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I distinctly remember the moment that I knew: I should have been less of a rebel.

I was in my twenties. I was feeling on top of the world as a fashion writer for the Baltimore Sun, a paper I had aspired to work at for years.

And I had decided to teach myself to cook.

Even though I had grown up in Singapore, a somewhat traditional place despite its modern, impressive skyline and reputation as a Southeast Asian economic powerhouse, I had deftly managed as a child to avoid setting foot in the kitchen to learn the wifely skills that my girlfriends were encouraged to pick up.

Instead, I had poured my teenage energies into raku pottery, ballet, Chinese brush painting. Basic fried rice? I hadn’t the faintest clue how to put that together.

Nevertheless, I had a Singaporean grandmother who was both a force of nature and a legendary cook. And so I believed it was in my blood to excel in the kitchen—or at least kill myself trying.

What unfolded was a series of rather unfortunate episodes. Fried rice was so burned that brown, charred chunks of rice seared themselves almost permanently to the wok. (How was I supposed to know that nonstop stirring action was essential to the process?) A stab at fried noodles yielded an inedible, gelatinous mass. (Periodically peering into a pot of boiling water, apparently, was not the way to tell if noodles were getting gummy and overcooked.) An Oreo cheesecake pie I attempted for Thanksgiving turned out so lumpy that one guest gently inquired if I owned a whisk. (Hello, if I needed one, perhaps the recipe printed on the back of the piecrust label should have said so?)

The pièce de résistance, however, was a dish of hello dollies I very enthusiastically attempted after spying the recipe on a bag of chocolate chips at the grocery store. All morning one Saturday I slaved, opening cans, mixing and assembling. As the bars baked in the oven, the heady smell of chocolate, condensed milk, and coconut started filling my Washington, D.C., kitchen. I began to envision the afternoon that lay before me: I would walk into my friend’s home perhaps wearing gingham oven mitts and a matching red and white apron, bearing my baking dish of delicious hello dollies. My friends would inhale the bars, grabbing at seconds—thirds, even! But when they showered me with compliments for my baking, I would merely blush, coyly turn my head, and wave them away with the elegance of Princess Diana.

This, I thought to myself, would be what they call “nailing it.”

Naturally, this was not how it went. In a frantic rush, I had gotten to my friend’s apartment with no mitts and no apron. And when I sliced into the pan to cut up the bars, my knife emerged dripping with a slick, brown and taupe goo flecked with bits of white coconut. As I watched my friends politely lick at the liquid mounds of chocolate and condensed milk I had scooped onto paper napkins—I had avoided serving plates, having had a fervent, if misguided belief in the solid nature of my bars—I realized, I am not the cook my grandmother was.

Growing up in Singapore, I had taken my Tanglin ah-ma for granted.

My paternal grandmother, whom I called Tanglin Ah-Ma because she once lived in the Tanglin neighborhood of Singapore, was a true legend in the kitchen. A slender, birdlike woman with a nest of short, wavy hair that she kept pulled back from her face with black bobby pins, my Tanglin ah-ma was a mystery to me when I was growing up. We rarely visited her, and when we did, my inability to speak any Teochew, the Chinese dialect that she spoke, meant we mostly sat around with me feeling her eyes scan over me, inspecting this alien, Westernized granddaughter she had somehow ended up with. During these visits, I would learn small things about her—that she kept a wooden, rectangular block that functioned as a pillow, for example. It was a habit that Singaporean Chinese of a certain generation, who had had no access to plush feather pillows, were clinging to. However many times I saw or touched her wooden pillow, though, I never understood it.

While we didn’t have the words to communicate, Tanglin Ah-Ma spoke eloquently to me, to her family, by feeding us all. She would routinely rise in the early hours of the morning to fire up the charcoal stove in order to put breakfast on the table. Soy-sauce-braised duck, hearty salted vegetable soups, and even tricky bak-zhang, the pyramid-shaped glutinous rice dumplings wrapped in bamboo leaves that require such work few women bother to make them at home anymore—Ah-Ma churned them out with such skill that an ever-growing circle of relatives, friends, and then friends of friends would regularly request them.

The crowning moment for my Tanglin ah-ma, however, was Chinese New Year, a time of great feasting in Singapore when people devote entire days to hopping from house to house, catching up with friends and relatives while stuffing themselves with platters of noodles, candy, and above all, cookies.

Amid the sanctioned bacchanalia, one indulgence was supreme for me: pineapple tarts. Each year, I looked forward to the bite-size cookies that are the hallmark of the festivities. And I considered myself a connoisseur of the treats, which comprise a buttery shortbread base topped with a dense, sweet pineapple jam. As we traveled from house to house, I would attack the tarts first, choosing not to sully my palate or waste calories on other, lesser snacks. And at each home, I would, inevitably, be disappointed. The tarts would always be too crumbly, too salty, or not crumbly enough. None compared to my Tanglin ah-ma’s tarts—this was, simply, fact.

Despite my love for the tarts, however, I never bothered to learn how to make them. As a child, I had been steadfastly determined not to pick up any womanly skills, least of all cooking. I was more intent on reading, writing, learning about the world—and plotting how I was to eventually go forth and conquer it.

Cooking, I thought, could always come later. Blithely, I assumed that I would someday ask my Tanglin ah-ma to teach me how to make her pineapple tarts. And then, when I was eleven, she died.

Watching the disaster that was my hello dollies unfold that afternoon in Washington, I felt a sudden pang of regret.

Over the next ten years, as I ventured more deeply into the kitchen, growing ever more ambitious—and, I’d like to think, skilled—this kernel of yearning would only grow. Each stew I made, each cookie I baked only made me wonder what my Tanglin ah-ma would have thought. Nothing I baked or cooked, of course, compared in my mind to anything she made.

I had missed the opportunity to get to know her recipes, to get to know her. By now, I’d achieved the success I’d craved as a child—I was based in New York City, covering fashion for The Wall Street Journal, one of the largest newspapers in America. And yet, no matter how high I climbed, the hole stubbornly remained.

I started to think about home—which, to me, isn’t just New York, or Singapore, or anywhere in between. Home, rather, is rooted in the kitchen and the foods of my Singaporean girlhood—the intoxicating fog of turmeric and lemongrass seeping into the air as bright orange slabs of otak, a curried fish mousse, steam on the stove, or the scent of sliced mackerel and minced ginger doused in white pepper drifting out of the kitchen, heralding a hearty breakfast of fish porridge.

