is nothing more important than looking after the baby—and why would Ma Ma want to be doing anything else, anyway? That, and the fact that Ma Ma has to eat lots of stewed pork knuckle. Ginger and sweet black vinegar, too, but mostly pork knuckle.

This is how things are. Like the bagua on the wall. Like the fact your parents seem much more relieved now that the bagua is up. Like the fact you have come to this New Land to start a new and better life. You don’t question it.

You have to be a good girl.

Free to explore by yourself, you find the kitchen is completely orange. The bathroom is lime green. The rest of the house, though, is that dark wooden brown. You don’t think these are the prettiest colors in the world, but they’re the colors New House is, and you are determined to get along. Because when you look down at your skin, you know it is darker than the people in this New Land, and when you see the plait of hair over your shoulder, you know nobody here has coarse black hair like yours. Maybe you look frightening and different.

“I’m sorry you didn’t get to meet First Uncle,” says Ba Ba. “It would have been nice to all live together. There’s definitely the space for it.”

He has a newspaper open and is struggling to read beyond the meager handful of words he knows.

“Can you understand this?” he asks.

LABORER NEEDED

NO EXPERIENCE REQUIRED

You shake your head. You become aware that you haven’t said anything since this morning, when you realized it was the day to get onto the plane and leave your old home forever. You get the sinking feeling you’re going to find it hard to talk much again.

The words are too big anyway, and the only word you can read (which is “no”) doesn’t help at all. Ba Ba rubs his chin. You are both in the same boat. Ba Ba gives up and turns the page to see if anything makes more sense on the other side, but it is the same story.

Now that you have seen everything down here, you are determined to go upstairs.

You think of that window.

It blinked once at you.

Perhaps if you find the room, you might find the eye and the face and the part of the giant behind it, looking through the entire house like a camera. Maybe this house was built by giants. That would explain why it’s so big; otherwise, why would First Uncle have all this space for one person?

“Don’t wander too far, Meixing,” your father calls. “I might need you for something else.”

New House has lots of different tiles—small multicolored patchwork in one bathroom, white with yellow daisies in another bathroom, and brown-and-orange circles in the kitchen. Everywhere else, uneven squares the color of baked earth undulate and shift like sand. The house wears all of them like scales.

Tiles are something you are used to. The tiny apartment you lived in was made of white uniform tiles that were everywhere, even the bedrooms.

“Fit for the hot weather. Easy to sweep,” Ma Ma had said.

Upstairs, though, there is something strange on the floor. Shaggy, spongy, and dirty, with round patches of dark burgundy here and there. This, you presume, is New House’s fur; the marks, her spots.

You stretch out and place your bare foot on top, trapping the fibers in between your toes. You don’t know what you were expecting, perhaps a growl. Instead, you feel a vibration. It could be your imagination, it could be the house settling, it could be a purr.

First Uncle has made a bedroom for you, but it is only half finished because he had a heart attack while picking oranges out in the backyard, one week before you were all to arrive—this is the awful news First Uncle’s lawyer told Ba Ba. This is why only one of the walls is painted. One perfect pink square, like a sheet of joss paper.

But you have your own bedroom.

You no longer all have to sleep together, two mattresses on the floor pushed together like an ill-fitting puzzle. Feet against head, head against feet.

In comparison, New House is a palace. You should feel like a princess, but you instead feel more like an intruder who might at any moment be told to go back home. You place your rag doll on the bed, with the superstitious worry that it will be rejected by some unwritten rule of this inner universe. Nothing happens to the doll. She slumps against the pillow and you are relieved.

As if sensing that you need a distraction, a door creaks somewhere beyond your bedroom. This prompts you to go out and investigate. The house appears to watch you as you wander down the hall and find a pale pink door you swear you didn’t pass before. You stick your head inside.

The ceiling in this room is not in line with the height of the other ceilings. It is three times as tall, to fit what you discover is an entire playground complete with a rocket, a slide, and a spinning wheel. It is too much.

You run away in fright and bolt back down the hallway. You stop at your bedroom door, your hand over your heart. It is beating like mad. How big is this house? How scary?

Big Scary.

The house slowly closes the door you have left open; the creaking sound, a sad whimper.

“It’s not your fault you’re scary, but it’s not my fault I’m scared,” you whisper to the house, the first words you have said all day.

There is a tapping noise along the hallway. Big Scary is composing a long response.

“If you’re angry about me being here, know that I wish I wasn’t here either.”

You shut your bedroom door behind you and sit cross-legged on the bed, staring out the window into the backyard. You see waist-high weeds and a broken-down house made of glass. You don’t see any orange trees. The orange trees were all First Uncle ever talked about in his letters and on the phone. About watering and pruning and what type of animal poo was the best and when and how to apply it.

