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“Ah Ma told me that in the beginning there was nothing. Then there was an egg,” said Biju dramatically. “A giant hatched out of the egg and started to push the heavens and the earth apart. That’s how the universe was created.”

“Is that so?” said Peijing, thinking carefully. “If there was nothing, then what created the egg?”

“Shhh,” said Biju. “You’re ruining the story. Anyway, that’s not how the story really goes.”

“Well, how, then?”

“In the beginning, there was an egg, and out of it hatched two sisters.”




CHAPTER ONE
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Ah Ma said she could tell if the mooncakes she was making that year for the Mid-Autumn Festival would be perfect or not just by the feel of the yolk. She had peeled the salted duck egg and weighed it with her hand. It was a good egg. She passed the golden middle to her granddaughter.

“Oh, no,” said Peijing. Eager not to drop it into the sink, she had held on too tight. Now the yolk lay misshapen in her palm, no longer a miniature full moon.

Peijing looked out the kitchen window at the real full moon, hanging so yellow and round that it almost sat on top of all the apartment buildings surrounding their own. She felt as if the moon would drop out of the sky if she so much as breathed wrong.

The Guo family were very superstitious. There were things forbidden during the festival. Don’t point at the moon or the goddess living there will cut your ear. Don’t stare at the moon if you have recently given birth, gotten married, done a bad deal in business, or have too much yang energy in your body.

No one could ever explain properly to Peijing what this yang energy was.

“As the old proverb goes,” replied Ah Ma, “there are no mistakes in life, only lessons.” She smiled mysteriously and passed Peijing another egg yolk.

Ah Ma showed her how to wrap the washed yolks in lotus paste to make the mooncake filling. Peijing let out a breath she didn’t even know she was holding. Ah Ma gently touched her on the shoulder, and she felt like they were sharing a secret.

The Guos were also a very traditional Chinese family who didn’t believe in touching or hugging each other because it wasn’t an honorable thing to hug or touch each other. But sometimes, as Peijing discovered, there were cracks in the rules for those who were very young and very old.

Out through the arched doorway that looked into the living room, where all of Peijing’s aunts and uncles had come to play mahjong, she could hear the shrill voice of Second Aunty saying that she had to leave already. Second Aunty cleaned the airport for a living and had to wake up at five in the morning.

This was followed by the sound of crying. Peijing peered through the doorway, and there was Ma Ma with her face in her hands, looking vibrant in her new green housedress, but sounding as sad as a piece of tinkling jade.

It was definitely forbidden to cry during the Mid-Autumn Festival. Although Peijing was eleven years old now and considered herself far from being a child, she still didn’t understand why adults would tell others not to do a thing and then do it themselves.

But it was no good—Second Aunty still had to wake up at five in the morning. Second Aunty told Ma Ma to stop crying. To think about how Ma Ma and her family were moving to Australia the next day. The move would improve Ma Ma’s yin energy. It would be a lucky life. Not like Second Aunty, waking up at five in the morning, six days a week, to pick up disgusting things travelers left behind on airplanes. They didn’t forget to take just their magazines, you know.

Peijing felt the nerves in her stomach. Block 222, Batu Bulan East Avenue 4, was the only home she had ever known.

She looked out the kitchen window to the playground. It was small and surrounded by the tall apartment blocks on all four sides, and kids would often fight to use the equipment, but Peijing liked how it felt contained and protected against the outside world. Safe. She could see her younger cousins strung out on the climbing frame, lighting up the night with sparklers like a constellation—even though they were definitely not allowed to play with matches. On the highest point of the frame, atop the rocket-ship slide, sat Peijing’s little sister, five-year-old Biju, fearless against the dark.

“Come and help Ah Ma do the next step,” said Ah Ma gently.

Peijing was sure “help” was too generous a word for her grandmother to use, as rolling out the sweet mooncake pastry was the hardest part. She was unsure if she could ever get it as thin as Ah Ma did without making a hole. She declined the rolling pin Ah Ma passed to her.

“How long have you been making mooncakes for?” asked Peijing, surprised that she had never thought to ask before.