After almost sixteen years in the United States, I realized I had, indeed, become ang moh (a Chinese term that means “red hair,” implying Westernized). I did not know, after all, how to make these dishes, the food of my people. They aren’t recipes that you’ll find in Chinese cookbooks; many are uniquely Singaporean and, in some cases, regarded as not “special” enough to put on restaurant menus. Because of recent generations of women just like me who were intent on avoiding cooking, some of these recipes are slowly fading from the culinary awareness.

In the dead of winter, in a city that’s just too far away from the sound of banana tree leaves rustling in the tropical breezes, I started to dream. In my daydream, my Tanglin ah-ma is there. She’s come to me with a piece of paper bearing her cherished recipes. When I open my eyes, it becomes clear that it’s time.

And so I decided to take a leap. I journeyed home to Singapore, finally ready after all these years to learn to cook, to learn about my family, to learn to be a woman—but intent on doing it on my own terms.

On the other side of the world were my maternal grandmother, my aunts, my mother. Patiently, they stood by with arms open—ready to welcome me into the kitchen.
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I was born in the year of the Tiger with a lucky star over my head and a knife in my hand.

Based on the time I was born and the fact that I was a dynamic and aggressive Tiger, I was already destined to be sharp, intelligent, and incredibly ambitious. But with the additional star to guide me, I was headed for a sparkling future, one that I would sail through with ease, gathering money and a great deal of success along the way.

Instead, the moment I pushed into this world, growling and crying, I took the knife in my hand and stabbed at the star, snuffing it out. In that moment, a fighter was created—a person who knew she would have to work doubly hard to compensate for her dead lucky star, often stubbornly wandering off, heeding no one, and charting a path of her own.

This is the story that my family’s fortune-teller tells. And for years, much of it appeared to be true.

Despite the fact that I’m female, I’d always been raised to be somewhat masculine.

Before I was born, my parents chose my name: Brendan.

Because I was the firstborn of the eldest son in a traditional Chinese family in Singapore, there was plenty of hope that I would be male. A son who would carry the family name, a child in whom my father would nurture his ambitions.

Well, I’m female. So my dad, Soo Liap Tan—a practical man who ended up with two daughters—made do with what he got.

Singapore, an island city-state of almost 5 million that straddles the equator, for all its modernity remains a rather old-fashioned Asian society in some ways. Boys are valued. But while girls aren’t bad things, you generally don’t expect too much of them.

My father believes this to a certain extent, but he’s also ambitious. So when his firstborn arrived and it was a girl, he adjusted accordingly.

When I was six, he gave me a dictionary of legal terms. “You don’t have to look at it now,” he said. “But if you want to look anything up, it’s there.” I never touched it, but the message was clear. I was headed for law school. My father pressed me to read voraciously, to be good at math, and never once told me I had to clean or learn how to cook in order to be a good wife. He never let me beat him at Scrabble and raised me with all the love a Chinese parent wasn’t supposed to show. He challenged me to be outspoken, to question authority, and to always, always let creativity be my guide.

But above all, he told me stories. As much as he encouraged me to shirk my female role in society, he wanted me to know and understand my culture, my heritage, my family. He wanted me to be Chinese, to never forget from where I came.

From the time I was a child, it had been impossible to escape the tales of my ancestors. These oral history outbursts often came when I least expected them. “Dad, I landed this big interview today—” I would start, before being interrupted with his pleased response to praiseworthy things. “Yes! You are Teochew. Aiyah, don’t you know, our people are known for being pirates, smugglers, and great businessmen. [The Hong Kong billionaire] Li Ka-shing is Teochew, you know!” (I always thought Dad was exaggerating until we visited Shantou, China, many years later and I realized that the area my father’s family is from is like the Sicily of China. Some of the major triads in Asia first blossomed in Guangdong.)

Much later, when I was in my early twenties and called to tell my parents about a new boyfriend, there was a sudden silence after I mentioned his name. “Nakamura . . . ,” my dad said quietly. “My two sisters were killed by the Japanese, you know!” (I would have to tell him several times that the boyfriend was a third-generation American and could not possibly have been responsible for the Japanese occupation of Singapore during World War II.)

But the longer stories of my father’s boyhood, of his family’s hopes and dreams for all he’d become, would emerge as we huddled over late-night suppers of take-out noodles from Singapore’s hawker stands after my mother and sister, Daphne, had gone to bed. The slippery fried shrimp noodles we adored came sprinkled with chewy circles of squid. The noodles, wrapped in industrial-strength wax paper, were generally so greasy that the oil penetrated the paper, filling it with dark spots. I always looked forward to the moment when we would carefully peel back the wax paper and steam would rise, fogging up our glasses. It didn’t matter that we couldn’t see—we just grabbed our chopsticks and stabbed away at the mound. When the noodles disappeared and the toothpicks were put aside, Dad would begin. “When I was a boy, my grandfather used to hoist me onto his shoulders and lead me through his banks and factories and say, ‘All this will be yours one day.’ ” As the firstborn son of the eldest son, my father had been expected to succeed my great-grandfather. “And then the war came,” Dad would continue. “We lost all the money when he died.”

These unfulfilled dreams and childhood disappointments were threads that had raced through my father’s life for decades. We could never drive past pockets of Singapore without him sighing and murmuring, “My grandfather’s company used to have warehouses along this whole stretch, you know! Aiyah . . . you could have been born into a rich family.” Specters of this unled life fueled my father’s ambitions, leading him to plunge into a lucrative career working for a string of beverage and luxury goods distribution companies after casting aside an early dream to spend his life teaching high school mathematics at Saint Joseph’s Institution, the alma mater that had been his refuge from a tumultuous home life. The more his father—a man whose major accomplishment in life was to drink and gamble away the family money—beat him, the more my father had turned to schoolwork and idyllic Saturdays building campfires and volunteering as a Boy Scout. “I saved all my pocket money and bought my father a birthday card once, you know,” my father said late one night as we sat in the kitchen, mirroring each other with our legs propped up, still rubbing our bellies over the feast we had just had. “You know what he did? He tore up the card and slapped me for wasting money! You are so lucky your father is not like that.”

