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ABSTRACT 

Many immigrant families experience intergenerational trauma resulting from 

migration, racism, and colonialism. This trauma can manifest as gaps—silences and 

shadow histories—in one’s family history and familial relationships. As a second-

generation Chinese-Canadian, I examine and reconfigure these gaps using poetry focused 

on food. This creative research project pieces together food memories as a way to explore 

and discuss identity, race, and fractured relationships. As food is often discussed in the 

same breath as culture, history, and identity, this thesis uses food to unpack painful 

memories, histories, and realities. By writing and sharing poetry centered on food 

memories, both recollected and imagined, this thesis addresses the following questions: 

What has contributed to the fractures in my familial relationships? How is food an 

intrinsic part of my identity and family history? For what do I hunger? For what does my 

family hunger? 
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INTRODUCTION 

 “Have you eaten yet?” is a common greeting in many Asian countries. It is akin 

to asking “how are you?” (Kwan 2, Wong 7), yet literally means “Have you eaten [rice]1 

yet?”. Cultural insiders understand that this question isn’t always meant to be taken 

literally; instead, it’s a way to denote care “in a culture where food plays such an 

important role in life” (Kwan 2).  

As a second-generation Chinese-Canadian born and raised in Vancouver, British 

Columbia, I grew up straddling Western and Eastern cultures. As such, I occupied—and 

continue to occupy—a bicultural position as both insider and outsider. For a long time, I 

didn’t understand that the phrase “Have you eaten yet?” wasn’t always meant to be taken 

literally. It was always the first thing my mother asked when I phoned home during my 

early university years, regardless of the time of day. As puzzling as it was to be asked 

whether I’d eaten a meal at three o’clock in the afternoon, what I did understand was the 

care behind the words.  

 Food is a language that can transcend barriers. As infants, our first cries often 

communicate hunger. Parents and caregivers speak the “love language of food” 

(Mohyeddin) when feeding their children. Across communities, food often acts “as a 

pivot or bridge language between divergent identities, a form of cultural mediation or 

translation” (Charron and Desjardins). Food is also intimately connected with identity 

(Cho 13). One of the most well-known Western food expressions is Jean Anthelme 

 

1 The words “rice” and “meal” are synonymous in Chinese and are embedded in the phrase “have you eaten 

yet?. 
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Brillat-Savarin’s “Tell me what you eat and I shall tell you what you are” (15)—when 

what we eat literally becomes a part of our bodies, it isn’t hard to see the close ties 

between food and identity (Yang 34). For many diasporic communities, “there is no 

home to which they can return” (Cho 18). For them, food is not only a marker of identity 

but also a way to remember and to psychologically return home. As Tiny West writes in 

Grandma Grandpa Cook, “food and memories are intertwined, because memories often 

work on the unconscious levels of daily life” (7). In this way, food becomes a portal not 

only to another place but to another time. This thesis uses food as a lens to do memory 

work since “past times (especially the most hurting ones from a distant past) that the 

person thinks he/she had long forgotten, come back to life in the most trivial encounter 

with things, food, landscape, even a small gesture of a passing stranger” (West 7). 

The language of food offers a way into complicated realities: “It turns out that our 

food stories don’t always honor what’s smartest and most dignified about us. More often 

they go straight to what’s neediest” (Shapiro 8). In the writing of these poems, themes 

that were “neediest” for me emerged: identity; poetics; food as metaphor; shadow 

histories and postmemory; ambiguous loss. This essay is a discussion of these “needy” 

themes. In my discussion, I differentiate between myself and “the speaker” of the poems. 

This differentiation is an acknowledgement of the way that the “I” becomes a construct 

through the writing of these narratives, which I will discuss further in the section on 

postmemory. For now, I hope to convey that my referring to the speaker in the third 

person in no way diminishes or negates the truth behind the poems. 
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Chinese…Canadian? 

The history of Chinese immigrants in Canada is rife with systemic injustices. The 

Chinese first came to Canada in the 1850s to pan for gold and provide services for gold 

diggers in British Columbia (Kwan 10). Later, Chinese workers were recruited to help 

build the Canadian Pacific Railway—a gruelling and dangerous job often resulting in 

fatalities—and worked for a third of the pay of white workers (Kwan 11). After the 

completion of the railway, Chinese immigrants were no longer wanted, and the Canadian 

government developed the Chinese Head Tax and Exclusion Act (officially named the 

“Chinese Immigration Act”) to deter any additional Chinese immigrants (Dere 9). This 

Act also prevented existing immigrants—almost all men—from reuniting with their 

existing families overseas or bringing Chinese wives over to start new families in Canada 

(Dere 9). Suffice to say, the Chinese community in Canada “did not develop in a normal 

fashion” (Dere 9). The Canadian government later repealed the act and adopted an 

official policy of multiculturalism; however, the Chinese community continues to be seen 

as “Other” and continues to experience racialized hardships in daily life (Li 273, Poy 

139). In recent years, the Covid-19 pandemic has revived and made explicit existing anti-

Asian racism. This has resulted in a surge of hate crimes directed toward Asians in 

Canada (Lou et al.). While many Chinese-Canadians share commonalities in their 

experiences of enduring racism and otherness, individual stories and family histories 

differ in the details. The poems in this collection seek to share a specific, lived history 

complicated by trauma and loss. These individual narratives are important in their 

offering of a nuanced, personal understanding of racism, migration, and identity. By 

contributing these narratives, this thesis moves beyond the theoretical and into the 
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personal and affective, allowing readers to empathize and connect with its stories on an 

emotional level.  

My parents’ childhoods can be traced back to Hong Kong and India before their 

emigration to Canada in the 1980s. The exact dates of their time spent in each of these 

locations is unknown to me, other than the fact that they arrived in Canada prior to my 

birth in 1986. The food of my formative years ranged from pizza pockets (43) to winter 

melon soup (27)—sometimes at the same meal—an apt analogy for my own complicated 

biculturality. Despite the considerable Asian population in Vancouver—derogatorily 

known as “Hongcouver” (43)—where I grew up, a feeling of unbelonging haunted my 

childhood, and I often felt neither Chinese nor Canadian “enough.” An insidious 

inferiority complex shadowed me, no matter how many Chinese faces I passed in the 

hallways at school. What was worse were the faces in Chinatown: faces that reflected the 

reality of being noticeably different in a Eurocentric space. I tried not to dwell on these 

faces. Instead, I found delight in my status as a “banana:” yellow on the outside and white 

on the inside (Chinese Canadian National Council 174, Wu 44). It was a source of 

misplaced pride, a way for me to believe I was both the same and different: the same as 

the white faces I saw on television, different from the Chinese immigrants who were still 

considered “fresh off the boat”—those who did not know how to live here. I clung to the 

idea that I was not one of “them” and awkwardly tried to ignore the liminal place in 

which my identity bloomed. Decades later, my poem “Banana” confronts this 

internalized racism: 

Remember when being a banana 

was a badge of honour? Accompanied  
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with a wink, yellow skin made palatable 

by white flesh. Yeah, we could pretend 

we were offended but we liked it, didn’t we, 

imagining we weren’t really Asian,  

parading a Sinophobia we welcomed 

from the inside out. (44) 

 This thesis is not only concerned with the confrontation of racism (both 

internalized and systemic) but is also interested in addressing questions of identity, 

memory, and fractured family relationships through the lens of food. Over time, my 

relationships with my family of origin have amassed fractures resulting in ongoing breaks 

in communication, unresolved wounds, and buried memories. Through poetry centered 

on food memories, both recollected and imagined, this thesis wrestles with the following 

questions: What has contributed to the fractures in my familial relationships? What can 

food memories reveal about identity and family history? As members of the Asian 

diaspora in Canada, what do my family and I hunger for?  

The Language of Poetry 

 In Minor Feelings, Cathy Park Hong talks about the language of poetry as an apt 

medium for those with a complicated relationship to English: 

Poetry is a forgiving medium for anyone who’s had a strained relationship with 

English. Like the stutterer who pronounces their words flawlessly through song, 

the immigrant writes their English beautifully through poetry. The poet Louise 

Glück called the lyric a ruin. The lyric as ruin is an optimal form to explore the 



6 

 

racial condition, because our unspeakable losses can be captured through the 

silences built into the lyric fragment.” (196-197) 

A tension that has haunted the writing of this thesis is the paradox of writing about race 

and identity using the language of the colonizer. Hong’s depiction of the “lyric as ruin” 

allowed me some semblance of peace with writing in English. Even though English is my 

strongest and most fluent language, my relationship with the English language remains 

strained in the context of colonialism, racism, and migration. My parents and I share a 

mother tongue—Cantonese—yet my grasp of that first language is now shaky at best. 

English is now my primary way of communicating; it is also a barrier to communication 

with my parents, whose strongest language remains Cantonese. Over time, we have 

grown to speak different languages, both figuratively and literally. The nuances of both 

languages are lost in the few conversations we do have. The poems in this collection look 

to the language of food and of poetry to transcend some of those barriers. In “Bilingual 

Dreams,” the speaker’s complicated relationship with language is evident as she recalls 

“a mother tongue…[she] cannot speak…anymore” (56-57). Chinese is described as “a 

foreign / substance inside [her] foreign body” (56). The poem reveals that not only has 

the speaker lost her familiarity with her mother tongue, she is also “unable to speak to 

[her] parents” due to things that have “built up” (56). At the same time, the haunting 

presence of her familial origins is evident in the speaker calling out “gām yaht? Géi dím-

ah?” (Today? What time is it?) in her semi-conscious state between waking and sleep 

(56). It becomes clear that the “foreign substance” is not really so foreign to the speaker’s 

body; in fact, “the body leaks / a heart language” that may have been consciously 

forgotten but continues to reveal its presence (56).  
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Poetry also allows for exploration of the ways in which meaning can emerge from 

the poetics of space and loss. Gillian Sze muses on poetic space in Quiet Night Think: 

What is this space that poetry offers? Creative space. Emotional space. Reflective 

space. A space for possibilities. The poem, for a long time, remained a rigid slab 

of words with no room to make the leap. I wanted space, but I didn’t know then 

that to gain it, you have to lose something. Loss…is what provides the space from 

which meaning can emerge. (4) 

The presence of such space can be seen in “Memory Flight,” where themes of memory, 

loss, food, and poetics emerge from seemingly disjointed lines (66-67). The literal spaces 

between each line become part of the poem, layering additional meanings by allowing the 

reader to read into the poem their own associations and make their own leaps and 

connections.  

