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            Dedication

         
         
            For my mother, and the mother figures in my life

             

            And for my two little clouds

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses . . .”

            —Hebrews 12:1
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            I.
Vivi

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            i.

         
         The shock was not sudden but creeping, like sitting in a bathtub of warm water turning cold. My stomach had been bubbling
            with hope when Acek had turned the key and opened the front door. But as I wandered through the new house, an invisible weight
            descended. My head began to ache. Cloud felt heavy in my arms.
         

         
         Acek pulled open the curtains to let in more light. Disturbed, they released a dry shower of dust and the faint scent of mold.

         
         “Can’t rent a place in the city this size for this price,” he observed in his gravelly monotone.

         
         “Never,” I murmured, trying to sound appreciative. Which I was. Genuinely. What would I have done if it weren’t for Acek?
            Where would Cloud and I have gone?
         

         
         Cloud began to squirm, and my bad shoulder twinged. I set him down on the mud-colored tiles to let him crawl around as I further
            sized up the place we’d call home.
         

         
         Weeks beforehand, Acek had told me over the phone that this place came partially furnished. At the time, I took it as a plus and told him to say yes. Now, I wondered if Acek had been trying to warn me. The puke-yellow sofa was pimpled in gray lint and sagged. The kitchen cabinets and drawers were stocked with chipped crockery, five forks, and a melted silicone spatula. There was a broken-down wardrobe in the bedroom. In the other room sat a black desk coated in gummy residue to which roach and rat droppings had become stuck. But Acek’s expression showed no sign of disgust or dismay, and I recalled what my sister had said once—about how Gabe had spoiled me. And I felt, guiltily, how she must have been right. Splitting up with Gabe meant leaving all that. This was my life now. 

         
         Cloud made it to Acek’s foot and, clutching at Acek’s trouser leg, pulled himself up to standing. I saw a look of uncertainty
            cross Acek’s face as his calloused hands hovered above Cloud’s little head, unsure of what to do. I swooped in—at least, as
            much as I was capable of swooping in—and picked Cloud up, noticing how dirty his hands and knees were from that briefest of
            crawls.
         

         
         “Well, I’d better get going,” said Acek, running his hand through his thinning hair and glancing at his trusty Casio watch.

         
         His niece, Nina, had driven us. She was still waiting in the car.

         
         “Thank you so much, Acek,” I said, reminding myself of all the things he had done to help me in this new stage of my life.
            He’d given me back my old job. He’d helped me find this place. Out of his own time and pocket, he’d even installed essential
            appliances—fridge, cooktop, washer, phone—so everything would be ready when Cloud and I arrived. There was a new mattress
            in the bedroom, too, as well as some basic food items in the pantry and fridge.
         

         
         As we stood together, the sunlight muscling through the filthy windowpanes, I felt the sudden urge to hug him, or pat his shoulder, or squeeze his hand, or something of the sort. This wasn’t necessarily strange, given he was the closest thing to an uncle I had. But we rarely showed affection that way. And something about his demeanor stopped me. 

         
         “I’ll call you later about Monday,” he said finally. “Take the weekend to rest and settle in.”

         
         I nodded. Monday was when I’d start work. He’d already mentioned there was an employee carpool. Nina would pick me up. Then
            he said goodbye and left.
         

         
         I studied the bus timetables Acek had stuck to the fridge. Cloud plucked off a magnet and tried to pop it in his mouth. I
            pried it from his fingers and bent down to pick up the fallen timetable, but my thighs were too weak to lift us back up. We
            sank to the floor. Unfazed, Cloud crawled off my lap to explore the kitchen. Kneeling, I stared into the blankness of the
            fridge door. And the most horrible feeling flashed through me, though I couldn’t name it then. Or now.
         

         
         That was more than a year ago. I’ve grown used to everything. The dust and grime has never gone away, no matter how much I
            clean, but it’s become familiar after living here so long. It’s our dust now. Our grime. Our sticky dropping-studded desk,
            which I’ve draped in a plastic tablecloth and piled with the two empty suitcases so I never have to be reminded of its surface.
            Our broken-down wardrobe, which is only a little more broken-down than many other items of furniture I’ve acquired over the
            past year. Our pimply sofa, where I sit every night after putting Cloud to bed, just like I’m doing now, gathering the energy,
            which will never come, to fold laundry, to put away dishes, to clean the bathroom, to tidy up the toys.
         

         
         I’ve even grown accustomed to Acek’s aloofness, which I thought I was imagining that day.

         
         You can get used to anything, I tell myself, half bitterly, half in encouragement.
         

         
         The memory surfaces, as it does from time to time. A memory of a memory. Of waking up after my rebirth. Of soft morning sun
            streaming through the trees, casting shadows on the private hospital lawn.
         

         
         “Hey.” It’s Gabe’s voice—soft and cool as the pillow against my cheek.

         
         I roll my head away from the window to face my husband. He is sitting by my bed, eating yogurt and berries from a bowl. Probably
            from the café downstairs. Spending the night in the hospital has only accentuated his effortless good looks, his thick black
            hair more tousled than usual, light stubble throwing his chiseled but boyish features into relief.
         

         
         “How do you feel?” he asks, taking my hand.

         
         I think before answering. “Good. I feel good.” It’s actually true.

         
         A fleck of purple-stained yogurt flies from his laughing lips. “See? Told you you’d be fine.”

         
         “Where’s the baby?” I ask. I haven’t named Cloud yet.

         
         Gabe presses the call button. “They’ll bring him, now that you’re awake.”

         
         “How long did it take?” I ask.

         
         “An hour and twenty minutes.”

         
         I stare. “That’s it?”