On the fence sits a black-and-white cat, wondering if she is brave enough to jump down into that long, wild grass. She looks at you and you look back at her. She winks and then jumps back to the safe side of the fence she came from. You rub your eyes in surprise, and then you rub them again. Looking all around you with blurred vision at these strange new surroundings, you wish you could jump back to safety too.






CHAPTER TWO Noodles
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After a while, once you have tucked all your feelings back inside where they belong, you resume your mission to explore. You circle the entire second floor, but you can’t find a door that takes you up to the Room on the Roof. The pink door with the rocket behind it has been hastily withdrawn, and you cannot find it again. That makes you deeply sad because you hate seeing things leave you, even if you never liked or wanted them in the first place.

You touch the wall and the wall touches you back. You pull away in surprise. Taking a step backward, you almost fall down a small spiral staircase. This little secret takes you round and round all the way downstairs, to the door of your parents’ bedroom. You wonder why this staircase exists—if it is to connect children to their parents, why do they have to be so far apart in the first place?

“Did you go exploring? What do you think?” Ma Ma asks as you climb into her bed.

You don’t reply. You want to snuggle underneath her arm, but you are too afraid to touch her—not with her swollen feet and sweaty, irritable personality prone to suddenly changing from glad to mad, as if controlled by the mystery force growing inside her. Your arms wouldn’t be able to wrap all the way around her anymore, anyway.

“How do you feel?” Ma Ma asks.

You feel nervous, upside down, inside out, heart in your mouth, snakes in your stomach, intimidated, and scared. But you don’t say so, in case the fear crawls out of your mouth and takes the form of monsters. Not of the type that can be repelled by Ba Ba’s bagua, but of the realities of new people and new places and an unknown future.

“I would like that pony I saw on the TV at the airport,” you whisper instead.

You are thinking of that soft plastic horse with the rainbow hair, the one that smells like strawberries and can be any color as long as you like pastel. The cargo ship that used to arrive at your island every three months (and not at all during the typhoon season) only ever brought boring things like food and basic supplies. You made your own toys with matchboxes, bottle caps, and rubber bands looped together to form a skipping rope. Ma Ma cut up an old cotton rice bag and sewed the white bits together to make your rag doll, the colored bits into her dress. You never named her.

“Of course,” Ma Ma replies with a laugh. “Now we are starting our lives fresh over, we can have anything we want.”

“What do you want?” you ask Ma Ma timidly.

“Well, I would really like one of those brand-new kitchen appliances that can turn from a mixer to a blender to a grinder. Imagine how much of a whiz I’d become in the kitchen!”

You both laugh as you remember the time Ba Ba had gifted Ma Ma with a new electric eggbeater, only for Ma Ma to still use her old metal whisk. You are glad to see Ma Ma can be the funny person here that she was back home.

“I don’t really need a magic kitchen appliance,” says Ma Ma. “All I want is for us to be happy in our new home. For everything to be wonderful.”

She reaches over and finally engulfs you in a hug, and you remember how things used to be; you love her so much. And one day you might learn to love the baby in her tummy, like you’ve been told you have to, even though right now it is an abstract, unformed idea in your head.

The doorbell rings. You both stare at each other in surprise. No one knows you’re here. You have no friends. Know not a single soul.

Ba Ba has already opened the door by the time you’ve raced over. A woman and man stand on the tattered doormat. The woman is holding a tower of plastic containers, which she passes awkwardly over to your father.

“Huynh,” the man says. He points to himself and his wife.

“Lim,” replies Ba Ba, patting his chest. He puts his hand on your head.

“Aunty. Uncle,” you say politely. They are not related to you, of course, you’ve only just met them, but it is custom for you to call anyone older than you by these names as a sign of respect.

Mr. Huynh takes a step back and points over to the single-level, brown-brick house next door, to the left of Big Scary. “Home.”

“Please, come in,” says Ba Ba. He is careful to enunciate the New Language carefully.

“So, this is the food everyone eats in this country?” you whisper to your father in the Old Language. There are rice noodles in one of the clear boxes, an aromatic beefy flavor coming from it. You think you can smell coriander and mint.

“No, not exactly…,” replies Ba Ba. “They are more like us.”

This only confuses you. You’re sure they haven’t come from the same place you did. This is not a dish that Ma Ma cooks.

In the kitchen Ba Ba points to the ad in the newspaper, and Mr. Huynh says, “Work,” then mimes lifting something heavy off the ground. No one can understand his charade. So he uses the phone on the wall to call the number and speaks to the person on the other end in a pause-and-go staccato, but it is much better New Language than you are capable of.