The poems in this collection are influenced by the work of other poets of the 

Asian diaspora, including Fatimah Asghar, Chen Chen, Eileen Chong, Larissa Lai, Grace 

Lau, Li-Young Lee, Nina Mingya Powles, Gillian Sze, Fred Wah, Isabella Wang, Jane 

Wong, and Yanyi. As “food is intimately connected to the histories, cultures, and 

communities” of many Asian communities, it’s no surprise that food makes numerous 

appearances in the collections of the aforementioned authors (Ku et al. 3). Fred Wah 

chronicles his experience growing up at the Diamond Grill, his family’s restaurant, 

situated in Nelson, B.C. during the 1950s. Despite his Scottish, Irish, and Swedish 

ancestry, it is Wah’s Chinese ancestry that sets him apart as a “dirty heathen” (8). In 

Diamond Grill, Wah attempts to makes sense of his identity through prose poems that 

bring together food, race, and lived experience. Although their collections are not 
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specifically focused on food, the intersection of food and identity also finds its way into 

the work of Chinese-Canadian poets Grace Lau, Gillian Sze, and Isabella Wang in poems 

such as “Ginseng, Winter Melon, Lotus Root” (Lau 34), “How to Cut a Cabbage” (Sze, 

Peeling Rambutan 18) and “Lunar Feast” (Wang 18). Larissa Lai’s long poem Iron 

Goddess of Mercy explores racism, bi-culturalism, and Hong Kong’s colonial history—

topics close to the heart of the poems collected here. Finally, despite their lack of 

Canadian identity, I found kinship in the way international poets Fatimah Asghar, Chen 

Chen, Eileen Chong, Li-Young Lee, Nina Mingya Powles, Jane Wong, and Yanyi reckon 

with their Asian identity while living in Eurocentric countries (Australia, New Zealand, 

and the United States of America). Fatimah Asghar’s “Microaggression Bingo” explicitly 

names some of the many microaggressions experienced by people of colour (“But you 

are lucky you have something exotic to write about!”) (68); Chen Chen’s “Self Portrait 

With and Without” recalls a childhood longing “for straighter teeth, lighter skin, blue 

eyes, green eyes, any eyes brighter, other than [his]” (25); and Jane Wong’s “Everything” 

tells us about how “the teachers and administrators decided [she] could not speak English 

because they looked at [her]” (7). Additionally, the familiarity of the foods that appear in 

their work—Hainanese chicken rice (Chong 6), persimmons (Lee 17), and spring onion 

pancakes (Powles 61)—to name a few—underscores a familiar gastronomic identity 

among many members of the Asian diaspora.  

Food as Metaphor 

 The title of the first section of this thesis, “At the Altar,” references the ancestral 

altar common in many Chinese homes. Food is placed at the altar to honour and “feed” 

ancestors who have passed on. It is in this spirit of honoring my family origins that the 
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poems in this section offer up foods associated with my past; here I remember, re-

examine, and reflect upon these foods. Through this process, transformation occurs—of 

the food itself, of familial relationships, and of myself (the speaker). In “Rehydrating 

Shiitake Mushrooms,” dried shiitakes transform from “dry, cracked nuggets” into “soft 

and whole” mushrooms as they are rehydrated, and the speaker transforms as she sees the 

mushrooms—markers of her Chinese identity—shift from something “strangely skunky” 

and “off-putting” into “marvels, soft and whole” (25).  

The foods “at the altar” allow for a way to explore the complex relationships that 

emerge in the intersection of food, race, family, and identity. In “Ramen,” a familiar 

comfort food becomes both token of a mother’s love and metaphor for a complicated 

identity. “What does it mean that the taste of home / is full of artificial flavours?” the 

poem wonders, leading the reader to think about where—and what—home might be for 

children of immigrants (23). Hunger is often about loss as much as it is about food. Here 

we see a mother filling “the space between hunger and nourishment” by feeding her 

daughter “a warm salt broth under a flickering fluorescent bulb” while, at the same time, 

the speaker longs for a home “that doesn’t exist” (23). The cultural confusion in longing 

for a home(land) that they’ve never lived in or visited is common for many children of 

immigrants who, despite growing up in Eurocentric countries, “question their ability to 

really feel a sense of belonging in the [Americas] as a racial minority” yet have never 

known any other place to call home (Ho 308).  

The poems in this section direct a deep gaze toward individual foods, resulting in 

the foods taking on multiple, layered meanings. In “The Grocery Store Calls Them 

Cuties,” fruit that is introduced with a charming pet name becomes a “currency / of care 
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and clemency” in the “tender, tenuous relationship” between the speaker and her mother 

(29). The love language of food is evident in the mother’s offering of clementines, yet the 

poem ends with the image of clementines “rotting in their skins” (29). The poem 

becomes a reflection on the relationship between the speaker and her mother; the 

clementines a symbol of both the love between them as well as what has decayed in their 

relationship.  

Trauma, Shadow Histories and Postmemory 

I first came across the term “shadow histories” in Jenny Banh’s essay “Chinese 

Restaurant Kids Speak about Labor, Lifeways, and Legacies.” Banh refers to a “shadow 

history” of her family’s time in Southeast Asia that “would never be discussed” (203). 

Banh writes: 

There is a lot of silence and misdirection in [my mother’s] statements to me. Dare 

I say resistance? She withholds many things from me and I have to guess or 

imagine what she means. I think my family history consists of many imaginaries 

within and between the generations. Maybe within me as well… (203) 

Even though this was my first time encountering the term “shadow history,” I 

immediately understood what Banh meant. She wasn’t referring to the standard definition 

of “shadow history,” a British-English term also known as a “secret history,” which 

references “a work consisting of secret, private, or previously unpublished episodes of 

history of biography” (“secret”); instead, for Bahn and many other members of diasporic 

communities, a shadow history is an unspoken past (211). This is a past that lurks in the 

background, often entangled in trauma, always actively haunting, yet never discussed or 

confronted head on. This was familiar to me in my lived experience with my family. Like 
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Banh, I also had “a silent and evasive family,” and I, too, learned “to not ask questions or 

talk too much” (212). For many immigrants, “sometimes forgetting or silence [is] a way 

to grieve lost lands and to survive” (Chang 144). As such, in seeking to explore and 

understand the complexities of my family’s history, I ran into the problem of not feeling 

able to ask my family about specific details from the past. I found myself attempting to 

fill in some blanks while leaving others blank. Here, “imaginaries within and between” 

(Bahn 203) emerge in the poems in this thesis, most notably in “A Family History” (68-

70), where we are asked to imagine a whole host of probabilities: what it might have been 

like for the speaker’s grandmother living through the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong 

and the subsequent British re-establishment; the realities of being Chinese in India during 

the Sino-Indian War; and the speaker’s parents’ emigration and their sense of 

unbelonging in Canada. These imaginaries float between fact and speculation, 

uncorroborated stories pieced together from bits and pieces that approximate and become 

a personal history. They’re held together with what I do know and remember: my 

grandfather was a sailor, my grandmother survived the Japanese occupation, my father 

can speak a handful of Punjabi phrases, and certain Chinese and Indian foods made 

frequent appearances in my childhood. “A Family History” is also studded with 

interruptions from the history of British colonization of Hong Kong, India, and Canada, 

much the way I imagine my parents’ lives were constantly interrupted by external 

colonial forces. Both the author and the reader of the poem are left to imagine the lasting 

effects of these traumatic ruptures.  

While the term “shadow history” is relatively new in Bahn’s particular usage, the 

concept of a haunting history is well-known and rooted in transgenerational trauma. In 
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Haunting Legacies: Violent Histories and Transgenerational Trauma, Gabriele Schwab 

defines “haunting legacies” as “things hard to recount or even to remember, the results of 

a violence that holds an unrelenting grip on memory yet is deemed unspeakable” (1). 

These legacies are then “passed on through generations” physically, psychologically and 

sociologically (Schwab 1). Schwab asks, “How do we deal with a haunting past while 

simultaneously acting in the present, with its own ongoing violence?” (2). This thesis 

addresses that question by exploring the “crypt” in which my family and I have buried 

and kept alive “unspeakable events” (Schwab 1-2). More specifically, this thesis takes up 

a form of postmemory, the idea that memories rooted in cultural trauma are, in a way, 

transmitted to the next generation and have transgenerational impacts (Hirsch 5). 

According to Marianne Hirsch: 

“Postmemory” describes the relationship that the “generation after” bears to the 

personal, collective, and cultural traumas of those who came before—to 

experiences they “remember” only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors 

among which they grew up. But these experiences were transmitted to them so 

deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute memories in their own right. 