         
         Gabe laughs again. That easy, disarming chuckle of his. “You were a hungry girl.”

         
         I don’t know why I’m so surprised. Everyone told me it would be this way. Quick, with no recollection of pain. As if I’d simply fallen asleep and woken up refreshed. 

         
         Even the terror I felt before losing consciousness has a fuzzy, faraway quality to it—the fear that spiked when my muscles
            began to slacken, and the midwife pulled the baby I’d just birthed from my arms.
         

         
         “No, no, no,” I mumbled, the words coming out in a slurry, the midwife gently pressing my head into the pillow, my body into
            the bed.
         

         
         “Ssshh. It’ll be over before you know it,” she said. “You won’t feel a thing.”
         

         
         Gabe appeared, his face hovering over mine. He kissed my forehead.

         
         “You’ll be fine, Viv,” he told me.

         
         I tried to scream, but blacked out instead.

         
         Now I’ve woken up to the sun and the lawn and my loving husband. The nurse brings the baby in for his first breastfeed, and
            the world is complete.
         

         
         I’m tingling with joy as my son begins to suckle. It must be joy. What else could it be?

         
         The nurse beams with approval. “A perfect latch.”

         
         Gabe kisses my cheek and gazes at our child.

         
         I pick at my top molars with my free hand. There’s something lodged there. It’s flat and jagged. I yank it out and examine
            it: a shard of bone, sheathed partially in gooey flesh.
         

         
         The nurse holds out a small metal tray for me to drop the bone into.

         
         “We try to clean you new mothers up as best we can,” she laughs. “But it’s no easy task.”

         
         My eyes run to my nails, the undersides of their white tips caked with dried blood. I feel myself start to shake, but with great effort, it passes. The tingle remains. A constant thrum. 

         
         See, I reflect, from my ugly sofa in the new life I’ve made for myself. You can get used to anything. And like back then, I sit quietly, and will myself to be calm.
         

         
         I have the time and space to do this alone at night. Tomorrow, a new day begins.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            ii.

         
         I burst out of the house into the cool dark morning, backpack slung over my right shoulder, Cloud’s socks and shoes clutched
            in one hand. Cloud himself is tucked under my left arm—barely. I am holding him horizontally, by his middle, and he is screaming
            in rage. My co-worker Zoe sees my plight from inside the car and opens her door. I heave Cloud and his shoes in and clutch
            my left shoulder, which is on fire. Zoe helps again by shutting the door, trapping him inside. I run around to the other side
            and get in. The sound of my panting fills the air.
         

         
         Lina turns around from the front passenger seat. “Good morning, Vivian,” she says in her educated Malaysian accent, which
            has a British-posh ring to it. She’s the most proper of all us employees. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in anything less
            dressy than a blouse. You’d think she worked at a desk, not a hobbler’s bench.
         

         
         “Morning,” I mumble, strapping Cloud into his car seat.

         
         Meanwhile, Zoe tickles his feet as she puts on his socks. He giggles, the white-hot tantrum of a few seconds ago already forgotten.
            That was why he was crying in the first place: he wanted to go out barefoot.
         

         
         “We must wear socks and shoes when we go outside,” sings Zoe, Velcroing his little sneakers on.
         

         
         I said almost the exact same thing earlier when pleading with Cloud, but never mind. It’s different coming from Zoe, the kind
            of person children love. She’s in her early twenties and had four younger siblings growing up in Vietnam, so she’s great with
            kids. She wears tiny tees and baggy jeans to work, and always throws in fun jewelry. Today she’s wearing a sparkly fruit-bat
            pendant, which Cloud is fingering in awe.
         

         
         I open my backpack and take out our hastily packed breakfast: for me, a slice of bread spread with peanut butter and folded
            in half, for him a plain slice. We didn’t have time to eat before leaving the house.
         

         
         “Plain bread again?” asks Lina, who has taken the trouble to turn around once more, this time to inspect our food.

         
         “He likes it that way,” I say, mouth full of peanut butter.

         
         She looks doubtful. “Doesn’t he need protein?”

         
         I know I could try to explain that Cloud only started hating peanut butter two weeks ago. That he now protests at even the
            thinnest smear. That I try to feed him protein in other ways. But Cloud woke up an hour earlier than usual and getting everything
            packed and ready with an almost-two-year-old grabbing my legs, demanding my attention, is really hard (physically carrying
            him screaming and struggling out to the car being the final straw), so, I do not have the energy to defend my decision to
            Lina, the most annoying of my co-workers, who herself was once a new mother but whose son is now grown and whose rebirth went
            without a hitch, as all rebirths do, my case being the exception, so she will never understand.
         

         
         Stop being so negative, Vi. I remind myself she’s just trying to help. It’s not her fault she has lapsed into judgmentalism. People always find my state difficult to comprehend. 

         
         Despite my silence, Lina persists. “Have you tried making peanut butter pancakes? You could mix the peanut butter into the batter.”
         

         
         It’s just as well that she’s sitting in front. Otherwise, I’d strangle her.

         
         From the driver’s seat, Nina observes in her low voice, “I’m sure Cloud will be fine.”

         
         And then, Lina actually shuts up. I’m pleased—and surprised. Nina rarely says anything. She’s a lot like her uncle, Acek,
            in this respect.
         

         
         We reach the main road and Nina guns it to 45 kilometers per hour. It’s the fastest we can go on the modified petrol they
            sell to waste-era vehicles. They want drivers to switch to newer energy-efficient models, insofar as they want anyone to drive
            at all. But Acek’s done the calculations, and replacing either of our ancient vehicles—this rusty sedan or the company van—would
            be far more expensive than making do with the current state of affairs.
         