And indeed, he wasn’t. The kind of father he was was involved in showing me a world beyond the one most children would know. With insomnia as a shared affliction, we would stay up way past my bedtime, sitting in our bright living room, quietly reading. We discussed international politics, the economy, whether Liverpool or Arsenal was going to win the English Premier League that year. One afternoon, I emerged from my first-grade classroom in a weathered colonial building along busy Victoria Street near downtown Singapore to find my father’s car waiting for me just outside the gates. “Come, we’re going for lunch,” he said, whisking me into the car. I assumed we were going to a hawker center for a quick meal before he had to jet back to work. Instead, minutes later, I found myself sliding into a chair at the Western restaurant of the posh Dynasty Hotel, nervously smoothing down the starched, white tablecloth before me as I wondered why we were there. It wasn’t my birthday—or his. And I couldn’t think of any special reason that would have earned such a treat. We were simply having lunch, it turned out—an excuse to show me what it was like to eat at a nice restaurant without my mother ordering for me or family members grabbing pieces of chicken with chopsticks and filling my plate. Terrified that I might do something wrong, I ordered the item on the menu that I had eaten and understood before—a large bratwurst. I remember it being delicious, but not as delicious as the feeling of being an adult, sitting with my father, talking about school, about work, as we leisurely had lunch.

When I was nine, my father took a job in Hong Kong, commuting to Singapore for long weekends just once every three weeks. I missed him terribly. This was a man who occasionally chased me around the dining room table with a cane in hand just to get me to practice the piano. But the same man would sometimes wake me up in the mornings by standing quietly at the window, peering out very intently, until I sleepily asked, “What’s happening outside?” “OH,” he’d reply. “There’s an elephant walking down the road,” which would always prompt me to jump out of bed and run to the window for a peek. (It took me many years to figure this one out.)

When my father left for Hong Kong, I might have lost my partner in insomnia, but I gained a pen pal. Dear Cheryl, he wrote to the ten-year-old me. Thank you for your two letters. I’m sorry I have not written lately. You can imagine how busy I’ve been. . . . When I next return to Singapore, can you remind me to order the Reader’s Digest for you? Meanwhile, I am always dreaming of the beautiful sunshine in Singapore and our swimming pool. Love, Papa.

September 20, 1984, on hotel letterhead bearing the words “Honey Lake Country Club” and “Shenzhen, China”: Dearest Cheryl, I am now in China for the first time in my life. This evening I spent my time walking around the town to see how people live. The streets are full of bicycles as people here are too poor to afford cars. There are so many bicycles moving in the streets that you worry very much about being knocked down by a bicycle—just imagine that!! Today I visited two towns or cities—Shekou and Shenzhen, both very close to Hong Kong. These two areas are industrial areas—many factories. We are negotiating to buy three factories—a flour mill, biscuit factory, and a feed mill. I hope one day that I can bring all of you to visit China. China is famous for beautiful sceneries, and also it is a chance for you to see how poor people are. With lots of love, Papa.

Sometime the following year, on stationery from the Prince Hotel in Hong Kong: Many thanks for your letters and postcards. When I read the letters and cards, I can feel how strongly you love me. Papa is very happy and proud. So proud and happy that I will continue to be a good papa to you and Daffy. . . . I am sad to realise that when I was in Singapore during the Chinese new year holidays I have not heard you play the PIANO ONCE!! What a pity! Especially when Mummy and I struggled so hard to buy you a piano! I’m ashamed. Cheryl, Papa and Mummy love you and want you to enjoy your life and work. Love and good luck, Papa.

Shortly after that, when my parents had bought me my first computer: Dearest Cheryl, While the computer may do wonders for you, I still prefer to read your letters in your own handwriting. Your handwriting reflects to some extent your personality. So I hope I will not miss my dearest daughter’s handwriting. What do you think of my personality from my writing? Confusing?

April 15, 1986, a year after my parents bought me a dog, a shih tzu my sister and I named Erny: Looking back at your letters, you keep mentioning ERNY. Shouldn’t we be tired of talking about him now—after more than 1 year? (Or less?) . . . Went to a movie “Out of Africa” last night. Do you know that it won 6 Academy Awards or “Oscars” as they call it in the movie world? The movie’s great but I think would be boring for you. It shows or rather teaches us FORTITUDE and DETERMINATION. Love, Papa.

On religion, and my growing curiosity about Catholicism: It is not easy to understand or appreciate the Taoist religion that my family has practiced and followed for generations. (To confess, I don’t quite understand it either.) But I guess that since Mum and I embraced it when my father passed away in 1976 as a matter of duty to my father and mother . . . the Taoist faith has become a part of our lives. That does not mean that you are bound by tradition to follow the same course. Having a religion is important in life—whether it is Buddhism, Catholic, Islamic etc. We are all children of God and religion helps us to communicate better with God. So feel free to believe in the Catholic faith if it helps you to communicate with God better. . . . Well, this is a rather long letter. I love you, Daphne and Mummy & miss you all. (Ooops. I forgot Erny.) Love, Papa.

September 6, 1987: Dearest Cheryl, Please forgive if my handwriting does not look steady. I am having a sore eye and have been applying eye lotion. . . . I have to keep the affected eye closed to allow the lotion to work. . . . Before I go on, I must be frank that I am shocked that you have not mastered the art of “paragraphing” yet—or at least not in the letters you write to me. A good and well written letter deserves at the same time proper paragraphing—it strains the eyes of the reader! Now, I have just found out the reason for my sore eye.

Each of my father’s stories had a point. He was determined not to be the father that he had had. He wanted to show me the world and all its possibilities. And while he had a tremendously successful career—at one point becoming the director of marketing for Vitasoy, one of the largest beverage companies in Asia—he was even more determined that his firstborn would go further than he himself had, having had the advantages of a loving, supportive father that he had so craved. But as I got older, I broke my father’s heart and chose journalism over law. Then I broke my mother’s heart by insisting on coming to the United States for college. My family protested. I would be too far, I was a girl, and why journalism? But my father had always told me I could be and do anything, and he wasn’t going to stop me. He simply asked, “How much will it cost?”

On occasions such as these, my mother often would sigh, shake her head, and blame the fact that I was born in the year of the Tiger. “Why did I have to have a Tiger daughter?” she would lament. “So stubborn and rebellious. If you were born in the olden days in China, you would have been killed at birth!” Sometimes, however, faced with my horrified looks, she would end on a reassuring note: “You know,” she once said, “with Tiger girls, they used to pull out one of her teeth so she wouldn’t be so fierce and eat up her husband. But don’t worry, I didn’t do that with you.”

Once I moved to the United States, my father visited me at least twice a year. We didn’t have the fried shrimp noodles, but we started having a beer after dinner some nights. Now, during my college years, my Singaporean male friends—and even less so my female ones—were hardly ever granted the privilege of bonding with their dads over a beer. (Nice girls didn’t drink.) But in my father’s eyes, my independence in school, in building my career, had given me the license. Even so, our bar visits often began with “Your mum would kill me if she knew,” and “I won’t tell her if you won’t, Dad.” (We also never told her about the cigarettes we would smoke surreptitiously.)