“The womenfolk have always been making them as long as I know,” replied Ah Ma. “My mother taught me, and her mother taught her. I can even remember my great-great-grandmother making them. It’s the same family recipe.”

Ah Ma leaned in closer to Peijing. “The secret lies in the homemade golden syrup.”

Peijing marveled at Ah Ma’s long memory. She felt a strange sensation about being the last on a long chain of these mooncake-making women, little Biju showing no interest in mooncakes other than eating them. Peijing felt anxious that she could only do the easy bits, as if time might just run out before she could learn to do it all.

That’s if anyone made mooncakes in Australia anyway.

She had overheard conversations about how different things were going to be for Ba Ba, Ma Ma, Ah Ma, Biju, and her once they arrived. How they would have to learn new ways and new customs. How the stores there might not even sell salted duck eggs.

She wondered what they made for Mid-Autumn Festival in Australia. If they celebrated Mid-Autumn Festival at all.

Ah Ma pressed the pastry and the filling into the wooden molds, and Peijing watched as the mooncakes tumbled out, perfectly shaped and imprinted with mysterious designs on the top.

“What about these designs? What do they mean?” Peijing asked, tracing one of the mooncakes with her finger before hiding her hand behind her back.

“That, I don’t know. These meanings have been lost in time. That symbol is so old that even someone as ancient as me can’t understand it.” Ah Ma chuckled and dabbed the pastry with an egg wash. “It is from before the first written language, when our ancestors used to pass stories from mouth to ear and try to hold them safe inside symbols. Stories would stay for eight thousand years, then stories would fade.”

Peijing had been learning about the universe at school—the big bang, the first stars, the first single- celled life—and she knew, in the scheme of things, eight thousand years was just a blink of an eye. She was worried that this precise moment would disappear and would never come back again.

“But as the old saying goes,” continued Ah Ma, “the palest ink is better than the best memory.”

A written story could last forever. Peijing wasn’t very good at writing her feelings down and she worried about that.

As the mooncakes baked away, Biju suddenly made her grand entrance into the kitchen, plum sauce from the duck she had eaten for mid-autumn dinner still around her mouth, her clothes smelling like firecrackers.

“I want one of those,” she said loudly, peering through the glass into the oven.

She did not say “please.” Manners were also very important to the Guos. As the eldest daughter, Peijing was a mirror, a reflection of her mother. So she was always careful about how she behaved. As her younger sister, Biju was a reflection of Peijing.

Well, supposed to be, anyway. Pejing pressed her lips together and sighed.

“Then you’ve arrived just in time.” Ah Ma smiled. She didn’t mention anything about Biju not saying “please.” She pulled the hot rack out of the oven with a dishcloth.

Peijing looked at all the perfectly baked mooncakes in wonder, and she felt golden and magical. Biju placed her arms around Ah Ma and sank her face into Ah Ma’s apron. Peijing wished she were still small enough to do the same.

“Let’s see how they turned out.” Ah Ma placed one on the cutting board and fetched a knife. Peijing found herself holding her breath again. As if her whole life depended on this moment. Ah Ma sliced down with the knife and pulled the two halves apart.

It was perfectly baked.

The yolk in the middle round and yellow.

Peijing let go and took a breath.

“Yuck!” yelled Biju. “I hate the ones with the stinky egg!”

As abruptly, the thin webbing that held the magic together, where the middle of a mooncake could be as big as the moon, was destroyed. Peijing knew Biju was only five and couldn’t help it, but she wanted to remember this moment as perfect.

Ah Ma divided the mooncake into four pieces. Peijing picked up a slice and looked at the yolk, now a quarter moon, and felt haunted for reasons she could not explain. A cold, empty feeling like the vacuum of space. She popped the piece into her mouth. It tasted delicious. Salty, sweet, and crumbly.

“Don’t worry. I’m going to make your favorite filling next. Sweet red bean with pumpkin seeds,” Ah Ma said to Biju.

“Why didn’t you make my favorite first?” Biju demanded and scrunched up her face. “I might be asleep by the time they finish cooking!”