Postmemory’s connection to the past is thus actually mediated not by recall but by 

imaginative investment, projection, and creation. (5) 

As mentioned earlier, I think of and discuss the speaker of these poems as a construct of 

myself. This is not to say that the narratives or imagistic details are necessarily made up, 

but that, by nature of attempting to capture a personal truth within the limitations of 

language, there is “imaginative investment, projection, and creation” (Hirsch 5). The 

construction of a personal truth recognizes the imperfection of memory, and the 
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possibility that memory can be a place to which we arrive, a place that is shaped rather 

than merely transcribed (Chang 142-143). As Victoria Chang writes in Dear Memory: 

…for an immigrant’s child like myself, perhaps because identity can be based on 

unreliable postmemory, identity relies on the making of a present… Maybe the 

act of writing for someone like me, isn’t about speaking, but about making a 

person. (145-146) 

No Reconciliation, Just Ambiguous Loss 

The poems in this collection seek to imagine possibilities—that home can be 

found in a bowl of instant ramen (23), that vanilla Oreos can stand-in for mooncakes 

(32), that a loathed childhood food can become an essential “morning prayer” (74)—

while leaving space for messiness and ambiguity. In holding space for possibility and 

grief, the poems attempt to make sense of and mourn ambiguous loss. “Ambiguous loss” 

refers to unresolved grief over the loss of a loved one who is either “physically absent but 

psychologically present” or “physically present but psychologically absent” (Boss 8-9). 

Often attributed to family members of soldiers lost at war or those with dementia, 

ambiguous loss haunts the relationships in this manuscript. Family members are either 

physically present but psychologically absent, such as in “TV Dinners”, where family 

members physically eat together but have stopped speaking to one another (48); or, they 

are physically absent from one another’s day-to-day lives but psychologically present in 

their haunting of one another, such as in “Lunar New Year Rituals”, where the speaker 

has chosen not to have a reunion dinner with her family of origin but feels compelled to 

recreate all of the familial new year rituals from her past (62). Both conditions create a 
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sense of discomfort resulting from the contradictory nature embedded in the loss. 

Familial relationships remain unreconciled, like an ongoing, open wound.  

In addition to reading works by the aforementioned poets, research for this thesis 

included reading a number of essays and memoirs by writers of the Asian diaspora (Koh, 

Hong, J. Lee, Ngyuen, Shukla and Suleyman, Tan, Wills, Zauner). A commonality I 

noticed in many of these readings was the presence of what I call a “reconciliation 

moment”—a moment where the author, after having reflected on the fractures in their 

familial relationships, reckons with the fractures directly by meeting with, confronting, 

and/or reconciling with members of their family. This thesis diverges from that tried-and-

true formula by presenting fractured relationships without any attempt at reconciliation or 

closure. Instead, relationships remain broken, and the speaker is left to process and mourn 

the ambiguous loss alone. When making tofu with shrimp, the speaker “question[s] / 

whether tofu was ... [her] mother’s only way / to return home,” and that question is left 

unanswered (31). During the speaker’s frantic adherence to various “lunar new year 

rituals,” it’s revealed that the speaker is not taking part in “the most important ritual, / the 

reunion dinner [she] ought to be having with [her] parents” (62), again indicating that 

broken relationships remain at a standstill. This is not to say that the poems are static. 

Here, I’m reminded of a piece of second-hand advice from E. J. Koh’s writing mentor, 

Joy, in The Magical Language of Others. Joy tells Koh, “You don’t have to forgive your 

mother. I’m not telling you to forgive her. But the poem must forgive her, or the poem 

must forgive you for not. Otherwise it’s not a poem” (151-152). In many ways, the 

writing of this collection has been an exercise in forgiveness. By recreating various food 

memories, I have allowed the poems to begin the ongoing act of forgiveness: of my 
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family, for the wounds inflicted out of trauma; and of myself, for allowing our 

relationships to remain fractured. Ongoing transformation occurs in these poems 

internally, rather than as a result of mending or confronting external relationships. This is 

evident in lines such as “I never used to like [mapo tofu] / but I get it now. I’m sorry to 

fail at hugs […] but I’ll keep eating / at 50 cycles a second” in “The Frequency of 

Sichuan Peppercorns”—suggesting the speaker understands quite a bit more than her 

mother’s love for mapo tofu; she understands the longing and love that was never 

communicated or received clearly in her childhood (34). The Chinese cleaver becomes a 

stand-in for the speaker’s mother in “Caidao,” blurring the lines between the literal and 

figurative (61). What starts off as a meditation on the versatility of the caidao becomes a 

realization that the speaker’s mother “quietly did it all” in the background of the 

speaker’s childhood (61). The poem ends with the speaker’s recognition of her mother’s 

sacrifices and of the way “no one noticed / how hard it must have been to be that solitary 

/ knife in the kitchen drawer” (61).  

Despite these interior transformations, there remains a palpable lack of closure to 

these poems. There is never a sense of completeness about the transformations because 

the loss—and, subsequently, the grief—is ongoing, as is the nature of ambiguous loss. 

The decision to forego a “reconciliation moment” and leave relationships open-ended 

was motivated by my inability to address my family directly at this point in our 

relationship and also by the desire to create and see literature that reflects the messy ways 

in which fractured relationships often remain fractured. “Bad Asian” explicitly presents 

this lack of reconciliation in its ending: “No coming of age epiphany / No teary reunion / 

just speculation / an imagined shadow history” (45). The gaps in my knowledge of my 
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family history are reflected in the literal gaps on the page between the ways the speaker 

considers herself a “bad” Asian and the ways in which she chooses to live instead. In “A 

Family History,” details are left out as the speaker wonders “when [her grandfather] 

might have sailed / from Hong Kong to Kolkata / and back again” (68). Other questions 

left unanswered in the poem: What years did my parents spend in Hong Kong and India? 

How—and where, exactly—did they meet? What stories have they kept buried?  

Perhaps these are questions that could be easily answered; however, I am all too 

aware that a major limitation of this thesis is my feeling unable to ask. This limitation, 

however, is also this thesis’s main strength: it offers something other than an ideal or 

idealized immigrant reconciliation story. Instead, this thesis presents an imperfect 

alternative that is the reality for many families living with trauma and loss. I have 

bolstered these gaps through research, using historical texts, interviews, essays and 

memoirs—yet I remain cognizant of the inability of these texts to provide the whole 

story, especially when it comes to my own family story. As mentioned earlier, individual 

lived histories differ in the details, and my access to these details is limited. But I have 

worked with the details that I have and have imagined others such that this thesis offers 

both historical context and (inter)personal affect. In contrast and as complement to the 

“official” texts, this thesis explores a shadow history that—like the original British-

English concept of shadow history—reveals “unpublished episodes of history” (“secret”).  

Conclusion 

 This thesis concludes with the section “Familial Hungers” and the long poem “33 

Ways to Make Rice” (72-75). Here we return to the question “Have you eaten [rice] yet?” 

Here, the speaker understands the question beyond its initial literal translation. Much like 
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“Memory Flight” (66-67), meaning emerges in the blank spaces—the silences—between 

lines. Immediately after the father’s violent anger is revealed, there is a caesura in the 

form of literal white space, followed by a seemingly unrelated line on how to cook rice: 

“It is very important not to disturb the rice while it’s steaming” (73). The juxtaposition of 

these lines results in the angry father transforming into the “steaming” rice in the expanse 

between the lines. Each section of “33 Ways to Make Rice” offers a small glimpse into 

complicated family relationships that, when compiled, make up a complex but 

incomplete personal history. There is a lack of closure for the speaker and her family 

because their story is incomplete and their losses ongoing. As such, the poem—and the 

entire manuscript—ends with “desire leaking at the seams” after having meditated on the 

fractures that have built up as a result of colonial, racist, and interpersonal trauma (75). 

Reflecting on, living in, and writing poetry out of the fractures has been a way to make 

sense of my lived experience. Poetry grounded in food memories has provided a way to 

think about my bicultural identity and revealed nuances in interpersonal familial 

relationships. It has made space to investigate and imagine shadow histories and 

ambiguous loss, while leaving loose ends untied, as can be the nature of living with 

trauma and loss. As Fred Wah writes in his afterword in Diamond Grill: “I tried, not so 

much to tell a story, but to show myself (and others, hopefully) what possible, plausible 

narrative threads a life can be. I hoped to explain myself to myself” (185).  
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AT THE ALTAR 
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The Taste Equivalent of a Glimpse 

Gustatory wink, olfactory flicker, food  

flashback. A resuscitation  

that rockets by, a blur that ignites 

sleeping palates, lightning jolt 

just out of reach and not quite enough 

to awaken the full-flavour dream, leaving 

behind a full-bodied craving. No words 

for this brief animal possession. Fleeting, 

frustrating, unannounced, swift knock  

on the door of nostalgia, ding-dong ditch 

at the mouth of memory.  
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Ginger Scallion Fish 

Smothered under a tinder 

of ginger and scallion lies a whole 

steamed fish. Under the new moon a glint 

of silver scale, sesame, soy, salt tears.  

How to explain to the others  

that have Othered me the new year is more 

than rice and noodles, it is also the gleam 

of a cooked eyeball waiting to be plucked out 

from that whole steamed yu, an exotic stare 

returned, knowing its circumstance, still 

hoping for an auspicious year, still wanting  

to be wanted, giving up my flesh 

and letting them pluck my bones clean. 
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Yu Choy 

Uncertain of our footing 

within a shaky hierarchy  

of grocery greens, we carry  

a small secret bitterness.  