As I built my own career, my father’s ambitions became my fuel. And I could never shake the feeling that he was disappointed, somehow. In my early twenties, as I grappled with the guilt I felt over having chosen to stay in the United States, where I saw far greater opportunities in journalism than anywhere in Asia, I looked forward to his trips all the more, for the smallest sign or assurance that I continued to do him proud. The lectures continued—how was my job at the Baltimore Sun going? Was I writing stories often enough? Why was I covering something inconsequential (in his eyes) like police or county politics when I could be writing substantial stories about the world of finance? “How come you still don’t know how to cook?” he once asked, as he surveyed the suspiciously pristine kitchen of my Odenton, Maryland, apartment. “You cannot just eat gongzai meen [ramen] for dinner all the time, you know?” My father knew that while I loved food, I had a checkered past with the actof actually putting it on the table. I’d never cooked as a teenager in Singapore. And when the fourteen-year-old me had persuaded him to let me get a summer job waiting tables at Ponderosa in Singapore (instead of taking summer art classes or studying) because the notion of earning extra pocket money had become fashionable among my friends, my experience had not been entirely stellar. After one too many times in which I’d brought soup to a diner with the tip of my uniform’s skinny red tie still making laps around the bowl, and one busy lunch hour in which I successfully delivered a plate of fried chicken to the table . . . only to watch the chicken slide right off onto the customer’s lap, I was reassigned to salad bar duty. My father had taken my sister to lunch at Ponderosa shortly after this job change. Silently, they sat at a table near the salad bar, shushing me when I tried to make eye contact or say hello to them—because it just wouldn’t have been professional to chitchat with customers while I was on duty, he believed. I watched my father’s pride melt away when he saw that my “job” consisted entirely of refilling tubs of corn and canned beets. And since salad wasn’t a popular lunch choice in Singapore at the time, any such action was actually a rare occurrence. Mostly, my father and Daphne just sat there watching me stand in the salad bar island, shifting from foot to foot.

Even so, I couldn’t help but feel that I was letting him down in my Maryland apartment. On the last night of that trip, we sat at the rickety IKEA table I had somehow assembled so that one leg was shorter than the other three, my father with his glasses off, sipping a beer and looking back on the days he had just spent, visiting my desk at work—“Why is it so messy?”—and getting to know my life in Maryland—“Make sure you always put the chain on your door when you come home.” After a few moments of silence, as I wondered what he was really thinking of this life away from my family that he would never have chosen for me but that he had allowed me to choose, my father finally spoke. “You know, years and years ago, my grandfather left his family in China as a young man to travel to Singapore and seek a better life,” he said, squinting hard at the bare white walls of my cheap rental apartment as if looking at something in the distance. “And now, years later, here you are. My daughter left Singapore to travel to America and seek a better life.” My father smiled and reached over for his glass, raising it, saying, “Our family’s journey continues.”

Somewhere in the midst of my American life, I began to heed my father’s advice and look beyond ramen in the kitchen. My initial early obsession with American food was a surprise: meat loaf. The first time I encountered meat loaf, I wasn’t sure what to think. It was a loaf. But made of ground beef? How had I not tried this before? This was a revelation amid the cloud of yearning for Singaporean food that set in the moment I entered college, in the mid-1990s. Any Singaporean will tell you that we don’t eat to live, we live to eat. Food—or makan, as we call it—is a national obsession. My friends and I can spend hours passionately debating where to find the best chicken rice on the island. In a 2007 New Yorker piece about Singapore cuisine, Calvin Trillin observed of Singaporeans: “Culinarily, they are among the most homesick people I have ever met.” In the fifteen years that I’ve lived in the United States, I’ve often said to American friends that, when it comes to Singapore, I miss the food first and then my family. They think I’m joking.

My fondest memories of growing up in Singapore all revolve around eating. On special Sundays, my parents would take the family out for bak kut teh, a mouthwatering, peppery pork rib broth that’s nearly impossible to find in the United States. And when I was a primary school child, my neighborhood friends and I used to sneak out to a nearby hawker center for ice kacang, a dessert of sweet corn, red beans, and jelly topped with shaved ice smothered in evaporated milk and syrup. In fact, food is of such importance to Singaporeans that many restaurants and hawker centers have become landmarks. Even now, people know exactly where my family lives when I tell them it’s near the old Long Beach Seafood, a seaside eating hole that hasn’t been at that spot in more than twenty years.

The complex flavors of Singaporean food stem from British colonization in the nineteenth century. The country on the tip of the Malay Peninsula, near Indonesia, was once a quiet island of fishing villages. In 1819, the British discovered the island and established a bustling trading port, attracting settlers from India, Europe, and China. Today, Singapore remains one of the world’s busiest ports. However, some might argue that the more significant consequence of this colonization unfolded in the kitchen. As the years passed, Chinese, Malay, Indian, and European cooks took cues from one another, stirring together methods and spices culled from distant homelands such as Gujarat, India, and Xiamen, China, while sprinkling in culinary touches brought over by British and Dutch traders and their families.

The flavors meshed, giving rise to new dishes. A plethora of seafood and a love of spices gave birth to chilli crab, a signature Singaporean dish of crab fried in a vermilion, egg-streaked gravy. The influence of the British—whom the locals called Johns when Singapore was a colony—inspired the Malay dish of roti John, which features a baguette topped with beaten eggs, minced mutton, and onions that’s then quickly panfried and served with a spicy tomato dip.

As a college freshman in Illinois, I spent many a night dwelling on the long, cold months I’d have to endure before my next taste of roti John or chilli crab. In early 1994, when we were all discovering the Internet, an enterprising Singaporean somewhere out in the ether set up a Web site where he posted a handful of pictures of foods like satay and Hainanese chicken rice. Immediately, e-mails with this precious URL raced around the world from one homesick Singaporean to another. I began braving glacial lakeshore temperatures to trek to the computer lab after classes, logging on just to stare with titanic longing at these pictures of dinners far, far away.

At the same time, I was getting a good schooling in a new genre of food. In the heart of my first Chicago winter—and a whopper of one at that, with windchills pushing seventy below one memorable day—I was getting well acquainted with the “classics” of American food. Pancakes, sloppy joes, pizza, buffalo wings—my dorm cafeteria pushed them all. I’d sampled some of these before, of course, Singapore being fairly cosmopolitan. (It even had a Denny’s, although I never did find out whether a Singaporean Grand Slam is the same as a Grand Slam in Peoria.)