Peijing sighed again. She always seemed to be sighing at one thing or another, carrying the weight of one responsibility or another on her shoulders. Biju, on the other hand, understood none of these things.

“My apologies. Ah Ma got it the wrong way around. Ah Ma is forgetful these days.”

Biju suddenly went quiet.

“I was really looking forward to eating my last mooncake here,” she said quietly and sucked on her fingers. “We don’t know if anyone even makes mooncakes in Australia.”

And with that, it felt like the universe connected the two sisters again. Peijing’s heart softened.

“Can I help with anything?” Ma Ma appeared in the kitchen, rubbing her face. Peijing did not want to tell her mother that one set of fake lashes on her perfectly made-up eyes was missing. Ma Ma was holding a mahjong tile in her hand. She deposited it absentmindedly on top of the fridge.

Peijing stared up at the symbol for the East Wind.

Ah Ma set Ma Ma to work straightaway rolling pastry. While they were busy chatting, Peijing took her sister by the hand. Together they slipped away, past the adults playing mahjong, to their shared bedroom. Their bare feet moved faster as they approached the door.

To a world of their own.




“In the beginning, there was an egg, and out of it hatched two sisters,” declared Biju. “They stood on either side and pushed up the sky together. So high up that heaven and earth would never meet again.

“Their imagination created all the animals, their tears created the rivers, the blackness of their hair the night sky, and the twinkle in their eyes all the stars. Oh, and the big sister’s flaring temper created fire.”

“Yes, that is true,” said Peijing, “but you got the wrong sister.”

“I don’t think so!” replied Biju in a huff.




CHAPTER TWO
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From under Biju’s bed, a cardboard box was ceremoniously removed from its hiding place. It used to contain forty-eight packets of instant prawn noodles, the exclamation of HAR MEE HO LIAO! imprinted on the side. Now it held an entire world.

“At least in Australia we will still have the Little World,” said Peijing.

“We might not make mooncakes anymore, but we will have the Little World,” echoed Biju.

“Do you remember what I told you?” said Peijing solemnly.

Biju nodded.

“Tomorrow morning, we wake up early. We put all of the Little World into my suitcase.”

Peijing knew it didn’t matter if the Little World was placed into one or the other of the pull-along suitcases Ba Ba had bought for the two girls. But for some reason Peijing felt that, being the eldest, the honor needed to be hers. She thought about that new suitcase—supposedly tough enough to be thrown around in a plane, but startlingly fragile-looking in bird-egg blue—and she felt scared.

But the Little World was something familiar. Something safe. Something to escape into. Where minutes could become hours and hours grow into days. Where, in a blink of an eye, ecosystems could grow and flourish and collapse again back into the ocean, and large herds of beasts that only existed in your mind could cross from one continent to another. Where something you made yourself could be your home, even just for a while.

“Will the red barn go into the suitcase first?” asked Biju, her loud voice small now.

“Yes, of course it will,” replied Peijing good- naturedly, even though she was annoyed at Biju for having to even ask the rules.

“Is everything going to fit?” Biju put her hand on top of the box and gave it a gentle push. The Little World had grown so vast it was threatening to spill out.

“It will fit,” Peijing reassured her sister.

She had stuck to packing the bare essentials into that pull-along suitcase: an old special blanket and a new book on space. Sacrificed a pillow, a drawing kit, and a warm fuzzy pair of socks. Although she had never been on a plane before and these seemed like things she might possibly need, the Little World was more important.

“None of the animals will be hurt?”

“Of course not.”

All the animals were made of paper, after all.

“Can I look at them one last time?”

Peijing rather preferred that the Little World stay exactly where it was. She had her superstitions too.

But the Little World was a shared world, so—very carefully, under her supervision—parts of it were allowed to be taken out and unfolded onto the floor. There were zoos and farms and a network of underground burrows and branches of trees made of many pieces of paper taped together.

There were oceans, rivers, and lakes, too, but, as some of them were so big they stretched from one side of the room to the other, they stayed in the box.