         
         The sky has lightened to a cornflower blue by the time we pull up to work at the corrugated steel shed behind the run-down
            house where Acek and Nina live. In the summer, we start early to save electricity and take full advantage of the natural light.
         

         
         As we spill out of the car, we greet Libby, who prefers to cycle to work. Like Zoe, she’s a student who works for Acek part-time.
            Libby’s bike is already resting against the shed wall next to our sign, Arvin’s Hobbling Services. She’s taken off her helmet and is fluffing her pink-streaked blond bob. Her full name is Liberation. She’s the only one
            of us who isn’t Chinese, though Acek swears he didn’t take race into account when hiring. “It just happened,” he claims.
         

         
         I believe him. We once swapped recruitment stories during lunch. Everyone except his niece and me was hired via a flyer on the Chinese supermarket community bulletin board. Libby shops there too—a fact which made Lina’s eyes nearly pop out of her head. 

         
         Though we’re all ethnic Chinese, except for Libby, we’re also quite the international bunch. Acek, Nina, and I are Chinese
            from Indonesia—Medan, specifically; Zoe’s Chinese (a.k.a. Hoa) from Vietnam; and Lina’s Chinese from Malaysia.
         

         
         These are fine distinctions that don’t matter to most people in the area, and they’ve dubbed us “the Chinese hobblers.” They
            think we don’t know, but we do. But today, we’re leaning in to our nickname. It’s Chinese New Year’s Eve. We’re celebrating
            together, as if we’re one big family. Plus, tomorrow, the first day of the lunar year, Acek is giving us the day off.
         

         
         We five employees trickle in through the wide roll-up door, me bringing up the rear, holding Cloud’s hand. But instead of
            heading to their benches, everyone who enters the shed makes an immediate detour to the left. Once Cloud and I enter, I see
            why. A waste-era electric generator sits next to two squat silver cylinders of propane gas—a compact trio of highly illegal
            items. In the meantime, Acek comes through, parting our little crowd, carrying a metal tripod trailing two tubes. He sets
            it down with a grunt beside the cylinders, and I realize it’s some sort of cooking setup, with a burner and valves and connectors
            for gas. It looks like he made it himself.
         

         
         Hands on hips, he surveys the items with pride.

         
         “Is this for tonight?” asks Lina. She manages to sound excited and disapproving at the same time.

         
         Acek fixes us all with a deadpan gaze. “Don’t tell the cops or you’ll all lose your jobs.”

         
         Everyone laughs nervously, not just because of the joke-threat of unemployment. There’s a certain thrill about a celebration so energy-lavish that it defies the law. 

         
         The mood changes tangibly. In anticipation of tonight’s dinner, there’s a lightness to everyone’s movements as they settle
            down to work. Even I feel buoyant. I lead Cloud to his playpen next to my bench. My goal is to finish the toaster oven. Finally.
            With this goal in mind, I survey Cloud’s toys like a warrior assessing her arsenal of weapons.
         

         
         The play kitchen generally keeps him occupied the longest, but he used it a lot yesterday. There’s the chance he’ll weary
            of it too quickly, or worse, for good. The train set keeps him absorbed, too, but requires more frequent intervention if something
            goes wrong. The xylophone is useless, as is the pull-along duck on wheels—they’ve become non-entities as far as he’s concerned.
            Loved one day, discarded the next, I reflect in passing.
         

         
         After more deliberation, I select the imitation Hot Wheels cars with their broken but still serviceable plastic track.

         
         “They can race,” I say in as excited a tone as I can muster, placing them in a corner of the pen.

         
         He looks doubtful, but I maintain my smile. To my relief, he takes the suggestion and toddles over to play. The clock starts
            now, not just for the cars, but for me: I estimate fifteen minutes before he calls for my attention or assistance. I scatter
            a few more vehicles on the other side of the pen, on the off chance they buy me extra time.
         

         
         My left shoulder still aches too much from this morning’s battle, so I pry open the toaster oven’s side panel with my right hand. I fire up my sluggish brain to recall where I left off yesterday. The new inverter’s already installed. Now I test it for efficiency. Not great, but it’s the best we can do. More importantly, it passes official state requirements, albeit by a hair. 

         
         All I need to do now is replace the plug. I’ve just gone across the shed to rummage through the plugs and connectors box when
            I hear someone hollering my name. It’s Lina. She’s pointing frantically in Cloud’s direction. I rush back to the playpen.
         

         
         He comes into view, little eyebrows knitted in concentration as he fiddles with two pieces of track. My immediate happiness
            at seeing him alive and unhurt gives way to irritation. Why has Lina called me over?
         

         
         “He’s having trouble with the tracks,” she explains loudly in a tone I know well. It’s the one that seasoned, older mothers
            often use to speak with me whenever I’m with Cloud, which is all the time. The tone that even mothers my age or younger use
            once they realize I’m faulty, and therefore, how much I require their insight and intervention.
         

         
         “Thanks,” I mutter.

         
         Lina is often oblivious, but she picks up on my sarcasm. “I’m just trying to help,” she explains. “I know your condition makes
            it hard to sense these sorts of things.”
         

         
         “Then why don’t you do something about it?” I ask.
         

         
         She looks genuinely aghast.

         
         “But you’re the mother,” she says. “I’d never dream of doing that!”

         
         I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I understand what she’s saying. If I were a normal new mother, I would never let someone
            else attend to my child. Her way of assisting is to stand on the sidelines, trying to get me to operate normally. It doesn’t
            occur to her to lower the standards for normal operation; my health may be poor, but Cloud’s needs haven’t changed.
         