Meat loaf, however, mystified me. I’d never even heard of it. But from my first bite, I was smitten. Crusty, juicy, moist, and meaty all at once—this brick of red meat was heaven to me. For the first time, I was gripped with the urge to cook something—something that wasn’t ramen or instant porridge, that is. I’d hardly eaten beef while growing up in Singapore—pork is generally much more widely used in Chinese home cooking there. So beef held great sex appeal to me. And having never tried meat loaf before, I was hooked.

The meat loaf I began making was basic. After I had dabbled with various mixes, Lawry’s became my brand of choice. Jazzed up with an egg, a generous stream of soy sauce, and milk instead of water, this meat loaf mixture remains my go-to recipe even today. In the years since, I’ve experimented with elaborate meat loaf recipes that have graced the pages of glossy food magazines, perfectly delicious gourmet or ethnic versions conjured up by chefs like Ming Tsai. And yet, this is the one meat loaf that I make when a craving sets in. In fact, it was over this very meat loaf that I fell in love with my husband, Mike.

A rudimentary cook in my twenties who still often made dinners built on the salty shoulders of a can of Campbell’s soup, I didn’t actually turn a culinary corner until Mike entered my life.

In the summer of 2000, I flew to San Francisco for the Asian American Journalists Association’s national convention. I’d been attending the convention since 1995—so had Mike, it turned out. We had many of the same friends in the organization; we’d been to many of the same parties. But somehow, we’d never met—until one evening, when he walked into the lobby of the Hyatt Regency in San Francisco and spotted me talking to one of his colleagues at The New York Times. Mike didn’t know who I was, but he was pretty sure that if he walked across the lobby to say hello to his colleague, Merrill would introduce us. The next day, Mike and I met at a panel on covering the transgender and gay communities. And coffee. Then drinks. Then dinner. Not long after, he began traveling down to my home in Washington, D.C., to see me on weekends.

A bona fide food lover who’d grown up watching his stepmother make pancakes and pork chops in their rural Iowa kitchen, Mike soon began teaching me little things—how best to melt chocolate, what a food processor actually did, the importance of, oh, lighting the burner before putting the pan on so you don’t burn your eyebrows off. For a gal who’d grown up being instructed to stay out of the kitchen, these were key revelations.

We soon began cooking together whenever he hopped on a train from New York City to visit me. One of our earliest collaborations involved making creamed spinach from scratch with a generous sprinkling of freshly grated nutmeg—to go with my Lawry’s meat loaf, of course. It was a simple side dish. Nothing special to most cooks, I’m sure. Except that, until that dish, I’m not sure I was fully aware of what nutmeg looked like, much less that it had to be grated. (I’m almost certain I’d not grated anything before then.) Heck, the notion of being able to put creamed spinach on the table without first opening a frozen box had been unfathomable to me until that point.

I fell in love—and not just with the idea of actually being able to make delicious, restaurantlike dishes from scratch.








CHAPTER TWO
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There are two New Yorks that coexist twice a year. There is the mad, glittering swirl of models, photographers, fashion editors, movie stars, champagne, thumping sound tracks, silken gowns, five-inch stilettos, and endless air kisses that takes over the city during New York’s Fashion Week. And then there’s the rest of Manhattan, which tends to fade in a blur of relative grayness during this time.

The pulsating fashion scene, for many years, was my world.

While I was something of a bookworm when I was younger, fashion had barely been on my radar. Then, when I was a young journalist, my head had been filled with romantic notions of covering wars à la Ernest Hemingway, exposing grave human wrongs, and writing lyrical, long narratives that would move readers to tears. At my first journalism job, as a metro-reporting intern at The Straits Times in Singapore the summer before I went away to college, I’d gotten a taste of this career I intended to have. A gutsy eighteen-year-old, I had talked my way past the gates of a puppy mill in Singapore, pretending to buy a dog with my “dad,” a photographer from the paper. There we found a heartbreaking scene—dozens of dogs, mangy, though with excellent pedigrees, stuffed into the tiniest, filthiest cages, their paws red from padding about on unlined wire mesh, all yapping at a fevered pitch. The story I wrote—“100 Dogs at Breeding Farm Still Living in Misery after SPCA Call”—ran on July 17, 1993. The Singapore government swooped in right away. Investigative journalism became my new obsession.

In Baltimore, however, after a few years on the metro desk writing about murder and politics, I wanted to cover the more enjoyable things in life. Movies, TV, entertainment, food were my new desire. But writing about clothing and shoes? It never crossed my mind—until my boss, Mary, who had been the Sun’s fashion critic before becoming an editor, said, in not so many words, “We need someone to cover the fashion shows in New York. You’re it.” Puppy mills, drive-by shootings, a man who was suspected of pushing his pregnant girlfriend under a moving bus—I knew how to handle all of that. A fashion show? Models? Clothing? I had never so much as read an issue of Vogue. I started to panic.

But from the first moment I set my (then rather unfashionably clad) foot in a fashion show (having bought my first Vogue just the month before in order to prep for the assignment), I knew I wanted in.

Squeezed into my tiny seat at the Kenneth Cole show in a cavernous hall of Grand Central Terminal in New York City, I watched, slightly shell-shocked, from the eye of a tornado of double kisses and black-clad public relations assistants nervously darting around while barking into headsets. But then the lights dimmed, and a silence, thick with reverence, filled the room. Out of the darkness, the guttural cry for those in the front row to “uncross your legs!” came from photographers anxious to have runway shots devoid of heels.

A pounding beat started up. In a single, dramatic flash, the lights came on. Instinctively, we all leaned forward. Models stomped down the runway, a whir of spring’s bright colors flashing before us. The air filled with the frenzied staccato clicks of cameras. The clothes were beautiful. My heartbeat crescendoed. I could barely breathe. The energy was intoxicating.

After the finale, I sat in a daze, slowly coming down from the high. I couldn’t believe that a mere hour later, at my second of a day’s worth of fashion shows, this exhilarating experience would happen again.

One season, I found myself rushing up the steps of the Fashion Week tent in midtown Manhattan, heels clicking, hair flying, palms sweating, as I pondered how exactly I was going to get into a show to which I hadn’t been invited but which I desperately needed to include in my fashion roundup for the Sun.