In the center of it was the red barn, with its great double door.

And all of it was populated by tiny individual animals that were carefully cut out, cherished, and placed into their homes. The Little World was a secret that not even Ma Ma or Ba Ba knew about.

It had started as a small act of defiance when Peijing would draw in the columns of her workbooks when she should be doing homework. Just things small enough to be hidden by the side of her hand if Ma Ma walked past. Later she took to cutting them out and hiding them in secret places.

Ma Ma seemed too busy to notice anyway. But Biju noticed. Maybe because she was small and therefore noticed incredibly small things that adults never did, like a ladybug sitting on the windowsill or a cicada resting on the old pedestal fan. Biju was allowed to join in once she proved she could use scissors properly, and also because it was nice to share sometimes, as keeping a secret is a lonely thing. The Little World was their own handmade heaven.

Peijing tried not to love it all too much. Otherwise she would start to suspect that she was good at drawing, and she really needed to be better at math and science because Ma Ma told her so.

She surveyed the land with a critical eye. There existed neat, meticulously drawn animals that reflected those on planet earth. Those were her creations. On the other hand, there were also strange, anatomically incorrect animals and animals that technically weren’t necessarily even real animals that she had definitely played no part in. When Peijing thought about it, she and Biju couldn’t be more different as two creators of the one world.

To fit in with the theme of the holiday, Biju had drawn a giant moon over four sheets of paper. It was wonky, and Peijing thought it looked more like a potato than a moon. Biju had also made the rabbit who lived there. Peijing thought the front paws were too big, the tail unrealistically drawn like a cotton ball instead of a prawn dumpling, but she didn’t say anything because she was a good big sister.

Biju pressed her nose against the glass of their bedroom window and stared up at the mid-autumn moon.

“Look! See the real jade rabbit on the moon?”

Biju pointed to the marks that made up the ears, the feet, and the mortar and pestle the jade rabbit held between his paws. Pounding the elixir of immortality for the goddess who lived there all by herself.

Peijing knew the world couldn’t exist without Biju’s storytelling, but all she could say was, “Don’t point at the moon! The goddess will cut your ear!”

Biju scowled. “I don’t believe those dumb superstitions,” she said, which Peijing thought was interesting since Biju believed there was a rabbit on the moon.

They were interrupted by a noise outside the closed bedroom door, and the Little World was quickly packed away, the box pushed back into its hiding spot under the bed. Peijing straightened the blanket so it covered up the gap.

“Now I think it’s time for you to go to bed,” she told Biju.

“Are you going to bed too?” Biju answered back.

Peijing thought about it. She wanted to stay up for a little longer. “Not yet.”

“That’s unfair! Why do you get to stay up?” Biju stamped her feet.

“I’m older than you,” replied Peijing, a perfectly reasonable explanation, she thought.

“I’m not tired,” said Biju and yawned.

“Fine. Don’t forget I’m just trying to be a good sister by reminding you we have a big journey ahead of us tomorrow,” said Peijing. Her voice sounded sensible and responsible. She always sounded sensible and responsible.

She wondered if Biju, Ma Ma, Ba Ba, and even Ah Ma ever saw the real girl inside of her. The one with all the hairs on her body standing up like the scales of a scared pangolin. The one that longed to break free.

Biju ran out the door and didn’t return even after Peijing called after her with a raised voice. Peijing shook her head and left the bedroom.

Out in the noise of the living room, her parents were engaged in a heated game, Ma Ma surveying her tiles with an inscrutable mahjong face, always the most competitive member of their family. Peijing thought about the East Wind tile still sitting on top of the fridge and wondered if its absence made a difference.

While the aunties and uncles talked about money and their aching joints, conversations regularly punctuated with a dismayed “Aiyah!,” the cousins had come in from the playground and were sprawled on the couch watching TV and looking bored. Ah Ma was lying on the rattan armchair, legs splayed, eyes closed, and mouth open.

In the kitchen, Peijing found Biju in front of the red bean mooncakes now baking in the oven. The girl who claimed she was not tired was curled up on the tiles.