         
         I enter the pen to help Cloud, who is getting increasingly frustrated, as Lina has anticipated. He wants to attach the track to another, incompatible one. I try to show him how they don’t fit together, ashamed that even someone whose mothering abilities have long since faded has keener maternal senses than I do. But the more I demonstrate, the more incensed Cloud becomes. He screams and bangs the offending track pieces against the playmat, then hurls them out of the pen where they clatter against the concrete floor. 

         
         I glance at the clock on the wall above the entrance. Two tantrums today, and it’s barely seven-thirty. I want to hide. I
            want to leave. I want to sleep. Instead, I lower myself with great effort into a cross-legged position and pull Cloud into
            my lap.
         

         
         A change comes over me, as it sometimes does in such situations, and always beyond my control. Machine mode, I’ve come to call it. My eyes dim. My hearing grows more muffled. My emotions retract like snail antennae, shrinking from
            the exterior world. “There, there,” I say, my voice modulating to a gentle register. My hands press his little head into the
            crook of my neck and pat his back. “I know,” I hear myself say soothingly. “I know.”
         

         
         Except, I don’t know. Not at all. I don’t know how two pieces of orange plastic can infuriate anyone so. I don’t know why,
            despite my best efforts to defuse these situations, they persist in exploding. I don’t know what I can do to make everything
            better. I don’t know why I am missing all the skills that I require to improve the situation. Cloud and I have been thrown
            into a deep pit, and I lack the ability to get either of us out. We will die in this pit, but everyone dies at some point,
            so if I can just postpone our deaths, it will be okay.
         

         
         Cloud has calmed down, but not quite enough to be left alone in the pen again without making a fuss. I lift my body to its feet and sit Cloud on my right forearm, taking care to favor my left shoulder as much as I can. I walk back to the box of plugs and connectors. I set him down, and we both sift through. I select three possibilities and lead him by the hand back to my bench. He’s chosen something too. My hope is that it will keep him occupied while I try to compare plugs and make a fit. Instead, he drops his choice and reaches for the three I’ve set on the bench. 

         
         “Those are Mama’s,” I say, pushing them out of reach. He lunges for the toaster oven’s disembodied dials, and I push those
            away too.
         

         
         “Wa,” he yells in frustration. “Wa” means “want.”

         
         “No,” I say softly but firmly. My fingers close gently around his wrists.

         
         “How is the toaster oven?”

         
         I glance up. Acek is watching us, sipping coffee from his thermal mug. It’s the first time he’s acknowledged my presence today.
            Even now, it’s really the toaster oven he’s acknowledging. This is normal behavior for him these days, and yet it still stings.
         

         
         “Pretty much done. Just a bit of rewiring, and I think she’s good to go.”

         
         My approval-seeking tone surprises me. It’s the voice of a bygone era. It reminds me of when I first started working for Acek
            as a teenager, enthusiastic and eager to please.
         

         
         Acek’s expression remains neutral. “I told the client how much the repairs will cost. It’s more than she thought. She said
            if we can sell it for her, she’d prefer that instead.”
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Cloud making a grab for the toaster oven frame. I haul him into my lap to restrain him.
            My left shoulder smolders.
         

         
         “Okay, Acek,” I reply in that same strangely peppy voice. “I’ll give it a good clean too.”

         
         “You set the price, Vi.”

         
         I nod as Cloud struggles to break free of my grasp. “Wa,” he insists.

         
         At this last “wa,” Acek seems to realize I could do with some help. He crouches down, the paunch beneath his gray striped
            polo shirt compressing into a ball.
         

         
         “Come to Akong,” he says affectionately, patting his knees.

         
         Cloud toddles into his arms.

         
         As they walk away, I pretend not to see the jellybean he slips into Cloud’s mouth. Or think about the jellybeans he feeds
            Cloud in a surreptitious trickle when he thinks I’m not looking. Cloud probably gets at least thirty over the course of an
            average workday. I suppose I should be grateful that Acek is affectionate to Cloud, even if he’s no longer warm toward me.
            Trying not to care, I return to the toaster oven. I now have added incentive. It’s been Acek’s new system since moving the
            business out here: for any item we end up reselling, 10 percent of the net profit goes to the employee who fixed it up. If
            the item comes from a customer—as in this case—they too get 10 percent commission, like selling on consignment.
         

         
         Acek’s always been savvy at the business side of things. It’s how he turns a decent profit, though you’d hardly know it from the way he dresses and lives—the same cheap polo shirts and polyester trousers on rotation, the same secondhand furniture he salvaged from the streets and through migrant community networks when he arrived in this country in his late twenties, before I was born. Acek only buys something if it’s on discount or cheaper in bulk. Even the jellybeans he feeds Cloud are from two human-torso-sized jars under his desk. I bet WholeSale had a deal: more jellybeans than any single person could consume in their lifetime, two for one. But to his credit, Acek’s not a cheapskate where it matters. He treats us employees well, and our wages are fair. 

         
         Employees, plural. That’s taken getting used to. Back in the city, it was just him and me. There are more customers out here.
            The cost of living’s lower, but so are incomes, and even now, the cost of even the simplest RDC-compatible appliance is an
            investment that your average below-average household can’t take lightly, if at all. Twenty years ago, when the shift from
            alternating current to revolutionary direct current was announced, the government assured everyone that more affordable appliances
            were being developed. Technology evolves quickly to meet consumer demand, they assured the public. But RDC machines are still expensive, and people out here still prefer to hobble old AC ones to fit the new grid.
         

         
         Free of Cloud, I fit the new plug in no time. I bring the toaster oven to the testing station and turn the dial. I check my
            watch. At the three-minute mark, the heating element begins emitting an orange glow. I bring my hand close to feel how warm
            it is. For the final test, I’ll have to ask Acek if he has any bread.
         