At the entrance to the tent, I paused, as I often do, to take a breath and double-check my confidence. And then, the onslaught began. After battling my way through a mob of impossibly fashionable people, I’d made it to the front of the line with my toes miraculously untrodden by the countless pairs of spiky stilettos around me. A tall man with a headset and a crisp German accent gave me the fish eye as I wearily mumbled, “Baltimore Sun, Cheryl Tan.” “Baltimore,” he said slowly, examining me in a way that gave me the distinct feeling he did not approve of my haircut. “What country is that?” Before I could respond, a beautiful blonde with a headset next to him butted in. “It’s a newspaper,” she said, the three syllables of newspaper slowly dripping with disdain. “And it’s American.” With that, Mr. Germany waved me away, and a cashmered elbow emerged from behind to shove me aside.

And then I moved to New York, the fashion mecca. At the ends of days of great fashion-world-inflicted stress, as I nursed the carcass of my self-esteem, the kitchen became my sanctuary. Let others have their ashrams and therapy sessions. I’d come home, pour a glass of sauvignon blanc, then take out two sticks of butter. On weekends and weeknights, I filled the West Village loft that was my newlywed haven with the smells of six-spice oatmeal cookies, apple-cornmeal cakes, chocolate-hazelnut tortes, sugary apricot tarts, lemon-macaroon pies, raspberry-oatmeal bars.

In this cloud of cinnamon-scented zen, the pressures of New York would melt away. Outside the kitchen, life was complicated and meandered in unpredictable and uncontrollable ways. But with my mixer in hand and two sticks of softened butter before me, the possibilities were thrilling and endless—and the outcome was entirely governed by me. There are few things more basic or satisfying than kneading a ball of dough or rolling one out. Having a mind that cannot stay quiet, I’ve never been able to meditate without going stir-crazy. But give me a ball of dough and the not-so-distant dream of a piping hot cherry tart with a beautiful lattice-weave top and a generous sprinkling of confectioners’ sugar, and a feeling of serenity washes over me. My mind instantly hushes.

I began to feel as if I were leading a double life. By day, I was fashion Cheryl, the girl who would follow the unspoken rules by nonchalantly ordering a salad at a business lunch—dressing on the side—but then be so hungry from just grazing on leaves that I had to race to McDonald’s for a quick meat fix before heading back to the office. But by night, I went from covering a world that was obsessed with not eating to one that was all about eating. Evenings were filled with blissful hours of chopping, searing, boiling, and baking. By the time a pot of homemade tomato sauce was on a delicious simmer and dinner was just minutes away, I would start to feel like myself again. All had been restored.

I tried to make some Singaporean dishes, of course. Tried being the key word. And as I faced stir-fry after subpar stir-fry, I found it hard not to resent my mother for not having pressed me harder on this front.

Like me, the women in my mother’s family were relatively slow (and reluctant) to enter the kitchen. Mum and her two sisters were a rambunctious lot for whom learning skills that would make them more marriageable (like cooking) was low on the list of priorities. Studying hard, occasionally skipping school, flirting massively with the neighborhood boys—Mum, Auntie Jane, and Auntie Alice did it all. (Well, maybe not Auntie Alice, who, as the eldest, was always the most responsible.) Mum and Auntie Jane still love to tell the story of hiding in their tiny apartment with the lights off on Friday nights if they didn’t have dates. “We were pretty girls, you know! We’d lose face if the neighborhood boys knew we didn’t have dates!” they would say, giggling.

Their independent streaks would eventually land them successful husbands who could afford maids to do the bulk of the cooking. Although Mum has picked up some recipes from monitoring the maid at the stove over the years, she’ll be the first to tell you that her role in the kitchen remains that of the air traffic controller and not the pilot. Feeling that she had nothing to teach, she did not attempt to show me and my younger sister much beyond the go-to brownies she made whenever we were required to bring a dessert to a party and her very own version of banana bread, an oven-toasted snack of white bread topped with gobs of butter, mashed bananas, and sugar that we adored.

Even my sister entered the kitchen in a serious way far earlier than I did. While I was relying on Shake ’n Bake boxes andCampbell’s soup cans in my own kitchen, Daphne was light-years ahead of me. Having gone to Cornell University’s elite School of Hotel Administration for her undergraduate degree, Daphne had been exposed to glimpses of life in professional kitchens and had begun trying out some of her lessons at home. During a visit that my childhood friend Jeanette and I made to Manhattan one summer in our mid-twenties, Daphne had offered to make dinner for us one night. In my own kitchen in Washington, D.C., I had treated Jeanette to simple grilled steaks and prepackaged creamed spinach. When we sat down to dinner in Daphne’s midtown Manhattan apartment, I instantly felt shamed—the younger sister had outdone her elder.

As Jeanette and I watched, Daphne put on oven mitts and pulled roasted squash out of her oven. She dumped it into a blender with cream and a few spices, and presented us with a beautifully smooth roasted squash soup. Then she impressed us even more as she masterfully whipped together an Italian sausage risotto, nonchalantly stirring in cup after cup of broth as she chatted with us over the kitchen counter. This was like nothing I’d even contemplated trying in my own kitchen.

With the help of Southeast Asian blogs and Web sites, however, I managed to piece together some semblances of the dishes I grew up eating.

One of the dishes I desperately wanted to know how to make was tau yew bak, a stew of pork belly braised in dark soy sauce, sweet and thick, and a mélange of spices that is a signature dish of the Teochews, the ethnic Chinese group of my paternal ancestors. When done well, the meat is so tender you feel almost as if you’re biting into pillows. The gravy is salty, sweet, and gently flecked with traces of ginger, star anise, and cinnamon—just perfect drizzled over rice. And the best versions come filled with hard-boiled eggs and wedges of tofu that have been steeped in the stew for so long that they’ve turned the color of a good milk chocolate.

My Tanglin ah-ma used to make this dish—often with duck instead of pork belly. You’d smell it the moment you walked into her apartment, and it was always a signal to rev up your appetite for the feast ahead. The idea of making it was daunting—I’d never even seen it being made—but with the Internet at hand, few things are difficult to attempt. After some days, I’d cobbled together a recipe from reading several versions online.

It looked simple enough. After slicing the pork loin I’d bought—pork belly being just a little too fatty for me—I fired up the wok until the vegetable oil got nice and crackly. In went the sugar, followed by rapid stirring to keep the sugar moving as it slowly melted and caramelized. Once that happened, I threw in bashed garlic, ginger, a cinnamon stick, and star anise, and fried everything up together until it was an intoxicatingly fragrant goo. Everything after that was simple—dump in the meat, stir it up, add soy sauce, dark soy sauce, water, stir and simmer.