Peijing found herself shaking her head again. As gently as possible, she picked up her sister and half carried, half dragged her to the bathroom. There she brushed Biju’s teeth for her, while Biju, tried to argue and fight.

She tucked Biju into bed, between the two large bolsters that made her sister feel safe. Biju fell asleep straightaway without a word of thanks.

Peijing sat down on her own bed and thought about the responsibilities that weighed were as heavy as the actual weight of her sister. It was her duty to look after Biju without question; her sensible mind knew that. But when she searched her heart, she knew she would do the same, even if she wasn’t told to.

Biju was a reflection of her big sister, this was true, but Peijing could only hope she was as fierce and unafraid as her little sister. She laid her head on one of Biju’s bolsters and felt hopeful for their future.

Although she said she was going to stay up later than her sister, she, too, fell asleep.




“Ah Ma told me how the jade rabbit got on the moon,” said Biju.

“Will you promise not to point at the moon again?” said Peijing, and added cautiously from the side of her mouth, “You know what the goddess will—”

“No,” said Biju.

Peijing sighed. “Tell me, then. How did the rabbit get on the moon?”

“He offered the most that anyone could ever offer,” said Biju theatrically. “He made the biggest sacrifice anyone could ever make. So, in honor of this, the goddess took him to the moon with her, so everyone in the world can be reminded of this forevermore.”

“Which is?”

“I’m not going to tell you because you’re trying to get me in trouble with the goddess.”

“Biju!”




CHAPTER THREE
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Peijing and Biju woke up in the darkness the next morning to commence their secret plan. But Ma Ma was already up before them and came barging into the room without asking, giving orders and placing her hands on her hips. She was immaculately dressed in a white two-piece: a blouse and a pleated skirt with colored circles on it. Her permed hair was neatly styled. Peijing wondered how long Ma Ma had been up, but she didn’t ask as it would be disrespectful.

Peijing looked at Biju, each of them on opposite sides of the kitchen table as they sat in their pajamas and ate coconut jam baos, hot out of the bamboo steamer. They both squirmed uncomfortably in their chairs, trying to act normal, waiting for a break so they could get to the Little World, which still sat inside its cardboard home under the bed.

Peijing was a little shy to even look at Ba Ba as she had rarely seen him out of his work clothes. Ba Ba usually worked all days of the week, even though he was supposed to have Sunday off. He looked unfamiliar in his polo shirt and casual pants.

Ma Ma tried to ask Ba Ba again if she could take the mahjong table along with them, as she had no idea if you could get one in Australia. But Ba Ba said no. It was too big. They would have all the new furniture they needed in the new house in Australia. Ba Ba’s company was providing for all of that.

Anyway, they had already promised Second Uncle he could have the mahjong table. Ma Ma said fine, Second Uncle could have the mahjong table, then. But she still wrung her hands, touched the mahjong table one last time, and looked worried.

Peijing was busy noticing all the little details and trying to help Ah Ma, who had strangely forgotten to take the wrapper off the bottom of her bao and was trying to eat the whole thing, paper and all. Peijing didn’t notice when Biju slipped away.

Until everyone heard the bloodcurdling scream from the bedroom.

Peijing looked at Ah Ma, then at Ma Ma and Ba Ba, before the four of them ran to the bedroom.

Biju was in there howling at the top of her lungs.

Ah Ma went inside first, as Ah Ma was the one with the magic touch when it came to the girls, but she came out after a while with a confused look on her face. There was nothing wrong with Biju. She just wouldn’t stop screaming.

Ma Ma went next, and, since it was Biju’s duty to listen to her mother, Biju’s tantrum should have stopped. But the little girl opened up her mouth and another great howl came out. Ma Ma said she had no idea what was wrong. Biju wouldn’t say.

Reluctantly, Ba Ba had a go. It wasn’t his duty to get involved in the raising of the children, so all he had to say to Biju was that he was going to discipline her with the chicken feather duster if she didn’t stop. This only caused her to howl even louder.