Ma Ma comes out of the bedroom. She looks tired, one hand on the small of her back, one cupped underneath that giant belly. There are so many questions you have for Ma Ma. Who are these people who are neither the Old People nor the New People? What is this food that is similar to what she cooks, but not the same; what is anything anymore? But she sees you open your mouth and, as if she fears what might come out, quickly looks away and out the window. You feel her emotionally pull away from everyone, even you.

There is a kind pressure on your arm, and Mrs. Huynh leads you away and walks around the house with you. She takes you into the formal dining room, where there sits a huge wooden table with legs that end in cat’s paws. She points at the ancestral photos on the walls. You have no idea who any of these people are, just that they all look unhappy. The unhappiest of all is the beautiful bride in the black-and-white wedding picture.

Mrs. Huynh smiles and takes your chin in her hand.

“Son. No friend,” she says to you. She tries to gesture with her hands, but the meaning doesn’t come out. She clicks her tongue at herself. You are lost with each other and lost in this land.

As they are leaving, the Huynhs invite you all over to their place. Ma Ma declines and says maybe tomorrow. Through the sliver of the closing bedroom door, you watch as Ma Ma lies down and stares up at the ceiling. Then you follow Ba Ba next door.

The house is really small, uniformly brown, and does not appear to be alive like your house. It is also extremely cluttered. Nothing is thrown out, not even empty boxes or the newspapers stacked up high, slowly turning into fossils.

Ba Ba and Mr. Huynh go out back to look at something. You sit down in front of the television on a neon green and black leopard-print rug, which you definitely expect to be alive, but it is not.

    The news is playing, and you learn of a civil war happening in a faraway place called Lebanon, but it does not look civil at all. There is also a cold war between two countries, but it seems heated and rash instead. A shuttle blasts into space and a woman prime minister gives a speech. Mrs. Huynh gets up and switches the channel.

You watch a cartoon about a princess of power who holds a glittering magic sword high up in the air. Mrs. Huynh sits behind you in the armchair, sewing buttons on a huge stack of clothes that appear too big to belong to either of them. There is a large jar of buttons and a large jar of coins on either side of her.

There is a feeling that you are being watched. You quickly turn your head, and something comes crashing down, but whatever or whoever it was has disappeared from the doorway. You keep watching and, sure enough, a hand comes creeping around the corner to retrieve the dropped toy spaceship. You watch for a little while longer, but the rest of the body that belongs to the hand does not show itself.

You go back to watching that colorful cartoon. Mrs. Huynh stares at the empty doorway, shakes her head, and clicks her tongue again. After you leave the house, you are still left wondering about the owner of that mystery hand.

First Uncle must not have cooked much at home, as both the pantry and the fridge prove to be bare. Ma Ma unpacks the noodle dish from Mrs. Huynh with suspicion and gives it a good sniff. Your parents won’t eat the noodle dish because they don’t eat beef. But they say you can because you are in the New Land now. When you point out that they are part of the New Land too, they laugh and say that they are too old for some things to change. Ma Ma and Ba Ba share a rice dish instead. You push the mound of raw mint, bean sprouts, and chiles aside, but you eat everything else. The meal is delicious. You tell yourself some new experiences are good.

That night, lying in the secondhand pink-framed bed that First Uncle bought for you, your parents feel a whole universe away downstairs. Your rag doll, with her one-dimensional drawn-on face, provides no comfort. The pink wall, softly glowing in the dark, is keeping you awake. You still haven’t found the way to the Room on the Roof. It has been a really long day. You have traveled thousands of miles over the ocean, and your stomach still feels as though it’s up in the air.

The wardrobe door creaks open. You pull your covers closer to your face. Maybe it’s your imagination, but a slice of neon pink glows out of that crack.

Out of bed and you are fleeing down the stairs with your hair standing on end, so fast that it feels as if you’re flying. You dive under the blanket between the two sleeping bodies of your parents, and when they wake and ask you what’s wrong, you don’t want to tell them. Ma Ma groans and tosses in bed. She tries tucking another pillow between her knees, but now that she is awake, she cannot get comfortable again. She gets up and pads to the kitchen.

The light that reaches the bedroom is normal and yellow. You relax back into your parents’ bed, although you refuse to take the blanket off your face. The more you think about it, the less sense it makes—what would be haunting your room? A pink monster?

There are real things you ought to be scared of, you remind yourself. Like starting a new school, having to make new friends, a language you can hardly speak or read…

Your stomach knots up and you realize that you haven’t managed to console yourself. You are still scared. In a different way.