         
         Acek is alone at his desk, doing paperwork. I ask first about Cloud’s whereabouts, then about the bread. The answers to both
            questions lie in the house. I exit the shed and enter through the back door, passing through the kitchen to the lounge room,
            where Cloud sits in Nina’s lap on the rattan-frame sofa watching TV. The blue curtains are closed—though the fabric is worn
            so thin they hardly keep out any sun at all. He’s watching The Wiggles on DVD. As with most hobbled TVs, the screen flickers, but Cloud remains mesmerized nonetheless. I wonder if he remembers the TV we used to watch—the latest in RDC technology; giant flat-screen; crystal-clear images. So energy efficient that we never had to worry about exceeding our household quota, not that we ever had to worry if we did. Those were the luxuries of being married to Gabe. 

         
         “So we’ll pay the fine.” Gabe would always say, letting the episode we’d just finished slide into the next, his arm drawing
            me closer to him on our sofa, his cheek nuzzling mine.
         

         
         My chest aches at the memory, my body missing the sensation of being held and loved by someone my size. From this angle, in
            this light, Cloud’s resemblance to Gabe is undeniable—the slope of his nose, the shape of his eyes, the way his little lips
            break into a smile.
         

         
         Nina’s startled to see me standing in the doorway.

         
         “Acek asked if I could mind Cloud for a bit,” she explains. “He had something to do.”

         
         Nina and I both call Acek “Acek,” but in her case, he’s her actual biological uncle—her father’s younger brother. Her parents
            died in a car crash three years ago and left her the house. It’s the main reason Acek moved out here, so his niece wouldn’t
            be alone.
         

         
         I met Nina for the first time last year. She came with Acek to pick Cloud and me up at the station. Truth be told, I’m not
            sure I know her any better than I did back then. She’s quiet, though I wouldn’t call her shy. Reserved, more like it. She
            keeps a certain distance, even when she does speak, even when she’s standing right next to you. And she wears heavy makeup
            but pairs it with stretched out tees, ill-fitting jeans, ugly hoodies—streetwear, but without the style. The total effect
            is jarring. Somehow, you’re not sure where to look.
         

         
         I catch myself. Don’t be such a bitch, Vi. She lost her parents. As someone whose mother died young, I should be more sympathetic. Who cares what she wants to put on her face or what clothes she wants to wear? Not like I’m fashionable myself. 

         
         “Do you have any bread?” I ask. “I need to test a toaster oven.”

         
         Nina slides Cloud off her lap and heads to the fridge. I plunk down next to Cloud and squeeze his little thigh.

         
         “Having fun, sweetie?” I ask, putting on my widest smile.

         
         He answers with an abstracted nod, then returns to the blissful world of full-grown men and women prancing and singing in
            brightly-colored outfits. The settings keep changing. One minute they’re in a forest, the next minute they’re rowing a boat
            on a lake. It reminds me of the old Chinese music video DVDs that Pa would watch: a singer on a green riverbank, then at a
            famous landmark, then on a beach, the song itself rolling relentlessly on. Though he’s happy, I feel guilty that he’s having
            so much screen time. Twenty minutes per day is the recommendation for children under five, as Gabe was fond of reminding me.
         

         
         When I remember this about Gabe, the ache in my chest goes away.

         
         “Be good for Aie Nina, okay? Mama has just one more thing to do. Then we’ll have lunch.”

         
         This time, Cloud doesn’t even bother to respond.

         
         I head to the kitchen, where Nina’s taking out a slice of white bread.

         
         “It won’t be much longer,” I say apologetically. “I just want to get this toaster done.”

         
         She hands me the slice. “Take your time. I don’t mind. Anyway, I’m in between jobs.”

         
         “By the way, thanks for this morning,” I add, to make up for my mean thoughts about her fashion sense.

         
         She looks confused.

         
         “In the car. When Lina was being Lina.”

         
         “Oh, that.” Nina cracks a faint smile. “No worries.”

         
         She looks like she’s about to say something else, but shuts her mouth instead.

         
         

         The bread takes fourteen minutes to brown—not too bad for this kind of model. I do some calculations to come up with a price,
            then give the toaster a good clean. Some stains can’t be removed, but overall, it looks pretty good. I return to the lounge
            room to retrieve Cloud. He’s still glued to the TV, still in Nina’s lap.
         

         
         “Come, darling,” I say in my sweetest voice. “Time to change nappy. Then, when you’re nice and dry, we can have lunch.”

         
         He eyes me with suspicion. I wait one breath cycle, inflating, then deflating my lungs. I pull my lips into yet another smile
            and hold out my arms, keeping them at waist level for my shoulder’s sake. “Mama made your favorite. Pasta.”
         

         
         A gleam of interest shines through. He’s a fish eyeing the hook.

         
         I add a further enticement: “There’s a bikkie for dessert.”

         
         “Bikkie!” he cries, toddling over.

         
         There’s no way I can carry him. Instead, I lower my arms and lead him by the hand back into the shed.

         
         As I change Cloud, I remember how overwhelming I once found the business of nappies. Inserts, liners, boosters. Cotton versus
            bamboo. All-in-ones versus all-in-twos versus pockets. Prefolds and flats. It had never occurred to me, pre-motherhood, that
            it could be so complicated. Then again, if I were a normal mother, it would have been easy from day one.
         