Memory of calloused hands  

peeling our hardened stalks,  

tearing leaf from stem, 

exposing our choy sum— 

our vegetable hearts—pebbled 

with delicate buds. We dream  

of finding a place at the table,  

gently steamed, awash  

in oyster sauce, sesame oil,  

nourishing bodies that choose us 

over kale and spinach. 
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How to Make Sweet Corn Soup 

Warm up a can of cream style corn 

rescued from the clearance shelves. 

Add four cups of broth and try to forget 

how no one else seems to eat corn  

this way, as you watch your mother stir 

a cornstarch slurry into the broth, thickening  

the embarrassment of being a family  

that stretches a can of corn into soup for four,  

having forgotten the history of hundreds  

of Hong Kong cha chaan tengs that flavour  

your mother’s memory with a desire  

for ingredients that might repurpose the taste 

of colonialism. Sometimes there is little difference 

between nostalgia and shame. Whisk in an egg, 

beat it until you have nothing left 

but a few tenuous strands 

floating in the brew.  
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Ramen 

It’s the only way my mother knows how to say hello: 

a warm salt broth under a flickering florescent bulb  

 

at midnight. It fills the space between hunger 

and nourishment, waxen strands in a bath 

 

of rehydrated crystals, silver foil sachet packed 

with the myth of MSG that keeps the white ghosts away. 

 

We ate ramen on motel beds during our only summer 

vacation, privileged enough to have a holiday, foreign 

 

enough to rely on rehydrated noodles. My ramen is a love letter  

from my mother, doctored to fill our bellies as best she could: 

 

flecks of ham, baby bok choy, shitake mushrooms, slurp 

of sodium. What does it mean that the taste of home 

 

is full of artificial flavours? Desire for a place 

that doesn’t exist, spice packet trying its hardest 

 

to come close to the real thing. Tenuous  

threads, reaching.  
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Asian Pears 

Such freckled yellow skin, ever-adaptable, 

the way they feign to be both apple and pear— 

ready to be either, neither, or something 

in between. My mother 

 

keeps them in the crisper, carefully clothed 

in individual Styrofoam jackets that do their best 

to cushion the tender flesh, protect them 

from bruising. My father screams 

 

in his sleep beside her. She stays  

bone silent. In the kitchen, Asian pears are raw  

and waiting to be peeled, sliced, consumed  

while the flickering fridge light burns out.  
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Rehydrating Shiitake Mushrooms 

They were always present, always 

soaking in the small palm of a chipped  

 

china bowl on the scratched laminate 

in my mother’s kitchen. I liked 

 

to pretend they weren’t there at all, 

self-conscious of the perpetual stench 

 

that set our home apart and also made  

it familiar: swamp and soil, 

 

strangely skunky, magnetic and vaguely  

off-putting. These dong gu 

 

drinking in hot water  

while releasing their essence 

 

into a murky, potent  

broth. A sort of vegetal breathing.  

 

It wasn’t anything special,  

just the usual metamorphosis 

 

in the background of my childhood.  

It isn’t until I find them myself, 

 

years later, I understand  

the miracle of these dry, cracked nuggets 

 

transforming into such marvels,  

soft and whole.   
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Ginseng Tea 

 

苦盡甘來 

After bitterness comes sweetness.  

   - Chinese proverb 

 

A cup a day keeps my mother at bay.  

Two ways to drink that dreaded brew: 

 

diluted or gulped. No way out 

of that uncanny marshmallow test—enforced 

 

daily drinking to induce a faint promise 

of delayed gratification, this obsession  

 

with ingesting bitterness. I held my nose  

and tried to argue a way out of that daily sacrament, 

 

pushed onto us in the hope 

someday sweetness would come. 
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Winter Melon Soup 

What remains is this: my mother made it 

not to stave off the chill but to cool our qi  

with cilantro, sesame, white pepper, & melon. 

 

Whoever heard of dong gua tong 

made with watermelon rind instead  

of winter melon. What remains is 

 

a tired pot and a thirst for soup. Who knew 

watermelon rind cooks the same, alongside 

cilantro, sesame, white pepper 

 

simmering in a warm, uncertain broth, 

softening with time and heat. A cure 

against overheated blood. What remains: 

 

my mother is not here—that home 

now dissolved—just faint traces 

of cilantro, sesame white pepper, & melon. 

 

Scraps of rind and refuse trying their hardest 

to impersonate the real thing. 

What remains now is this:  

cilantro, sesame, white pepper, & melon. 
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Chicken Soup 

During flu season my mother makes soup 

with a whole chicken and a cauldron  

of medicinal herbs carefully chosen 

from the apothecary in Chinatown:  

astragalus root, codonopsis, dried longans,  

goji berries, ginseng, ginger. Green onions 

flavour the broth while Covid-19 waits 

for my father, who is already full 

of diabetes, hypertension, high cholesterol, 

and an acute temper, a bitter brew 

of abuse to and from a body that waits 

to be waited on by my mother. 

Trapped at home, she forgets 

what life was like before longing 

for her spouse to stop, before her firstborn 

moved away and stopped speaking 

to them both. Thousands of miles 

away, my chicken soup is empty 

of the herbs from my past, packed  

instead with potatoes and carrots 

unable to replenish my long-depleted qi.  

My mother and I simmer our soups 

in parallel, we share the same 

haunting in our veins, knowing  

there are no masks to protect us 

from the shame of wearing the face 

of the coronavirus. Being a model minority  

won’t save us now. To the world  

we are harbingers of disease, carriers 

with a steady diet of carrion, feral 

and barbaric, not unlike macabre horses 

galloping through the night, out of control, 

slick with sweat and dread, tearing 

our way through the storm.  
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The Grocery Store Calls Them Cuties 

I know them as gām, homophone for gold, 

fragrant orbs heavy with a hope 

that starts off bursting with light 

heaped in a clear plastic drawer 

always at the ready. Every hour 

during my visit my mother fills the silences, 

reminds me of the gām in the fridge. Help yourself,  

she pleads, clementines her currency  

of care and clemency in this tender, 

tenuous relationship, distanced by unlucky numbers 

4,444 kms, this Chinese homophone for death 

an ominous refrain. There are so many  

left when I leave, even when I eat 

as many as I can stomach, furiously 

unfurling peel after peel, shiny globules 

weeping tart and sweet in my mouth.  

I wonder who will eat them after I’m gone 

again, whether it’s even possible, how many 

will end up rotting in their skins.  
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Cantonese Minced Pork Egg Custard 

Somewhere between the hard and soft 

palates flashes an electric mouth 

memory I can’t quite place:  

jolt of savoury steam, soft custard  

 

embedded with ground pork and flecks  

of salted duck egg foggy with age,  

trying its hardest to emerge  

into the present. Cooked  

 

in the quietest way: slow steam bath, 

whisper of soy, white pepper, sesame 

dissolved in an egg-water cocktail  

that sets into a shaky metaphor  

 

for my own watered-down identity.  

I don’t remember why or when  

my mother made this: silken egg  

pockmarked with meat and cured 

 

yolks, that ham dan wong 

a hidden, golden gem, a treasure 

trove of flavour I took for granted. 

What I despised then and now 

 

crave, this residue of hunger.  

I can’t find salted duck eggs  

here; I’m left to rely on curing 

my own grocery store carton 

 

packed tight in sea salt, nowhere 

near the real thing, the magic 

of eggs transformed twice  

in the same dish, buried and diluted. 
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Tofu with Shrimp 

I search for guidance on the Internet, 

for some other family’s recipe, afraid 

to ask my own. Parachute the softest pillows  

of bean curd into the pan, ready to absorb 

a gentle simmer of broth. In my mouth, 

sharp snap of pink-white flesh, memory  

of my mother who only ate the tofu,  

saved the shrimp, the choicest 

morsels, to pile atop my rice, her child  

who refused to eat tofu, hated the bland,  

passive cubes with no backbone,  

unable to produce their own bite 

or flavour. My hunger for tofu now 

is guttural and confusing, makes me question 

whether tofu was more than a decision 

of economy—or if it was my mother’s way  

to return home. The recipe reads Try 

not to break the tofu cubes. I hear Be gentle 

with the tofu. It has no shell 

to protect itself. My doufu ha 

simmers in an oversized ceramic saucepan, 

cross-cultural facsimile of a wok, which is  

not the same at all.    
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Celebrating the Mid-Autumn Festival 

The harvest moon burns through the night.  

Twitter is awash with photos of moon- 

 

cakes: snow skin, red bean, white lotus.  

A chef in England makes pork pie mooncakes.  

 

There is debate over the perfect number 

of salted egg yolks for each cake. My sister emails, 

 

waxes on about Mom’s mooncakes, how they taste 

like sweetened porridge encased in mochi.  

 

I’m not prepared. I didn’t think I needed 

mooncakes. The goddess Chang’e frowns 

 

at my desperate plate of substitutes: 

hard boiled egg, mandarin orange, vanilla Oreos.     
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Joong 

At night I dream of joong, 

neatly wrapped parcels tied tight, 

 

plump with sticky gleaming pearls 

steamed in their bamboo leaf jackets,  

 

insulating wombs of pork belly, 

mung beans, that precious golden  

 

ham dam wong cured with sweat and tears.  

Where I am now I am estranged  

 

from joong and what lingers  

is the haunting of a worn steel wok  

 

blooming with steam, joong tender  

and waiting for me to come home 

 

from school. I didn’t know then 

how much of the time would be spent 

 

thinking about sticky rice dumplings, 

checking the mail for packages.   
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The Frequency of Sichuan Peppercorns 

is 50 hertz. That tingly sensation can be measured 

in micro-vibrations, a scientific breakthrough 

 

illuminating paresthesia and other abnormalities.  