As you worry about a billion things, you are unaware of the exact moment when the light inside your mind goes off and you are asleep. Somewhere in your dreams, a pink door opens and a black-and-white cat comes out and winks at you.






CHAPTER THREE Plasters
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When you wake up the next morning in your own bed, there are tears streaming down your face, even though you’re unaware that you’ve been crying. The window next to you, streaked with rain, has been crying too. You sit up abruptly, wipe your eyes, and hold your rag doll tight. You have to get used to sleeping by yourself, that’s all.

It’s the school holidays, so you should go out and explore that garden you can see from your bedroom window—your garden now. Not like the workers’ tenements on the island with that sad piece of grass you had to share with all the other kids. In the back corner you can see a rotary clothesline slowly spinning in a circle. When your clothes are washed, they will be hung out in private, not tethered on a long piece of bamboo from the balcony of your fifth-floor apartment so that everyone can see your old, holey underwear.

It is all yours. Even so, you look warily at the wardrobe door, now firmly shut, and you feel a strange sense of dread and confusion; a tug-of-war inside you trying to decide if you belong here or if you are a guest. Or if you’re not welcome at all.

There is a sharp beep coming from outside the house, and you leap out of bed and down the stairs. You throw the front door open, and Ba Ba, down below on the driveway, is grinning out the open window of the driver’s seat. Your family has its very first car. It is a tiny secondhand thing with rust patches, bald tires, and a broken taillight that has been fixed with orange cellophane. But the important thing is that it runs.

Mr. Huynh gives you a thumbs-up, and you hide behind the front door because you are in your pajamas—not the type that people buy specifically for sleeping in, with teddy bears and cartoon characters, but the clothes that you used to wear during the day, that have become so old that Ma Ma makes you wear them at night.

Ba Ba is dressed in his old work overalls that Ma Ma has cleaned up as much as possible. The overalls tell a story—with paint stains, engine grease, dried cement, and fabric burns—of all the jobs Ba Ba has ever had a go at.

They are all hard jobs, Ma Ma says, but she says you don’t want to grow up and do a hard job. You want a good job where you work in a clean office as someone important, like a doctor. Everyone will look up to you and Ma Ma will be so proud. You must do well at school here so that everything, all the sacrifices and hardships your parents have made, will be worth it. Instead of lifting you up and making you feel lucky, it makes you feel leaden, as though the world is on your shoulders.

The car pulls away with another loud beep, and you lift your arm to wave but drop it down beside you with a sigh. You hide from Mrs. Huynh, who comes through the front door with a large cardboard box. You wait till she leaves before you come out from the living room.

“Come and look at this,” Ma Ma says as she approaches and puts a hand on your shoulder. Ma Ma sits on a chair in the kitchen and opens the cardboard box while you sit down on the tiles. The brown-and-orange circles stare up at you curiously.

Folded at the top of the box are old baby clothes and baby bibs. Ma Ma gives them a sniff and places them lovingly on her knee. You wonder how old the Huynhs’ baby is now. Ma Ma pulls out a jacket and a pair of long pants with school logos on them that look suspiciously like they might fit you.

“Go on, try them on. This is the school you’ll be going to.”

You find yourself jumping off the floor as though a mouth had somehow opened in between all those brown-and-orange eyes and bitten you. Then you run away from your fears by racing out the back and loudly slamming the screen door shut. There on the back steps, you kick at the concrete all the way down.

You wonder why the house is built so high. It takes twenty-six steps to get down from the back door. From the front, you have discovered that it takes thirty steps, as the staircase bends a little. If you walk all the way down either, there is a red wooden gate on the side that should open to let you pass to the other side. But it is locked. It is arched like a hunched man with two heart-shaped holes for eyes that watch you, no matter which side you’re on.

Big Scary looks down at you, surrounded by more of the tall, dark green cactus and a thin palm tree that rustles loudly like stormy weather. You search for the Room on the Roof that you could not find yesterday. It is there; it is real. From the back, though, there is no window and the eye cannot see you.

A twig cracks behind you and you turn your head. At the top of the fence, exactly where you saw that black-and-white cat, is not a pair of yellow eyes, but brown ones instead. They belong to a boy who sees that he has been caught spying, gasps, and quickly lowers himself out of sight.

Still standing on the bottom step, you look at the waist-high weeds and wonder if you are brave enough to dive straight in. There could be snakes slithering around the roots. There could be spiders and creepy-crawlies. There could be dead things. There could be anything. But then you remember that you are running from your problems and there is only one way to go and that is forward.

You jump into the grass.

You run right up to the fence and look through a hole in the wood.