Peijing put her hands over her ears and went to stare at the kitchen clock. As much as she was nervous about leaving, at this rate they were all going to be late. They would miss their plane and they wouldn’t be able to start their new life in Australia.

After the third hand on the clock traveled one whole circle, and Biju was still carrying on, Peijing went back into the bedroom, shooed everyone out, and closed the door.

“Are you going to tell me what the real matter is?” asked Peijing.

“I can’t!” shouted Biju.

“Don’t be silly, I’m your sister,” said Peijing and sat down on the bed next to Biju.

A tear appeared on Biju’s face, which she angrily brushed away. Silently, she got up off the bed and pulled the prawn noodle box out.

Peijing gasped.

She had been fully expecting this event.

She had been dreading it.

But even she had not expected it to happen on the very morning they were due to leave.

Whenever the box started to get too full, an event called an Extinction would occur. Sometimes up to half the world would suddenly disappear. One time—during the very worst of the Great Extinctions—only the red barn was left at the bottom, seemingly having escaped for no explainable reason.

Of course, Peijing knew it was Ma Ma who was responsible for the Extinctions. The last one correlated with the time six months ago when Ba Ba told Ma Ma he was taking the job at the new office in Australia. But Peijing felt the need to lie and shelter Biju from this fact, concocting an elaborate story about how, like the real world, the Little World also suffered from catastrophic events. The greenhouse effect, tectonic shifts, melting ice caps.

Biju would make faces and yell at the heavens, balling her hands into fists and being dramatic in the way all the Guo women were dramatic, but she accepted it. Sometimes Peijing worried about what would happen if Biju found out the truth. She wondered if her sister already knew and just didn’t want to face it.

But this Extinction was worse.

There was nothing left in the box.

Never since its existence had the Little World suffered a complete Extinction such as this.

“Do you remember the dinosaurs?” said Peijing, grabbing Biju’s arm. “The falling meteorite? The way the little mammals hid away safely and emerged after the dust settled and the sun came back out? I need you to focus on that.”

Peijing ran her hand desperately all along the sides and bottom of the box as it taunted her, HAR MEE HO LIAO!

Finally, from under a flap, she drew out a single scrap of paper. It was the crushed jade rabbit, concertinaed together so that his head came comically straight out of his hind end, a very sad rabbit.

“This is enough,” said Peijing, pressing it into Biju’s hand. “To restart the whole world. Now listen carefully. Take the rabbit and hide him in your suitcase. It is your great responsibility not to lose him, okay?”

Biju nodded.

The vision inside of Peijing’s head, the one where she carried the whole of the Little World to the new world, like so many mass migrations and geographical shifts in history before, vanished without a trace. A feeling of resentment against Ma Ma traveled into her heart.

But, just as quickly, Peijing pushed the thought out. Ma Ma always told her she had to be a good girl because all her ancestors could see her, like when she’d read how Santa Claus could see all the Western kids being either naughty or nice. Just without any sort of present at the end as a reward for behaving.

“When we reach the other side, the first thing that must be rebuilt is the red barn. Then the rest will follow, do you understand?”

Biju nodded again. She wasn’t screaming anymore.

“Am I really allowed to be the one to carry him?” she asked.

“You drew him, so yes.”

Biju folded her fingers carefully over the paper rabbit. The girls stood staring at Biju’s closed hand. Peijing had the dreaded thought that if Biju opened it at the wrong time the rabbit would disappear, like an awful magic trick.

She didn’t know why Biju was standing there so silently, though.

Yes, she did. Biju had that look on her face that said she still had another secret trying to burst out.

“You were right!” Biju exclaimed.

“What are you talking about?” replied Peijing. “I’m never right.”

“I pointed at the mid-autumn moon, and the goddess cut my ear!”

Biju turned to the side and revealed the skin behind her right ear. Peijing squinted at it. At a stretch, it could be a celestial cut, but it looked more like a scratch that Biju probably made while she was sleeping.

Peijing was going to point this out, but the look on Biju’s face suggested she might start screaming again.