Scientists say Sichuan peppercorns light up  

 

touch receptors—actually replicate touch. They can’t wait 

to order dan dan noodles and spicy eggplant,  

 

a slurp of pins and needles. There’s a stereotype  

that Chinese families dislike physical displays 

 

of affection—I wish it weren’t true 

but I’m uncomfortable when my mother tries  

 

to hug me. Sichuan peppercorns aren’t peppers 

at all—they’re berries from the prickly ash tree 

 

doing their best to ward off predators 

and failing, garnering instead a global fanbase 

 

for málà, the spicy numbing that burns away  

the pain of mapo tofu, constantly on the menu 

 

at my mother’s house. I never used to like it 

but I get it now. I’m sorry to fail at hugs 

 

and other abnormalities, but I’ll keep eating  

at 50 cycles a second.   
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Lotus Root 

藕断丝连 

Lotus roots may be severed,  

but their fibered threads are still connected.  

- Chinese proverb 

 

Not the flower and its postcard beauty 

but the root, hidden in hoary rivers, 

in bogs, silt, mud, loam. Whole: 

an underwater potato heavy in your palms. 

Sliced: another life entirely. Delicate 

discs a sort of inverse citrus wheel, holes 

where flesh would be, stained glass 

skeleton after the shatter, frame 

still intact, still holding on. This  

I hold: not the sacred but the secret 

sustenance in my mother’s kitchen, 

stir fried, braised, simmered until tender, 

swimming in a murky broth.  
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SHADOW HISTORIES 
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Unnamed Laundryman Feeds his Earthbound Family 

Once upon a time we were known  

as celestials, inscrutable2 and wretched 

 

bodies brought to this world to do what humans 

would not. How does a word so beautiful 

 

turn on itself? Do you mean to say  

my lineage can be traced onto star charts, 

 

ready to be named and colonized, specimens  

projected onto domed white planetarium ceilings  

 

for ages to come? It is not a human life3,  

one laundryman revealed, choking down  

 

each bowl of rice, trudging through icy streets,  

crawling under beds for dirty clothes, soiled sheets,  

 

every scrap saved to feed his kin stranded overseas,  

burning prayers toward the sky.  

 

2 During the 1930s, newspapers often referred to the Chinese in Montreal as “inscrutable celestials”. (Dere 

53) 
3 As quoted in Being Chinese in Canada by William Ging Wee Dere (39) 
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Immigrant Ghazal 

 

Every day is a real-life episode of The Gong 

Show, waiting to strike out for unbelonging. 

 

A constant desire to yum cha. For har gow, 

siu mai and a bottomless pot of oolong. 

 

Appropriative or appreciative? You never did know  

how to feel about Rupert’s friend Pong Ping. 

 

It’s so hard to find the right kind of soy sauce. 

The grocery store clerk just wants me to move along.  

 

That immigrant ache. A wish for a bathtub 

of warm congee to soak in all night long.  
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White Chefs 

White chefs craft miniature scallion pancakes and charge eight dollars a bite. 

 

White chefs elevate their burgers by adding kimchi. 

 

White chefs teach you how to eat pho. 

 

White chefs skewer you with their steely gaze in food magazines. 

 

White chefs serve dim sum and call it a five-course meal. 

 

White chefs make mapo tofu with French techniques. 

 

White chefs vacation in Thailand and come back experts in larb. 

 

White chefs win awards for innovative fusion. They’re here for the food, not the politics.  

 

White chefs will try anything, even sample altar food earmarked for the gods. 

 

White chefs can make chicken feet trendy and dirty food clean. 
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Milk 

I.  

 

The early years were the sweetest: gently warmed on the stove  

until just right, a liquid hug in my personalized Hallmark mug.  

 

My mother wanted strong bones, to keep us from osteoporosis, protect us  

from breakage, from drifting away like a plastic bag in the wind. She weighed 

 

us down with two cups a day, morning and night,  

cushioning the possibilities of fracture in the in-between.  

 

The microwave years were harder: they didn’t taste quite right  

after all those coddled cups from the stove, but I gulped them down  

 

until I outgrew our home, left my mug behind, suitcase stuffed 

with oranges, instant noodles, red envelopes full of emergency cash. 

 

During the milkless years, I shelved that daily ritual without a thought,   

seasoned my diet with yogurt and the occasional cheese quesadilla 

 

from the college cafeteria until I developed a discomfort that grew  

unbearable, swollen with a pain that turned me inside out 

 

so that I cut out dairy altogether: a lactose intolerance common 

among Asians except, curiously, my family. Thousands of miles away  

 

my mother makes cheesecake for my sister in the quietest water bath,  

coaxing calcium into her bones, tending them  

 

with a nourishment my body rejects while still craving  

Hong Kong milk tea, egg tarts, milk toast. 
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II. 

 

Hong Kong milk tea, egg tarts, milk toast— 

the menu at the restaurant we visited 

 

every Sunday was a nod toward the tastes 

my parents left behind. Early on, 

 

they told me not to marry a gweilo  

because white ghosts don’t understand 

 

what it means to be Chinese, how to eat rice 

every day, put family first, go out for baked pork chops 

 

and milk tea after worshiping our Lord Jesus Christ— 

as if Christianity was always part of our origin story, 

 

next to silk-stocking milk tea, steeped violently strong  

to withstand the evaporated milk ferried over  

 

by the British so they could keep taking  

their afternoon tea while taking over Hong Kong.  

 

In 2017, the Leisure and Cultural Services  

Department of Hong Kong declared milk tea  

 

an intangible cultural heritage, even though 

the leaves are from Sri Lanka and the milk  

 

a digestive nightmare. I’m sure there’s something 

to be said about creating a cultural phenomenon 

 

out of colonialism, but I haven’t figured it out  

yet. It’s possible what it means to be Chinese 

 

is to yearn for milk tea while searching elsewhere 

for a fabled land of milk and honey.  
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III. 

 

For a fabled land of milk and honey 

the diaspora will give you everything:  

 

its life savings, faded photographs,  

handmade sweaters, a recipe for dumplings.  

 

They say there’s no use crying  

over spilled milk but what if that milk was all 

 

you had? In this strange land 

paintings of milky white monarchs line the halls 

 

you wash every day, cleaning up vomit 

while pocketing uneaten sandwiches 

 

found in the trash. There are no easy ways  

to earn a living and no way to earn the right 

 

to live. Just a daily attempt to stretch a dollar 

far enough to keep chasing a vanishing hope 

 

that tomorrow might be easier. You know 

others think you’re stretching their patience— 

 

milking it—when you haggle over a handful of t-shirts, 

doing what you can to appeal to the milk 

 

of human kindness, having already bartered away 

your pride. There’s no use,  

 

you can’t outgrow  

the animal they see in you.
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Before You Ask 

 after Gillian Sze’s “He Asks, Where Are You From?” 

 

Every answer sounds like a lie. I’m from Saturday morning congee and after school pizza 

pockets. I’m from gently warmed milk before bed. From math contests and second-hand 

clothing. From bone broth simmered long before it hit the influencer market. Fried rice 

and milk tea after church every week. That weekly hour of Chinese school where I read 

The Baby-Sitters Club under my desk. Lashings from my father when I brought home 

anything less than an A+. Long walks to school with my mother, who was afraid to let 

me cross the street alone, despite—or because of—crossing an ocean on her own.  

 

I am from a majority of minorities, maybe you know it as Hongcouver? From adult-onset 

lactose-intolerance and the milk I no longer drink. Years of disused Cantonese; phone 

calls left hanging and an inability to read the menu at Wong’s. Stilted bus shelter 

conversations with locals who keep trying to locate me. That white therapist who asked if 

I had a tiger mom, despite the hour I spent explaining family dynamics. I’m from seven 

provinces away and unlikely to fahn oohk ghei. I’m from a stereotype I keep trying to 

outgrow. A country I don’t know, reduced to a single aisle at the grocery store.  
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Banana 

Remember when being a banana 

was a badge of honour? Accompanied  

with a wink, yellow skin made palatable 

by white flesh. Yeah, we could pretend 

we were offended but we liked it, didn’t we, 

imagining we weren’t really Asian,  

parading a Sinophobia we welcomed 

from the inside out. Praised  

for our good English, we selected CBC4  

from an unspoken drop-down menu 

of possible pet names, kept our distance  

from FOBs5, afraid they would contaminate 

our fragile hand of bananas, turn us back 

into Chinese pumpkins, oblivious to the fact 

that others just saw fruit 

from the reject bin. We pretended  

we didn’t feel the bruises,  

blind to the resilience of the peel.  