         
         But things are getting better, I tell myself. No, not tell—remind. Because it’s a truth that I must remember, even though I don’t feel or see it. It’s what will get Cloud and me through. I try to list how things are getting better. For example, he is approaching the age where my rebirth complications won’t matter as much; all new mothers revert back to their normal abilities five years after rebirth, and though I’m sicklier than my pre-rebirth self, the difference between other mothers and me won’t be as pronounced. He can walk now, thank God—he no longer needs to be carried everywhere and all the time. He wakes up only once a night and goes right back to sleep. He’s started talking, so my inability to sense his emotions isn’t as much of a hindrance. In a few years, he’ll start school. Imagine: five days a week he’ll be cared for by competent professionals who will be able to properly nurture his little body and mind. 

         
         I dump the wet-bag of soiled nappies and wipes beside my backpack, disinfect my hands, and get out the boxes containing Cloud’s
            lunch and mine. My stomach churns with faint anxiety about whether he will detect the mashed lentil puree I stuffed inside
            the penne tubes this morning and whether he will deign to eat them or refuse. Leaving no tube unstuffed was a calculated gamble:
            if there’s no alternative, he has to eat them, right? A line pops into my head from the booklet from the Mothering Made Simple
            course, which Gabe signed me up for when Cloud was less than six weeks old. Lentils are an excellent source of environmentally sustainable non-animal protein. Nutritious and delicious. Children love
               them.

         
         Just because he rejected lentil puree spectacularly last week and the week before and the week before that doesn’t mean I
            should give up. Persistence is key. Your child’s nutritional well-being is at stake.

         
         We sit in his playpen together. I fasten Cloud’s bib. I set the lunch box down in front of him. “Yum, yum. It’s your favorite. Pasta.” 

         
         I try to act nonchalant. Eat, don’t eat, it’s up to you is the vibe I seek to convey.
         

         
         Cloud thrusts out his hands and devours two, double-fisted.

         
         My stomach unclenches. Happiness rises.

         
         Urgent hunger satiated, he slows down. His chewing becomes less eager. His forehead creases into a frown.

         
         “No wa.”

         
         He drops the third pasta tube, half-eaten, back into the box.

         
         I feign playful incredulity. “What? But you love plain pasta.”

         
         He meets my gaze. “No pay.” Not plain. He’s right.

         
         “You ate two already. Weren’t they yummy? Mmm.”

         
         I take his half-eaten tube and eat it myself.

         
         “Mmm. Delicious.” Who are you fooling, Vi? You’ve never been a good cook.

         
         He laughs and offers me another, smashing it into my lips.

         
         I eat it. “Yum! So good!”

         
         He tries to feed me another.

         
         “No, no. That one is for Cloud.”

         
         “No wa.”

         
         “Just try? If you finish your pasta, you get dessert, remember? There’s a bikkie.”

         
         “Bikkie!”

         
         “Bikkie later. If you finish lunch.”

         
         “Bikkie!”

         
         “Two more pastas. Just eat two more for Mama, then you can have the bikkie.”

         
         We’ve devolved into the bargaining stage. I know it’s all downhill from here, but it’s too late. We’re already bottom-bound.

         
         “No wa! Bikkie!”

         
         “Just one. Please? Eat it for Mama?”

         
         “Bikkie!”

         
         Just beyond the playpen barrier, Lina hurries into view. Is she coming to help? Did she take what I said earlier to heart?

         
         She opens her mouth. “Mentioning the biscuit was a mistake. Nutritious food is its own reward.”

         
         The murder in my eyes sends her scuttling away. I turn back to Cloud.

         
         “One more bite,” I plead.

         
         “No wa! No wa!”

         
         Cloud kicks, sending the box flying. The tubes scatter all over the mat.

         
         “No!” The word is out of my mouth before I can stop it. A loud boom. “NO!”

         
         I crawl over and pick up the tubes, throwing them angrily back into the lunch box one by one. “Why did you do that?” I shout.
            Not that I expect an answer.
         

         
         Cloud wails. Of course. His own mother is yelling at him. Where’s machine mode when I need it, I think bitterly to myself, too angry to feel sympathy or remorse.
         

         
         But I do feel shame. In it floods, filling my body, flushing my cheeks. I’m acutely aware that all eyes in the shed are either
            on us or trying very hard not to be on the mother gone wrong and her poor, poor son. His howls of anguish ring through the
            shed.
         

         
         Zoe comes over. I can’t even bear to meet her gaze. She touches my shoulder and the softness of the gesture makes me flinch.

         
         “You must be tired, Chị. Have some lunch. I’ve eaten already. I can take him outside.”

         
         Zoe has the endearing habit of calling me “Chị” and Cloud “Em”—“big sister” and “little sibling” in Vietnamese. The Vietnamese Chị and what I call my own big sister (Ci) are pronounced similarly, and the familiarity has a calming effect. 

         
         Zoe even opens my lunch box for me (filled also with pasta and lentils, but mixed together) and hands me my fork. Then she
            and Cloud are gone. I can hear her voice receding into the distance, telling him about how they’re going into the wild to
            look for creatures. Then the shed is quiet.
         

         
         I’m too embarrassed about my outburst to do anything but stay where I am, cross-legged in the playpen. An animal belongs in
            a cage. I eat my food. And as I stare at the fallen pasta tubes, my mind flits to another site of shame. The community center
            where the Mothering Made Simple class met every Wednesday morning for six weeks. Arched doorways and skylights. Meticulously maintained indoor hedges. Taupe
            and sage paint. Tasteful and elegant, like all the public spaces in our old neighborhood—the parks and playing fields, the
            pavilion and library, the green, the oval, the square.
         

         
         I recall the week we learned about lentils and nutritional well-being. Solids, read the words on the whiteboard, as if solids could only ever refer to solid food for infants, and not, for example, geometrical solids, which had been my first thought.
            Another symptom of my rebirth gone wrong.
         