I had been nervous about making this dish, feeling the discerning eyes of my Tanglin ah-ma on me the whole time. But as my very first tau yew bak simmered and the smells of dark soy sauce and spices began to fill my apartment, I almost started to tear up.

As much as I’d loved my Tanglin ah-ma and her food, I’d never been able to fully communicate that to her. She spoke only Teochew, which I barely spoke, knowing only how to wish her “Happy New Year” and say “thank you.” I’d always wondered what she must have thought of her very ang moh granddaughter, who generally preferred to keep her nose in her Enid Blyton books until dinner or pineapple tarts appeared. She probably thought that I never wanted to learn anything from her, that I might never know how to cook. I wondered what she would think of this effort.

The end result wasn’t perfect—the meat could have been more tender, and I’d completely forgotten to buy tofu—but it was a first step. As Mike and I slowly chewed on my tau yew bak shortly after, I began to wonder how I could learn to make the actual dish I grew up with. My Tanglin ah-ma had died years ago—but when she was alive, she had cooked almost daily with my auntie Khar Imm, who had married my father’s brother and played the role of the dutiful daughter-in-law, helping my grandmother in the kitchen after moving into the family home.

Someday, I thought, I’ll ask her.

In the fall of 2008, as the financial framework of the world rapidly dissolved, my employer, The Wall Street Journal, was on top of the news. Because I was a fashion and retail writer, fashion label closings and retail bankruptcies became the bread and butter of my work. My days were filled with devastating stories, and my evenings were filled with news of friends losing jobs. A twitch under my left eye that I’d had during a trying relationship in my twenties suddenly returned. My hair started falling out. By early 2009, I’d developed migraines so bad my doctor was briefly worried that I might soon have a stroke. My dad, after all, had had a minor one at age forty.

On that morning in 1985, my father collapsed while brushing his teeth. He’d suffered a stroke that, fortunately, was so mild he was back on his feet within days. His arms were a little weak, and it took months before he stopped feeling tired, but a more significant change occurred. The man who always had been defined first and foremost as a busy executive—regularly flying from Hong Kong to Shanghai to Taiwan to tour factories or close deals—suddenly wanted to spend more time with his family.

Now it was time for a change for me, too, my body was telling me.

With Chinese New Year approaching, I knew my auntie Khar Imm would be gearing up her baking. On the docket that year were chocolate cookies, almond bites, and of course, pineapple tarts. I e-mailed my father’s family, asking after them and then gently inquiring about this year’s tart-making schedule.

And with that, a few weeks later, I was on a plane, heading to Singapore, heading home.

This may sound odd—and I always have the distinct sense that I may get struck by lightning each time I think it—but one of my favorite childhood memories was of my Tanglin ah-ma’s funeral.

My younger sister, Daphne, and I had led a somewhat sheltered childhood up until that point. I rarely ventured far from our apartment, except to play soccer or Ping-Pong with the boys in our neighborhood. Instead, I spent most of my time reading, thinking, and penning those Very Important Thoughts in a little journal. I had been shocked when my grandmother died. I had known she was ill but hadn’t understood exactly how dire it was. (My parents had thought it best to shield us from the details.)

From the moment we got the news, however, we went from fairly quiet lives centered on homework and boring piano practice to a vortex of nonstop activity pebbled with a motley crew of characters who were loud, boisterous, and filled with life. There was Jessie, my auntie Khar Imm’s daughter, who was just a year older than I was but already so commanding a presence that she was somehow able to boss around even those twice our age. There was her father, my uncle Soo Kiat, my father’s younger brother, a thinner, louder version of my dad, who always had a glint of mischief in his eyes that hinted at some probably inappropriate joke lingering behind them. Uncle Ah Tuang, a sturdy young man whom my grandmother had taken in as a baby and raised as her own, loved my grandmother and his older “brothers” fiercely and was quick to join in any conversation, peppering it with jovial jokes and laughs, big and deep.

My auntie Leng Eng, my father’s older sister, was the serious one who kept everyone in line. A vice principal at one of the most prestigious schools in Singapore, she watched over everything with an eagle eye, directing us in crisp English or Teochew to fetch porridge for a guest or make sure teacups were constantly filled.

And, of course, there was Jessie’s mum, my auntie Khar Imm, every bit her daughter’s mother in spirit and manner. Auntie Khar Imm had lived with my grandmother since she married into the household—she’d shepherded Tanglin Ah-Ma through her illness and guarded the wake and funeral with the care of a woman who seemed to feel the loss with a silent intensity that the rest of us could only imagine.

I had never spent much time with my father’s side of the family, because of a rift that began shortly after my mother married into the family. My parents had met soon after he’d ended a courtship of several years with a woman who would have made an ideal daughter-in-law: she came from a well-off family, she was a schoolteacher, and she was obedient and polite. My mother, on the other hand, was the mouthy nineteen-year-old—nine years younger than my father!—who had taken a job as a receptionist in the company where he worked. “Your mother was a Campari girl, you know,” Dad still proudly says of this time. The company they worked for distributed Campari in Singapore, and my mother’s job occasionally included holding trays of Campari drinks at events, flirtatiously pressing people to try them. My parents flirted and started dating. Shortly after she took a job as a flight attendant for Singapore Airlines, my mother married into the Tan family.

The Tan household was fraught with tension from the beginning, when my mother refused to quit her job after the wedding. It was something of a beauty contest to get a spot flying for Singapore Airlines at the time, and my pretty mother was at the pinnacle of glamour among her friends. For starters, what she wore to work had been designed for the airline by the French couturier Pierre Balmain: a beautifully regal dark blue batik uniform that was a sexy and form-fitting version of the sarong kabaya, a traditional Malay costume consisting of a three-quarter-sleeved blouse paired with a long, pencil-thin wrap skirt. Because the uniform has a scoop neck that dips about as low as it can while still being decent, there is a popular joke in Singapore that involves an SIA flight attendant leaning over to ask a male passenger as she serves the in-flight meal, presumably of spaghetti and meatballs, “Sir—would you like sauce on your balls tonight?” Building on that image, SIA’s advertisements from its inception, in 1972, blatantly touted its flight attendants as sex symbols. From the beginning, ads featured dazzling pictures of sarong-clad stewardesses in exotic locales next to the words “This girl’s in love with you.” The more famous and long-lasting slogan wasn’t any less evocative: “Singapore Girl, you’re a great way to fly.”