Your brown eye meets another brown eye that didn’t expect it, and you watch as the boy turns and flees into the Huynhs’ house. Frowning, you stand up straight again, scratching your head.

The grass bends wildly in the wind, but it is only grass.

In fact, now that you stand in the middle of the wilderness of the backyard, it is actually quite boring. The little domed glasshouse looks even more rusty and broken up close. The overnight rain has streaked the panes. There are no orange trees that First Uncle died under. Maybe that was a dream. Maybe all this is one bad dream.

Curling yourself up on the bottom step, you resolve to stay out here, hoping that when the day finally goes black, you will disappear with it. But you are so hungry, your belly is aching. And you are so cold, you are shaking.

There is a little meow behind you, and you turn your head to see the black-and-white cat sitting on a step above you. Then the cat does something unusual. She lifts up one of her paws and signals you to come toward her.

You turn your head and look all the way up to the top of Big Scary and decide you’ve forgotten what made you upset or angry and that you need your mother’s love.

So you follow the cat back up the stairs. As you decide to lift her into your arms, you find the cat is gone. All that is there is a vaguely cat-shaped rock next to the screen door, which looks as though it has been there always. Maybe First Uncle used it to prop the door open; maybe you didn’t notice it before.

Or maybe the rock just winked at you.

Back inside Ma Ma takes you silently in her arms even though you are conscious of pressing too close against her belly. There is a guest sitting at the kitchen table in the form of Mrs. Huynh with a mug of instant coffee in front of her. Like a magician, she smiles, stands up, and makes everything better.

First, she gets both Ma Ma and you to sit down. Then, from the big foam cooler she has brought over, she takes out a plastic tub of peanut cookies and places it on the table. As you stuff your mouth full of the sweet, crumbly goodness, Mrs. Huynh pulls out a bamboo steamer, and before long there is a plate of warm dumplings and red bean baos.

Both you and Ma Ma eat as though you haven’t eaten in your whole lives (or were ready for a hearty breakfast at least). All that remains afterward is one corner of hard skin from a dumpling and the soggy paper off the bottom of the baos. You both stare at Mrs. Huynh as she finishes stir-frying vegetables and meat, putting them in a plastic container to cool down. There is rice cooking away in the rice cooker.

Mrs. Huynh will go, but she will come back with a cardboard box full of basic food items in cans and packets that she puts into the pantry. You watch as Ma Ma fishes out an old red packet from her bedroom and folds money into it. She tries to give it to Mrs. Huynh. Mrs. Huynh smiles in an understanding way and pushes the red packet back into Ma Ma’s hands. Ma Ma’s cheeks go red.



Later in the day you curl yourself into a corner of the house and daydream. Big Scary takes your body and hides it from the world. You flick through the collection of little books you have made for yourself. You write poorly in the New Language, unable to rearrange the alphabet into many correct words. You write even worse in the Old Language, the characters you attempt always sloppy, Ma Ma telling you off about your incorrect order of brushstroke. So you let pictures be your voice instead. You draw complete stories and staple them together.

You will start a new book today. And you find yourself drawing a picture of a house, with a singular room at the very top in which a giant eye that fills the entire window looks out. You draw brown-and-orange eyes. You draw heart-shaped eyes that stare out of a wooden red gate. In your corner you hide from the thought of the first day of school. You tell yourself that it’s not real; you screw it up into a tiny ball and throw it into the wastepaper basket in the back of your mind.

“Are you going to buy me the toy pony?” you ask Ba Ba when he comes home from his new job at the end of a long day. But he’s in no mood to talk. He doubles over with one hand on his hip, the other forming a fist to hammer on the small of his back.

“Had to carry many bags of concrete mix to the roof of the building site,” he says. “I am sure they were cruel on purpose.”

There is talk about asking Mr. Huynh about “unions” and “workers’ rights,” but you don’t know what that means.

“Ma Ma says we don’t have to make our own toys anymore and that I can have the pony. I want the pink one with wings and blue thunderbolts down the side.”

That is when Ba Ba shouts at you.

Shocked, you take a step back.

Ba Ba puts his face in his hands and goes silent. Ma Ma swallows and puts her hand on her stomach. Silently, she takes off Ba Ba’s dirty work shirt from under his undone overalls and sticks on so many capsicum plasters that his back becomes a strange, fleshy patchwork.

Ma Ma says they will suck out the aches. You will see in the morning, she says, the bottom of them will turn black, and that means they have sucked out the aches. You recoil from these giant Band-Aids; you’ve had one placed on yourself once and it burned. But in the morning, when they are ripped off Ba Ba, you will look—half horrified and half fascinated—at the wrinkled, shriveled skin underneath.
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