         
         I try to remember what else I learned that day as I walked Cloud around the back of the room, bobbing and shushing him, notebook
            and pen abandoned on my chair. The plan had been for him to nap. The plan hadn’t worked.
         

         
         I could catch snippets of what the instructor was saying if I made a concerted effort to tune out Cloud’s fussing. What solids were ideal for starting bub’s food journey: sweet potatoes, bananas, carrots, oat porridge, Weetabix. What quantities were ideal at week twelve, and thirteen, fourteen, and so on. Such detail. I glanced at the other mothers, babies quiet in their arms, effortlessly committing to memory everything the instructor said. I wondered which one would be the most understanding if I asked her to write notes for me in my book. 

         
         The instructor proceeded to draw a color-coded wheel chart on the whiteboard suggesting different categories of foods to rotate
            among in three-day cycles, one-week cycles, two-week cycles, in differing combinations. Such an approach would assure the
            best nutritional outcomes. It would expand bub’s palate and sensory intelligence. Even if bubba refused a food, it shouldn’t
            be taken out of rotation. Persistence is key. Your child’s nutritional well-being is at stake.
         

         
         Yes, that’s where I heard it. The instructor said it—before breaking off to address me by name.

         
         “Vivian, is everything all right?”

         
         She looked deeply concerned.

         
         A dozen more concerned faces turned to stare at me. A mother unable to quiet her newborn? Unheard of.

         
         “It’s fine,” I assured the whole room.

         
         “A nappy change?” suggested the instructor.

         
         “No, no. He’s dry.”

         
         “You’re welcome to breastfeed, of course.”

         
         I still remember the pause before my reply. “I know.”

         
         It wasn’t long afterwards that I made my move, grabbing my diaper bag and striding briskly away with Cloud in my arms. Two floors up I found an empty function room carpeted in mauve, stacks of chairs and folded tables stored neatly to one side. I remember how swiftly I worked, even though I had only one hand free to pour, measure, and shake. One eye I kept on the door, as if the other mothers from my class were bound to burst in at any time. 

         
         But they didn’t. No one did. I popped the teat in Cloud’s mouth and angled the bottle to slow the flow. How peaceful it was,
            on the carpet in that empty room. I could stay here forever, I thought. The cool cloudy-day sun shone through the windows as Cloud’s lips and cheeks moved in a satisfying suckle motion,
            his tiny eyelids drooping gently down. Once he was asleep, I packed everything up with my free hand, careful not to wake him.
            Solids awaited. I returned to class. In hindsight, I should have stayed put.
         

         
         

         Once I’m done with lunch, I clean up the rest of the scattered penne and head outside in search of Zoe and Cloud. I feel calmer.
            Better. I resolve to stay this way.
         

         
         Zoe and Cloud are crouching under a tree on the far side of the property, examining the base of its trunk. They must be hunting
            for the “creatures” Zoe promised. Maybe they’ve found something. As I get closer, I see he is holding something in one hand.
            It appears to be a half-eaten boiled egg.
         

         
         “It’s mine. I hope you don’t mind,” says Zoe in a rush, probably because of the look on my face, which must be something like
            anger or shock. “He’s not allergic, is he?”
         

         
         “No,” I manage. “It’s just that . . . he doesn’t like eggs.”

         
         “Oh,” she says.

         
         We both stare at him eating.

         
         “Have you tried before?” she ventures.

         
         I regulate my tone as best I can. “Yes. That’s how I know he doesn’t like them.” It still rises slightly at the “them.”

         
         “Well, we peeled and salted it together,” Zoe says sunnily. “Maybe that made it more fun. And I told him there was a special treat inside. A golden treat. Right, Em?”
         

         
         Cloud beams at me, lips fringed in crumbs of yolk. “Eh! Eh!”

         
         Is he repeating her “Em” or is he saying “Egg”? I can’t tell.

         
         Zoe shifts from one foot to another, unsure of how to interpret my silence. “Well, Chị,” she says at last. “I’d better get
            back to work.”
         

         
         I feel awful for making her feel bad. I’m genuinely grateful that she stepped in back there. Unlike Lina, she actually helped me. I summon the energy to put her at ease.
         

         
         “Thank you, Zoe. Really. I needed that break.” It’s working. How warm and appreciative I sound. “Thank you so much.”
         

         
         She smiles—and high-fives Cloud before she goes, leaving him and me alone.

         
         I crouch down. There’s some energy left from thanking Zoe. I squeeze it out, like toothpaste. “Mama’s so happy you like eggs
            now!”
         

         
         Cloud responds with a smile and pops the last bit into his mouth.

         
         “Well done!” I exclaim, pulling him into a hug. And the hug becomes real. I am happy he likes eggs. Who cares if it was thanks to someone else? Your child’s nutritional well-being is at stake.
         

         
         I start to pick him up, but my shoulder twinges. The situation unearths another glittering gem from the class. “Modeling and
            Encouraging Good Habits” in Week 4: a can-do attitude is one of the greatest gifts you can give your child.

         
         “Why don’t you show Mama how strong your legs are?”

         
         I point across the grass to the shed—not far for an older child, but enough of a distance for Cloud that I would usually carry him for efficiency’s sake. 

         
         I hold his hand at first, but because my shoulder objects to stooping, I release my hold at around the halfway mark. He’s
            slowing down.
         

         
         I walk ahead, turn, and crouch.

         
         “Come to Mama,” I extend my arms as much as I can and brighten my eyes, widen my smile.

         
         As he advances, I retreat.

         
         “Mama harry,” he calls, holding out his arms for me to carry him.

         
         “Are you a strong boy? Yes, you are!”

         
         Miraculously, we’re almost at the shed. I crouch down in the shade of its wall and keep cheering him on.