Having beaten dozens of hopefuls to win this job that had become a powerful emblem of the new modern and sophisticated Singaporean woman, my mother refused to quit just to cook and be a dutiful daughter-in-law. My grandparents had hoped for an obedient daughter-in-law but instead got my headstrong mother—who had a (in the minds of traditionalists) slutty job, no less. One night, when my dad was out of town, the SIA van arrived at my grandparents’ home to pick up Mum for a flight. My grandparents bitterly protested, forbidding her to leave. To pry herself free, my mother slapped my grandfather and ran out the door, so the story goes. When my father returned, he and my mother moved out immediately. For years after that, my sister and I peered at this side of our family over a chasm, politely sipping soda and eating pineapple tarts whenever we visited my Tanglin ah-ma. Undiscussed disagreements from years past had congealed and become impenetrable. Whenever we sat around the coffee table at Chinese New Year or the few other times we visited, the heavy air simply was too difficult to pierce. Small talk about school, health, and business was usually all we could muster.

Tanglin Ah-Ma’s funeral, however, brought us all together.

Now, I’m just going to say this. Chinese funerals in Singapore are pretty fun—if you’re eleven. And, well, if you’re not the deceased.

They’re generally drawn-out affairs, grand and long. For my grandmother, the wake took place over seven days. Each morning, my sister and I pinned black squares of fabric onto our right sleeves, the mark that we were mourning for a paternal family member, and headed over to my Tanglin ah-ma’s apartment building. In the void deck—the ground floor—of the complex, an imposing display had been set up. A series of large, colorful blankets, which the Chinese in Singapore sometimes send in lieu of flowers to grieving families, cordoned off a space that was filled with dozens of tables for visitors and family. And at the head of the display was a massive altar bearing offerings of food and tea and my grandmother’s picture. Behind the picture, my grandmother lay.

My cousins and I had a few tasks, which we attacked with great enthusiasm when we weren’t playing gin rummy or poring over issues of Beano and Dandy, British comic books about a group of rather naughty boys. We had to help with the burning of incense and paper money for my grandmother—until we were permanently relieved of the duty on the second day, when Royston, Jessie’s brother, almost set the funeral tent on fire. Our main job, however, was to help Auntie Khar Imm make sure that guests were properly fed when they arrived. By day, we ferried guay zhee (dried melon seeds), tea, and bowls of piping hot porridge to the tables on command. But when night fell, our duties changed—we had one task, and it was a significant one.

The Chinese in Singapore believe that if a cat jumps over a coffin, the body inside will awaken as a zombie, rising up to hop around stiffly, as if both feet were tied firmly together. With their arms stretched out washboard straight, these zombies will keep hopping along until they encounter a human. When that happens in Chinese horror movies, death by washboard arms is inevitable.

Naturally, the task of chasing stray cats away from the coffin fell upon us. And boy, did we take it seriously—around and around the void deck we went, keeping our eyes peeled for those little zombie-making buggers, running at them at full speed when we spied one. At the end of each night, when my Tanglin ah-ma’s coffin was intact and she remained not a zombie, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of accomplishment. It had been a good night’s work.

Emboldened by all I was learning, I decided to try picking up some Teochew. I’d learned some Hokkien (or Fukienese), a dialect similar to Teochew that’s spoken by my mother’s side of the family. The Teochews and Hokkiens are generally proud folks who like to keep their identities separate, even though they hail from the same region of China. I was confident that, since I knew some Hokkien, Teochew couldn’t possibly be that hard.

For days, I listened hard to Jessie and my aunts. Little by little, my confidence grew. One day, as I was about to ask Jessie to take a look at something, I paused and then proudly said, “Le kua!” thinking I was saying “You look!” Her reaction was instantaneous. “Aiyoh! Mm see kua, see toi!” Jessie exclaimed. Of course, I had used the Hokkien word for “look,” kua, instead of the Teochew toi. The ultimate insult.

By the time the seventh day rolled around, I was starting to feel sad that I’d be going back to my regular life, with no older Teochew cousins to school me on the mores and choice words of my people. Before my grandmother’s cremation, however, we had to escort her to Heaven.

On the last night, we donned beige hooded robes made of rough gunnysack material—so scratchy that we would be feeling external in addition to internal pain over my grandmother’s death. With a great deal of pomp, we set a multistoried paper house, filled with servants, a car, and a driver, aflame; this was an offering for my grandmother, to ensure a good life for her on the Other Side. Then I knelt next to my father, the firstborn son, in the front, trying to follow along as a priest from a Taoist temple chanted.

When my father started crying, I was surprised to discover that my own eyes were wet. I hadn’t felt close to my grandmother at all. I’d known her largely through her food. And I wasn’t sure why I was crying, except that, over the last week, Ihad finally felt a sense of connection to her, to my father’s side of the family. And as stressful as it had been to be on zombie-fighting duty, I was grateful for that.

As the chanting drew to a close, the priest signaled us to get up. The time had come. My grandmother’s spirit was ready to enter Heaven. And we were to escort her. Slowly, he led my Tanglin ah-ma’s hooded flock around the void deck, walking insingle file in a large circle before we got to a five-foot-long aluminum “bridge” that had been installed earlier that day. Gingerly, we crossed the bridge, having tossed coins into basins of water by its side before stepping on—even heavenly bridges have their tolls, it seems. We circled and crossed the bridge three times, wailing as we went, until finally we reached the gate of Heaven. Outside of this gate we stood, weeping and whispering our private good-byes.

My grandmother entered. Our job was done.

Memories of grandmother’s funeral came back to me asI looked out at the flickering lights of Singapore from my descending airplane from New York. The funeral had been the last chunk of time that I’d spent with my father’s side of the family. In the sixteen years that I’d lived in the United States, I had had hardly any contact with them, in fact, beyond a handful of Chinese New Year visits and my wedding, of course. And I often came away from those visits with the feeling that I was seen as too wayward, too different, for pouring my energies into my career and the never-ending climb instead of cooking or bearing children.

Yet here I was, the prodigal niece, heading home to spend two days making cookies and pineapple tarts with my auntie Khar Imm and her sisters, who now assumed my Tanglin ah-ma’s baking mantle every Chinese New Year. While I have close relationships with the aunties on my mother’s side, I couldn’t remember having a one-on-one conversation that lasted longer than a minute with my auntie Khar Imm. An uncertainty started setting in. How would I survive two days? What on earth would we talk about?

But I had asked, and they’d generously invited me over.

I had been too late to learn before. I wasn’t going to let that happen again.
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