 

4 Canadian-born Chinese 
5 Fresh off the boat 
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Bad Asian 

No embarrassing lunchbox  

Just a pre-emptive instinct  

to pack white bread  

 

No rice cooker 

Just an occasional bowl of rice 

 

No kitchen god 

No ancestral shrine 

First we became Christians 

then I became nothing at all 

 

No broken English  

Just Cantonese, broken beyond repair, 

sentenced to appear  

only in untranslatable dreams 

 

No phone calls home 

Not after the tears, the guilt, and the decision 

to go email-only, as approved 

by my white therapist 

 

No grandchildren 

I have sex just because. I do not pass 

on our genes, I do not pass GO 

 

No coming-of-age epiphany 

No teary reunion 

just speculation,  

an imagined shadow history. 
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Never Have I Ever 

used someone else’s toothbrush / pulled an all-nighter / been the first / to go to university. 

had a one-night stand / gotten into a fight / lied about my age / lied about where I lived. 

lied / about my family. stood out / from a sea of white faces / pretended not to see 

someone I knew / pretended I was someone / else. been mistaken for another / Asian. 

been asked where I am from / no, where I’m really from. embraced / compliments on 

how well I speak / English. left behind my mother / tongue for more official languages. 

defended / the taste of chicken feet / jellyfish / fish eyes / all those uncivilized foods / 

pretended my father was not / the janitor at my school / been asked to explain an entire 

culture / checked a box so an employer could show their wokeness / been cat-called / for 

my yellow skin, almond eyes, seemingly docile / body for someone else to take as their 

own / been rejected / for the same. been denied a job because of fit / been asked to affirm 

or deny / racism. been asked / to reassure someone they are / not racist  
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Chinese School 

I gave my crush a dollar for a glance  

at his dictation. The thrill 

 

and shame in exchange for silence and the warmth 

of a palmed loonie the next day, smirking, 

 

Let me know if you want to do this again,  

shaking my hand. Who knew 

 

the free market of eight-year-olds traded in Chinese 

characters? I didn’t know then the value 

 

of words, only numbers, and the beating 

if I missed 100, my textbooks packed full  

 

with hastily scrawled pinyin, wild and erroneous 

transliteration of a child who knew by sound alone,  

 

counting down the minutes, 

a heritage cheated away.   
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TV Dinners 

Not Swanson or Stouffer’s or Hungry-Man. Those we ate 

at the table, when they were still a novelty, proof 

 

we’d finally made it into the North American vernacular.  

No, these were the meals on the floral hand-me-down sofa 

 

accompanied by cartoons, sitcoms, movies, anything 

to avoid each other’s eyes, drained 

 

of that early immigrant hope, raw and expectant.  

We ate TV dinners when we had given up 

 

clearing off the kitchen table, buried under years 

of old newspapers, empty margarine containers, 

 

expired arguments. No room  

for regret. No memorial 

 

for the family meal, just a weary procession 

toward the glow of the screen, that eerie buffer 

 

shadowed by the way we had forgotten how to speak. 

We balanced our plates precariously  

 

on threadbare cushions. I remember  

feeling sad for the food: steamed white rice,  

 

chicken or fish or sometimes tofu, perhaps a side  

of sliced cucumbers, swallowed without pause.   
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Becoming a Math Prodigy 

I started early: dragging my palms along the wall 

while turning away, pretending I couldn’t see 

 

my father, his hurt expression, shame 

seeping in those preschool years and festering  

 

through daily tutoring sessions, always math, 

not because I was behind but because he needed 

 

that worn stereotype, needed his child to carry on 

a legacy of brilliance, a magic trick 

 

for him to pull out at work, at parties, at the store 

beside the frozen chickens. Didn’t talk  

 

about the textbooks flung across the room, the way he joked 

about how I must’ve hated him, calling me out 

 

in a miscalculated attempt at repair, making sure 

I couldn’t hate him, could still crack a grudging smile 

 

while dreaming of escape, filling my diaries with clichés: 

fuck yous and their attendant guilt, silent 

 

protest against his temper and the imprint  

that lingered long after the blow.    
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How to Speak Home 

oohk for house 

fahn oohk ghei, as in return 

       to the house 

Where home would fit is blank 

house, and       

I am missing  

the Chinese word for home 

something I might have known and lost,  

or never knew at all. Just the static 

of a long-distance call, my mother asking When 

will you fahn oohk ghei? Nothing but a plea  

to return to the house. Google Translate says 

the word for home is 家 

a flicker 

this word I once learned 

as family, from my mother  

who only ever asked me to return 

to the house. 
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My Cantonese Phrasebook Teaches Me How to Have a Conversation 

 你好 

 néih-hó hello 

 

 如何使用 

 yuèh-hòh sái-yuhng? how does this work? 

 

 我是中國人 

 ngóh sih jūng-gwok-yàhn  I am Chinese 

 

 我只會說點點廣東話 

 ngóh ji wúih suet yāt-dím-dím gwóng-dūng-wah  I speak very little Cantonese 

 

 我現在心跳很快 

 ngóh yihn-joih sām-tiu hán-faai  my heart is beating very fast at the moment 

 

 我迷路了 

 ngóh màih-louh-líuh  I’m lost  

 

 我的行李還沒到 

 ngóh-dīk hàhng-léih juhng-mei-dóh my luggage hasn’t arrived 
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 多謝 

 dō-jeh  thank you 

 

 好久不見 

 hó gáu mó gin long time no see 

 

 我明天離開 

 ngóh mìhng-tīn lèih-hōi  I’m leaving tomorrow 

 

 最近你身體怎麼樣 

 jui gan néih sān-tái jám mōh yeuhng?  how have you been? 

 

 請把菜單給我 

 chíng ló choi-dāan kāp-ngóh the menu, please 

 

 今天有甚麼招牌菜 

 gām-tīn yáuh sahm-mō jīu-pàaih-choi?  what is the dish of the day? 

 

 這種茶太苦了 

 je-júng-chàh taai-fóo-líuh  this kind of tea is too bitter 

 

 嘗嘗它 

 sèuhng-sèuhng tā  taste it 
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 不是 

 bāt-sih no 

 

 痛 

 tung  it hurts 

 

 對不起 

 dui-ngh jueh I’m sorry 

 

 這壞了 

 je waaih-líuh this is broken 

 

 值得把它修好嗎 

 Jihk-dāk bá-tā sāu-léih-hó mā? is it worth repairing? 

 

 我現在呼吸困難 

 ngóh yihn-joih fōo-kàph kwan-nàsnh  I am having breathing difficulties at the moment 
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Why I Stopped Coming Home for the Holidays 

because I didn’t want Chinese all the time. because the teenage angst never ended. 

because you wouldn’t let me be like everyone else. because I didn’t want to be different. 

because you spoke with an accent. because I was embarrassed. because of all the herbal 

soups, the dreaded Chinese apothecary. because I hated Chinese school. because I’ve 

forgotten how to speak. because we wanted different things. because you nourished me 

with yin yang rice, yu choy, steamed tapioca cakes. because it was not enough. because 

he hit me and called it discipline. because you did not stop him. because you stayed. 

because I left. because your life centered on survival and mine, freedom. because you 

wouldn’t stop crying through every phone call. because we stopped talking. because it 

hurt. because I didn’t know how to listen. because I still don’t. because I didn’t ask you to 

suffer for me. because I never learned filial piety. because I only know fragments of your 

shadow history. because I am afraid to ask. because of Hong Kong, India, Canada. 

because the British occupied all three and you never knew sovereignty. because they 

colonized me, too. because sorrow is cumulative. because I still look for you in tomato 

egg rice, in sweet corn soup, in Singapore noodles. because I am never full. because you 

continue to endure. because I would not. because I’m sorry. because you tried. because 

we are the lotus root, cleaved apart, cratered with holes, still tethered by silken threads. 

because the body remembers. because our hungers converge.  
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When I Think of Them 

I make congee, do my best 

to coax comfort from every grain of rice. 

Stir desperately, scraping the edges 

for anything that might stave off  

a hunger for food I can’t make.  

 

I’ve been accused of being maudlin 

when I cook. I confess—stir—I don’t notice  

the way grief—stir—trails my spoon 

—stir—burbling sweet vitriol  

for a family who needed—stir, stir— too much 

 

and the only way I knew how to preserve 

myself, through exile, reducing 

this life into something dark and cloying. 

A learned western sustenance, independent 

of ancestral altars in the kitchen. 
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Bilingual Dreams 

In preschool I learned to speak 

English consonants and vowels 

tumbling out my toddler mouth: 

No. No. I want. I know.  

 

Turned my back on my parents’  

tongue, Chinese phonemes too difficult 

and different from everyone else. Beaded 

together clumsy strings of Chinglish  

 

so my mother could understand 

me at home. Read overweight tomes 

of white Literature, filling my crevices  

with a lexicon sharp enough 

 

to edge out the last of the Chinese. A foreign  

substance inside my foreign body. I quit 

Chinese school when I was eleven—good riddance 

to that dreaded weekly class. I didn’t belong there 

 

either. Left all the words  

behind. Discovered other ways 

to pretend. Over time, an awkward 

unfamiliarity with this forgotten language, 

 

unable to speak to my parents,  

having never learned the ways, built up 

too much unsaid, gradually extinguished  

what I knew, one character at a time.  

 

Now it’s gone and I forage 

for my heritage in history books, old photos,  

stories from other families, Google 

late into the night. Sleep arrives 

 

fitfully. When I wake my voice calls out,  

gām-yaht? géi-dím-ah? Entangled  

in various realms of consciousness, the mind 

searches for a grounding place, the body leaks 

 

a heart language I do not know.  

Is it still a mother tongue  

if you cannot speak it anymore? My body knows 
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what I do not (that I never learned, lost, or forgot).   
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At the Friendship Store 

Inching through narrow, half-lit aisles,  

I’m afraid I might shatter  

bottles of Shaoxing wine and all the sauces: 

light soy, dark soy, black bean, oyster, fish. 

 

I am afraid I might shatter  

this longing for a ghostly taste. 

Light soy, dark soy, black bean, oyster, fish, 

fermented liquids brimming with a past, 

 

a long ghostly taste.  

Memory trails me as I creep  

between fermented liquids brimming with a past 

I’ve lost but not forgotten. 

 

Memory shadows me as I creep inside 

this tiny Asian grocery full of foods 

I’ve lost but not forgotten. Each bottle 

a lapsed capsule buried in the dark. 

 

This tiny Asian grocery, owned by  

an old couple, reminds me 

of a lapsed capsule buried in the dark, 

left behind to decay on its own. 