“This is what you need to do,” said Peijing, putting on her most practical voice. “Tonight, you will say sorry to the goddess in the moon.” Peijing clasped her hands together in prayer and shook them up and down. “Then the scratch will disappear.”

“Are you sure?”

“I promise, Mei Mei. Remember last weekend when we were at the temple? While you were busy trying to prank me by hiding my flip-flops in the sea of shoes outside? I saw someone with this exact problem ask the question, and that was the answer the Tao master gave.”

Biju stopped grimacing, and a small smile appeared on her face. Unexpectedly, she threw her arms around Peijing’s waist and squeezed her tight.

“Thank you, Jie Jie! You always know how to fix things.”

Peijing hoped in her heart of hearts that this would always be true.

She wasn’t going to tell Biju that she had just made the whole thing up.

Yes, she had been observant inside the temple that day. She had been busy shaking fortune sticks and trying to look serious and grave, when in fact she was simply asking the oracle the chances of chicken rice for dinner.

Peijing took out a little plastic container from her travel bag, a gift of magical cure-all from an aunt who had been to Australia on a holiday. VASELINE: WHITE PETROLEUM JELLY, read the white letters on the blue sticker. Peijing scooped out some of the sticky substance and rubbed it on Biju’s scratch. Biju complained it stung, even though Peijing knew the cure-all was soothing and would heal up the scratch with any luck by tomorrow.

She smoothed out Biju’s damp bangs on the pretense that she was just straightening it. Then they parted—Biju to hide the rabbit and Peijing to struggle with where to put all her big feelings—before they came back together to stare down at their respective beds.

Placed there by Ma Ma were the expensive outfits that always came out for special occasions. Two identical sky-blue party dresses made from a stiff, rustling fabric. Peijing was eleven and not five like her little sister, but it didn’t occur to her to be embarrassed. After all, when she went to birthday parties with girls the same age as her, they all wore the same types of dresses.

The embarrassment would come later, in Australia.

“What’s wrong with Biju?” asked Ma Ma with a frown on her face as the sisters came out of the bedroom.

“Growing pains,” replied Peijing and dodged any more questions.

With Biju’s drama out of the way, the family packed up their suitcases and left their apartment for good. While in the taxi, Biju insisted on having her suitcase at her feet, and she kept one hand on it the entire trip. She secretly said that she could feel the cut on her ear healing already. Peijing smiled to herself.

They got to the airport on time.




“Ah Ma also told me about how the goddess came to be on the moon in the first place,” said Biju.

“On a rocket ship, right?” said Peijing.

“Don’t be silly,” said Biju, “These tales are thousands of years old and they didn’t have rocket ships back then.”

“I guess that makes sense,” said Peijing. It did not make any sense to her.

“Back in ancient times, there used to be ten crows who could turn into ten suns. These suns all took turns to rise in the sky. Until one day, they all rose into the sky at the same time.”

“Oh, that sounds like it could be as hot as Australia,” said Peijing.

She couldn’t imagine it. All she had known was the humidity of Singapore: stepping out of the shower and the water droplets on her body turning into sweat before she had a chance to dry off.

“So that meant all the crops failed, all the rivers dried up, and the animals started to die,” said Biju. “Everyone cried and cried, but it was so hot no tears came out.”




CHAPTER FOUR
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Biju had always referred to her older sister by the title Jie Jie. Peijing referred to Biju as Mei Mei. The prospect of anything else would be as horrifying as calling Ma Ma and Ba Ba and Ah Ma by their real names.

But while waiting for the boarding lounge to open at the airport, Biju made herself a friend of the same age and started a boisterous game of chasey, even though the two were told by both sets of families to stop running around and to sit down. Biju’s new friend did not call either her older sister or brother by any formal titles. She called them Zoe and Ben.

Peijing looked at all the magazines and sweets in the newsstand trying to distract herself, but she still felt nervous, her belly heavy. She couldn’t think of anything worse than making friends with someone who was catching a completely different plane to a completely different country, and the awful good-bye that would come with never seeing that person ever again. But she kept her feelings to herself, where they multiplied in the pit of her stomach like snakes.
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