         
         He rallies and runs the last ten or so meters into my chest. I tip gently backward against the wall and extend my legs. I’m
            exhausted, but I manage to bounce him a little on my thighs. I let him play with my fingers and I play with his. I hum us
            a song. These are the moments that will save us. If I can postpone our deaths, it will be okay. I kiss his pillowy cheek and press it to mine until he squirms away. I pluck a long, broad stalk and present it to him as
            if it were a bouquet.
         

         
         A breeze blows low, rippling the green blades. Overhead, wisps of cloud drift, dappling the field in shadow and light. In
            an attempt to stretch out this moment and make it last for as long as possible, I slow my breath, my senses, my thoughts.
            I imagine pulling each ticking second into a long, fine thread. I don’t want to go forward in time to meet my next failure.
            I want us to stay here, now, with my best self.
         

         
         It’s not to be. A few seconds later, a white van screeches onto the property. It looks like our white van, except it’s brand-new and reads Billy’s Boys, Premium Hobbling Services on the side. They’re the other hobbling business in the area, but people don’t call them “the Anglo hobblers” or “the white
            hobblers,” they just call them “Billy’s Boys.” I have enough maternal instinct to tighten my grip on Cloud.
         

         
         The man who gets out is literally Billy’s boy—Billy’s son Jerome. You can see the veins in his forehead and neck, even from
            here. Acek’s already jogging out to intercept him. My mind turns immediately to the propane cylinders and the gas-powered
            items just inside the shed entrance. I know that the others are thinking of them too. We could roll down the shed door, but
            would that attract even more attention? What can he see from where he’s stalking up the dirt drive?
         

         
         As my mind races through possible strategies, I see the others emerging from the shed and standing in a cluster to block the
            contraband from sight, trying to look like they’ve merely come out for a gawk at Jerome.
         

         
         “Fuck you, Arvin!” screams Jerome, slowing to a halt. “Dirty chinks. How can a man make a decent living?”

         
         “What’s the matter, Jerome?” asks Acek, unflinching, voice even. In the meantime, even as he continues walking, he shifts
            course to Jerome’s left. It’s as if Jerome is in the center of a large circle and Acek is following its tangent. Jerome has
            to turn away from the shed to keep Acek in his sights.
         

         
         “Don’t you fuckin’ pretend you don’t know.”

         
         “This about Green Springs?”

         
         “You fuckin’ know it’s about fuckin’ Green Springs.”

         
         Green Springs is a motel an hour’s drive away from us. But, by the looks of their new van, Billy’s Boys could make it in half the time. Shame then, that we got the job and not them. 

         
         “We won the contract fair and square,” replies Acek, but not in a taunting way. His hands are stretched out in front of him,
            palms facing down, a gesture meant to pacify.
         

         
         “Fuckin’ fair and square, my eye. Manager told me your bid. How’s a man to make a decent living, let me ask you that? Fuckin’
            ching-chongs. Just ’cause you’re willin’ to work dirt-cheap an’ we’re not. We got too much dignity for that.”
         

         
         Acek nods gravely at this nonsense, even at this last declaration about Jerome’s dignity. “Yes, I can see that, Jerome. I’m
            sorry.”
         

         
         “What do you know, fuckin’ chinaman?”

         
         Suddenly, he lifts his head and swings round to look at the rest of us—the others at the shed door, me and Cloud to the right.

         
         “All girls, too. Coincidence, I suppose? Whatcha runnin’? Hobblers by day, brothel by night?”

         
         “Hey!” someone yells from the shed. To my surprise, it’s Lina. She steps forward and stabs a scolding finger in the air.

         
         “Stop that! Stop it now! You are engaging in inappropriate and racist behavior! We will call the police!”

         
         Jerome looks surprised too. “Fuck you,” he yells at Lina once he’s recovered.

         
         “No, fuck you,” retorts Lina. “You should be ashamed of yourself. You’d better go before the police get here. We’ve already called them, in fact.”
         

         
         “Don’t believe you,” Jerome snarls as another car chugs into the drive—a rusty red pickup truck. Jerome’s dad, Billy, gets
            out, makes straight for Jerome and cuffs him on the side of his head.
         

         
         “Whadja think you’re doin’?” yells Billy, sparse white hairs waving in the wind. He tries to cuff Jerome again, but his son blocks the blow. 

         
         “They stole the Green Springs job, Dad! I’m givin’ them a piece of my mind!”

         
         “You don’t have any extra to give,” Billy barks. “Get back to the workshop, now.”
         

         
         They exchange a long glare. Finally, the son stalks back to his van. Before getting in, he addresses Libby by way of a shout.
            “And you, missy! Best stick to your own kind!”
         

         
         When Jerome’s gone, Billy shakes his head, rearranging his hairs. “Sorry, Arvin. He’s always had a temper.”

         
         He extends his hand for a conciliatory shake. Acek obliges but doesn’t say a word.

         
         Billy fills the silence. “Must say, though, we were surprised when the manager told us. How can you afford to bid so low?
            What’s your secret?”
         

         
         Perhaps it’s the distance, perhaps it’s the angle, but it seems like Billy’s grip tightens.

         
         Acek clears his throat. “Just business, eh, Billy? You have your secrets too.”

         
         At long last, Billy lets go of Acek’s hand. “Yeah, yeah. Business. Of course.”

         
         Billy turns and trudges back to the pickup. Acek doesn’t move. I can see that he’s mulling something over.

         
         “Billy!” he finally calls out.

         
         Billy looks over his shoulder.

         
         “Next motel job is yours.”

         
         This is Acek’s way of making restitution—for working “cheap,” which is apparently wrong.

         
         Billy nods in acknowledgement but says nothing
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