 

The old couple reminds me 

of my parents, wrinkled and worn, 

who left behind a home: 

the family wok and a closet of cheongsams 

 

My parents, wrinkled and worn,  

felt out of place even as they traded 

the family wok and a closet of cheongsams 

for a whisper of hope for me 

 

who now feels out of place 

here at the Friendship Store, where 

a whisper of help? from me 

is in English, my Chinese long abandoned.  

 

Here, at the Friendship Store,  

I am someone who needs 

English translations, Chinese long abandoned 
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amidst seaweed, sesame oil, frozen har gow. 

 

I am someone who needs  

Sichuan peppercorns, egg noodles, dried shrimp, 

seaweed, sesame oil, frozen har gow— 

a desperate attempt to nose my way back 

 

into a bowl of Sichuan peppercorns, egg noodles, dried shrimp. 

This long-remembered comfort food 

desperately nosing its way back 

into my present, a thin tether 

 

to a long-remembered comfort 

found in bottles of Shaoxing wine and all the sauces, 

my thin tether to ancestral feasts 

inching through narrow, half-lit aisles.  
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What We Inherit 

Metal tang huan molds and a memory 

of those sweet new year treats, hours 

in the making, the only time I ever saw 

my parents work together. Grease-stained recipe  

for pork and watercress jiaozi. A will 

to survive. Ruins of a mother 

tongue. Habitual midnight snacking. A taste 

for fermented soy, for the holy trio: 

ginger, garlic, scallions, flavours that inoculated us 

early in the womb. Desire to be reborn 

in a new homeland. The ability to sleep 

on a pull-out couch and call it good, to eat 

steamed white rice and call it home. History 

of the Great Leap Forward and the 45 million 

who starved, their hunger haunting 

every grain of rice. Immigrant instinct for sacrifice,  

compulsion to feed every last hungry ghost.  
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Caidao 

You shy away from the spotlight, 

unlike Santokus and Sabatiers, share a name  

 

with the brash butcher’s blade, as if you too 

could crush bone. If only I knew 

 

how gentle you were, slicing each rib 

of celery so paper-thin you could see through 

 

each membrane held up to the light. 

If only I knew it just takes a little time 

 

to get used to the way you are 

an extension of the arm carving through tender flesh, 

 

scraping up every last scrap. The empty weight  

in the palm of my hand. For years  

 

you quietly did it all, 

the quintessential multitool. No one noticed  

 

how hard it must have been to be that solitary 

knife in the kitchen drawer.   
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Lunar New Year Rituals 

My partner calls it red day because I’ve asked 

him to wear his red sweater, no black or white,  

told him not to wash his hair, to clean  

only until the stroke of midnight 

when all the bad luck we’re clearing out 

suddenly transforms into good luck 

I’m desperate to keep in, a sort of reverse Chinese 

Cinderella. Ignoring the most important ritual, 

the reunion dinner we ought to be having 

with my parents, I’m tortured 

over when we can take the trash out, 

if we can turn the dishwasher on, 

how many lights to leave on overnight, 

whether I’m allowed to wear black 

socks, how many jiaozi to pleat, how many 

pleats to make, if pre-filleted tilapia is acceptable, 

what my mother would think if we still spoke  

to each other. Everything has a second meaning  

in Chinese and I wonder what it means 

that I’m unable to find a chicken  

with its head still attached. I’m aware  

everything is a little off-kilter but I’m still trying 

to hang little red 福 signs everywhere: 

on doorknobs, cupboard handles,   

the wilting money tree, the cat’s tail 

as she scampers by. My partner and I fight 

about not being allowed to fight  

on new year’s, the way I’ve troubled 

these traditions into militant orders,  

the adherence I’ve welcomed as penance.
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In Dreams 

I fail Chinese school and live in a house of onion skins. I am at odds with my family and 

there is always a villain. Often my father. Sometimes it’s me. When I go grocery 

shopping, all the vegetables are out of reach. I plant turnips and they bloom into knives. I 

attend family reunions catered by ghosts. The table is set with gilt-edged bowls. The soup 

has soured into clumps. The devil appears in every tarot card I turn over. Stones dissolve 

into silt. I’m bound to a stake while everyone else eats hot pot over the fire. I speak 

Cantonese fluidly and everyone understands except me. When the meal is over, everyone 

smashes their bowls to stoke the flames.  
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The Ancestors Look Down 

They watch me watch Mulan, 

they laugh at the melodrama 

of haircutting with a sword, swear 

that’s not how it happened 

in real life. They watch me plant 

wildflowers instead of vegetables, 

buy organic, free-range eggs and pay 

to camp without indoor plumbing 

at Keji. They hold gossip scrums, debate 

which descendants merit approval 

and who continues to bring home 

shame. They roll in their graves 

at how jobs have devolved. I know 

we can’t all be acupuncturists 

but I’m pretty sure poet- 

who-airs-dirty-laundry never made it 

onto the list of accepted professions.  

They waste away from neglect,  

from years without altar food  

because we’re a Christian family 

now. They watch me fail 

to ask for forgiveness, for losing 

my mother tongue, for cutting 

my ties, for never replenishing  

their plate, for the forgotten  

fruit rotting in the fridge.  
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We Go on a Road Trip 

and my partner brings a toothbrush. I worry 

about the weather, gas prices, whether 

there’s anything I’ve forgotten to consider,  

what snacks to pack, where to stop 

for lunch and if we have enough dairy 

pills to digest the inevitable lactose.  

My partner falls asleep at 9pm while I stay up 

baking lemon-cranberry muffins at midnight.  

My partner tells me to relax, says  

we can stop for food and gas and whatever  

else we’ve forgotten, not knowing 

it’s never been an option to forget  

anything. I think about the summer 

I turned fourteen, my family’s only road trip 

climbing the Coquihalla in a tired minivan 

to see the mountains, our attempt 

to be like all the other vacationing families. 

I think about the case of Cup Noodles, 

shrimp crackers, and oranges my mom packed, 

how nobody relaxed and I didn’t care  

about seeing the Rockies, just wanted to watch 

TV in bed. My partner asks about hotel bookings,  

doesn’t know the trick of showing up at Motel 6  

at 9pm without a reservation to make good 

on the stereotype that Asians will haggle 

you down to the bone until it’s obvious  

it’s late and there aren’t any other takers,  

in which case a cheap Chinese family is better 

than an unsold room. I know we can afford it 

now, won’t starve, but I can’t leave home 

without a suitcase crammed with comfort objects 

and an inability to buy snacks at gas station 

prices. My comfort object is a food memoir  

written during WWII. My comfort object is a kettle  

and a case of ramen. My comfort object is a value- 

sized bag of chips and a gallon of tap water.  
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Memory Flight 

A pile of clementines at the altar, because even the dead need to eat 

 

The difference between eating to forget and eating to remember is ____________ 

 

I see other poets fill their poems with swallows, magpies, and ravens, so I also fill mine 

with birds: five spice quail, Peking duck, bang bang chicken  

 

Pigeons can memorize up to 1200 images to help them navigate home 

 

Google Translate gives me the pinyin but I need the jyutping so I guess I’ll just leave 

empty-handed 

 

Refrains from my childhood: Are you hungry? Are you hungry? 

 

Between braces and corrective jaw surgery, my mouth cost $10,000 

 

Foods my mother loves that I used to hate: spring onions, avocados, papayas, fresh 

coconut 

 

Not all immigrant stories are the same, but all immigrant homes have a drawer full of 

used plastic bags 

 

From the ages of ten to thirty, my favourite books were about 2 British children displaced 

by the war 

 

I kept asking to see the city lights, only to fall asleep 5 minutes into the drive 

 

On our only family road trip, we played ABBA and Backstreet Boys nonstop because 

those were the only two CDs everyone could agree on 

 

I wake up at 3 a.m. thinking about the latent memories embedded in objects: on the 

microwave’s keypad, the refrigerator’s hinges, the knife’s blade 

 

Google Translate helps me scatter Chinese characters throughout my poems even though 

I can’t read all of them  

 

I fall asleep listening to Pauline Boss talk about ambiguous loss 

 

The difference between expansive and endless is _____________ 

 

Memory is a fickle mistress—crossing her upends one’s whole existence 
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We couldn’t afford the Chinese channel but sometimes it would come on for free and 

we’d all pile on the couch to laugh at the Monkey King’s antics in Journey to the West 

 

Foods my mother loves that I now crave: the venn diagram is a circle 

 

The more you recount a memory, the more unreliable it becomes; the only way to 

preserve a memory is to forget— 
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A Family History 

Ancestry.com has nothing on me.  

My shadow history lurks 

in dark corners. I scavenge history 

 

1841: The British take possession of Hong Kong 

       

textbooks for clues to locate my gung gung, 

when he might have sailed  

from Hong Kong to Kolkata  

and back again, drifting  

 

1858: British rule of India begins 

 

between tentacles of imperialism.  

The British like to take possession  

whenever they can, wherever 

possible. I don’t know what it was like  

for poh poh, only that she was alive 

 

1941: Japanese occupation of Hong Kong 

  

through it all, British rule 

and Japanese occupation.  

Occupation: to fill, reside, invade 

 the tender cavities leftover 

after starving in the dark, 

 fighting over scraps, resisting  

 the burning urge to eat  

 one another. 

 

1945: Japan surrenders. 8 months of military rule 

 

 Imagine finding relief 

 under the thumb of the white man 

 again, imagine being passed around 

from one colonizer to another,  

imagine the resentment and hope 

 you might have enough to eat 

 this time. Imagine 

 

1946: Re-establishment of Crown colony in Hong Kong 

 

 it might be better, 
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 imagine a table weighed down  

 with milk tea, macaroni in soup, 

baked pork chops, creamed corn 

egg drop soup, where fusion isn’t trendy, 

it’s natural consequence, sweet and savory 

reminders you’re not alone, 

 

1958: China’s Great Leap Forward 

  

 you are not your own. Now,  

imagine my parents born  

into a world where the Chinese are chased 

out of India. My father’s family must have stayed,  

how else to explain my father’s taste 

for samosas, jalebi, biryani, how else to understand 

childhood whispers about a past 

 

1962: Sino-Indian War 

 

in India, even though we’re Chinese, 

even though I don’t understand the smallest bit  

of Punjabi he likes to pull from his pocket  

when he wants to show off. Imagine  

my mother born in a place where she needs 

an interpreter to speak to the government.  

Imagine my parents’ first date, sharing 

what they have in common: a history of being possessed 

 

1966: China’s Cultural Revolution 

 

 and the decision to move to yet another British colony 

on the west coast of Canada. Imagine that first view 

of the tarmac, dark with fresh rain, what it felt like 

to touch down on foreign ground, unfamiliar in all ways 

except for the way this land, too, was repossessed.  

Imagine pouring their dreams into their children,  

imagining they could outrun generations 

 

1997: Hong Kong becomes a Special Administrative Region  

of the People’s Republic of China 

  

 of dispossession, imagining something more 

than just another immigrant story.  

Imagine building a family on a pipe dream 

even though you don’t smoke, don’t drink, 
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can’t afford to have any vices 

other than sadness and anger. Imagine how poverty tastes 

different in this new place, imagine browsing shelves  

of Lucky Charms and Cheerios wanting nothing 

but salted egg yolks, lap cheong, dried shrimp. 

I imagine these are the origins 

of my salt tooth. Here, I begin  

the guesswork, afraid 

 to ask for an explanation. 
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FAMILIAL HUNGERS 
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33 Ways to Make Rice 

 

1. Skip the grocery store. The stuff on the shelves is too pricey, too parboiled, 

packaged in ludicrously small bags. Death row rice, if you only needed one more 

meal, perhaps. You want the stuff directly from a wholesaler, the kind that 

distributes all over Chinatown. Rooster brand, Calrose white, medium-grain. If 

you pay in cash, you’ll get a discount—provided you speak the right language and 

thank the gruff man who grunts as he heaves the 50-pound sack from the dolly 

into your trunk.  

 

2. There are rice people, potato people, and wheat people. I spent my childhood 

distancing myself from rice. It seemed shameful and unnatural to ingest so much 

rice. You haven’t eaten until you’ve eaten rice, my mother would say. That is 

literally not true, I’d retort. 

 

3. The sack sits permanently by the fridge, its spot marked on the floor where 

previous bags of rice have left their collective imprint after years of sweeping 

around the edges, never bothering to move that kitchen fixture. When we finally 

move houses there is an indelible gray ring on the worn linoleum.  

 

4. There is no debate over whether to wash the rice. In fact, I don’t even know there 

are other methods until I move out and stumble across articles about washing vs. 

not washing. I only know of one way to make rice: carefully rinsed until the 

cloudy water runs clear, soaked one knuckle deep, brought to a boil, lowered to a 

simmer, lid on. 

 

5. A memory from my preschool years: I am sitting on the faded floor of my 

grandmother’s kitchen, hands sunk deep into a sack of rice. The silky feel of rice 

slipping through my fingers, a waterless waterfall. Every day I looked to that sack 

for the delight of that particular sensation, much to my mother’s chagrin.  

 

6. According to my mother, rice is not a toy. 

 

7. Sihk jó faahn meih a? was the first thing my mother asked every phone call, back 

when I still called home. Translated literally, Have you eaten rice yet? When I 

first left home, I didn’t understand this obsession with eating and rice, as if 

nothing else in the world mattered. I didn’t know Have you eaten rice yet? meant 

How are you? Are you okay? I didn’t know yet that my mother spoke the 

language of food. One night, I had Greek salad and lemon-roasted potatoes, but 

instead of explaining the betrayal, I assured her that yes, I’d eaten rice.  

 

8. At night, sticky rice dumplings visit me in my sleep until I fall awake, restless and 

hungry.  
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9. When my father grows angry he forgets the sanctity of rice. It’s left to my mother 

to sweep the smashed china, ensure every grain is swept up.  

 

10. It is very important not to disturb the rice while it’s steaming.  

 

11. While my friends ate cereal in front of Saturday morning cartoons, I endured the 

slow simmer of congee. One cup rice, nine cups stock, a gentle bubble until noon. 

I daydreamed about pancakes and eggs while staring down that steaming bowl of 

jook. Topped with white pepper, sliced green onion, and pork floss it was 

tolerable, but unyielding. There was always so much in my bowl. I struggled to 

finish it. Little did I know this was a way to stretch a little into a lot, a way my 

mother could tether herself to what was familiar. I didn’t see the appeal.   

 

12. Every grain of rice left uneaten in your bowl is a pockmark on the face of your 

future spouse. So what? I’d retort, I just won’t get married. Still, to this day, the 

habit of cleaning my bowl has remained.  

 

13. The only meal my father knew how to make was lap cheong fan, rice with 

Chinese sausage. It carried him through his bachelor days, before marriage, before 

my mother’s meals, before the high-blood pressure and the uncontrolled temper.  

 

14. How does such a small speck expand to three times its size? A bloom so grand it 

nests and swells in the dark of your stomach. The reverse is also true: so many 

make their home in this small, quiet grain. 

 

15. Every summer solstice, my mother walks down Victoria Drive for joong. She tugs 

her rickety metal cart behind her, packs it full with groceries and joong, tied tight 

with a plastic grocery bag. At home, joong steamed in a worn steel wok. She 

always buys the ones filled with pork belly, mung beans, a single salted egg yolk. 

Blanketed by sticky rice and wrapped tight in bamboo leaves. She insists we eat, 

even if we aren’t hungry.  

 

16. The intervals between my visits and phone calls home expand like a grain of 

rice—twice, three times what it once was.  

 

17. The origin story of joong involves the drowning of Qu Yuan, the Emperor’s poet. 

Villagers threw packets of rice overboard to lure the fish away from human flesh, 

to preserve their poet. 

 

18. I start to crave that which I used to dread: soupy, savoury congee laced with the 

faintest hint of ginger. I think I must be pregnant.  

 

19. When my father was diagnosed with diabetes the doctor said No more white rice. 

My mother compromised, fed him a blend of white and brown, much to his 

disdain. It’s just not the same, he mourned.  
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20. On my mother’s kitchen counter: a clock radio and that old, familiar rice cooker. 

On my kitchen counter: toaster, blender, pressure cooker, kettle, air fryer, 

unwashed dishes.  

 

21. An unnerving habit I’ve developed is the need to eat rice immediately when I 

return from travelling. 

 

22. I’ve heard rice might be the substance of souls.  

 

23. Is my soul made of rice? If not my soul then certainly my pantry: Calrose, 

basmati, glutinous, sushi, arborio, salad roll wrappers, vermicelli, hor fun, 

mochiko.  

 

24. My pregnancy test comes back negative. I still crave congee. 

 

25. On the new moon of the new year, my sister messages about making tong yuan. 

Glutinous rice balls filled with black sesame in hopes of an auspicious year. I 

imagine them in her bowl, floating in a sweet ginger broth, trying their best to 

represent harmony and reunion.  

 

26. The new moon is a hidden bowl of rice in the sky. The full moon a celebration 

and feast. 

 

27. Congee as morning prayer. Two warm ladles into a thrifted ceramic bowl, a 

scattering of sliced green onions, pork floss, drizzle of sesame oil and soy, dash of 

white pepper. I can’t believe I grew up despising this comfort nor understand the 

urgency with which I wake for breakfast now. 

 

28. Broken rice is what’s left after the whole, perfect grains have been harvested and 

sold. Once, only the poor ate broken rice. Now, it’s come into its own. Trendy 

urban restaurants break full-grain rice to meet the demand for the broken.  

 

29. I used to make tong yuan with my mother. She poured the hot water while I 

mixed the dough with chopsticks. My mother tried to convince me black sesame 

filling made them better, but I always made mine plain, needed my dumplings 

unadulterated, soft and whole.  

 

30. I can still hear my father yelling at my mother for never making lap cheong fan 

for him: You just don’t want me to be happy! My mother is silent through it all, 

only later coming to my bedroom to complain to me in a whisper: He’s fucking 

diabetic. 

 

31. The Great Wall of China is featured in Ripley’s Believe It or Not! for being 

literally held together with sticky rice.  
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32. My mother always said joong was a whole familial production, too much work for 

just her. Not worth making a few and not worth making it without our extended 

family, which has scattered across the globe. Is it ambition or desperation that 

leads me to Google recipes? None of them look right, so I end up with a 

Frankenrecipe: cobbled bits and pieces from various sources in an attempt to 

recreate the past. My joong is full of substitutes, is a facsimile far from the real 

thing: chicken, shiitake mushrooms, split mung beans. In place of salted duck 

yolk, a single chicken egg, impatiently cured in salt. The whole bundle wrapped 

in parchment paper instead of bamboo leaves, tied with kitchen twine, pressure 

cooked instead of slow boiled. What emerges is something new altogether: a hint 

of memory wrapped in a warm, savoury pocket of sticky rice. It brushes up 

against my cravings without releasing them completely.  

 

33. Smother me in a blanket of rice. Grain by grain, muffle the desire leaking at the 

seams.  
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