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To my readers, thank you for loving

the aunties as much as I do.
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Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for picking up Four Aunties and a Wedding. When I wrote the first book in the series, Dial A For Aunties, I wanted first and foremost to share a slice of my amazing family and culture with the world. I feel so lucky to be able to do that again with Four Aunties and a Wedding. In Dial A For Aunties, I was concerned about straddling the line between authenticity and stereotype, wanting to show the kind of broken English that my family speaks without turning it into a source of ridicule. I’ve been so grateful and touched by the warm reception Dial A For Aunties has received. With the sequel, I wanted to tackle the subject of the Asian diaspora.

Like Nathan, my husband is half Asian and half English. My mother-in-law is Chinese-Singaporean, and when I first met my husband, I was so excited because I’d been very homesick in Oxford. I grew up in Singapore and Singlish is the language I’m most comfortable speaking, so to meet another Singaporean in a foreign country was such a breath of fresh air.

I excitedly asked my husband what his favorite Singaporean food is (mine: roti prata), where he went to school in Singapore, and can we please speak Singlish to each other, lah? Every single question was met with a blank stare. As it turned out, my husband may be half Singaporean, but he left the country way too young to remember much about it aside from “It’s hot.”

Later on, after we had dated for a while, I was excited to meet his parents. I thought his mom would retain more of Singapore, but as it turned out, she too spoke flawless British English, and aside from cooking the most delicious Chinese food, she had integrated seamlessly into English culture. She even asked me to call her by her first name rather than the Asian way of calling her “Auntie.”

The first time my parents met my husband’s parents, the meeting was a very awkward one. Both sides were clearly baffled by each other. I’d hoped that they would find similarities since both my parents and my mother-in-law are technically immigrants, but instead, the meeting only highlighted their differences. Fortunately, both sets of parents made efforts to bridge the gap and we all get along beautifully now, but it took some work to get here.

The experience really hammered home how different every Asian diaspora experience is. A lot of the time, we tend to get lumped into one single category: Asian. An umbrella term that ignores the huge differences that arise based on not just where we’re from, but when we left and where we settled down. In Four Aunties and a Wedding, I hope to show how varied the Asian diaspora experience can be, and how there is no right or wrong way of “being Asian.”

Jesse








Part One: Planning the Perfect Wedding (It’s all about the dress, really.)
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I try not to breathe as the last corset hook is yanked into place. “Ow, that’s digging into my rib cage.”

Yenyen huffs a breath through his teeth and gives one last vicious tug, which forces a squeak out of me. “In the past, brides would break their ribs to fit into their wedding dresses,” he says, and it strikes me that he’s not saying it in a horrified tone, but rather a wistful one, which is somewhat worrying. “How do you feel?”

I risk breathing again, and to my surprise, despite the torturous time I had getting stuffed into the dress, once I’m in, it’s actually—dare I say it—comfortable. What sort of black magic is this? I could’ve sworn I would hardly be able to take even the tiniest sip of air. I blink at him in surprise. “I can breathe in it.”

I can’t quite see his eyes behind the round, purple-tinted sunglasses, but I’m pretty sure I hear them roll.

“Aduuuh, of course you can breathe in it, silly. Yenyen’s creations aren’t just beautiful, they’re also built for maximum comfort.”

I can’t help but smile at him. Yenyen has a tendency to refer to himself in third person, which should sound mildly deranged but actually comes off as somewhat endearing. His real name is Yenzhen, but nobody is allowed to call him that. Within the Chinese tradition, it’s common to have phonetically repeated names as a pet name, and as Yenyen says, he’s everybody’s best friend, so we must call him Yenyen.

“Now, are you ready to see it?” he says.

Am I? My heart rate rises. My cheeks grow warm. This will be the forty-millionth dress I’ve tried on. I swear I’ve tried on every wedding dress L.A. has to offer, and each time, there’s been something that Ma or my aunts didn’t like. Over the last few months, as we exhausted every bridal boutique in greater Los Angeles, their comments have seared themselves onto my brain.

“Sequin not shiny enough.”

“The lace look itchy, is making me itchy, is making you itchy?”

“Body too slutty.” (Second Aunt meant bodice. I think.)

And so on and so forth, until Nathan announced that he’d arranged for Indonesia’s premiere wedding dress designer to come to L.A. with custom-made dresses. Including—and this is the pièce de résistance—dresses for the mother and aunts of the bride.

I swallow and nod at Yenyen. “I’m ready.”

“Okay, keep your eyes closed, though!” He gathers the skirt behind me as I turn slowly to face the floor-length mirror. After a minute of rustling and fussing, he says, “Open your eyes.”

I do as he says.

My mouth drops open. “Yenyen—” My breath catches in my throat. There are no words to describe this dress. I know, in that moment, that this is it. This is The One. The bodice is swathed in the softest, most delicate lace that looks like it was sewn by fairies using spider silk. The skirt is a gorgeous frothy affair that somehow remains light enough for me to move around in. The entire thing hugs my body in all the right places and accentuates my curves in a way that is at once sexy and conservative. I feel as though I’m wearing a cloud. Tears rush to my eyes. “It’s perfect,” I whisper.

Yenyen waves me off, but it’s obvious he’s fighting off a huge smile. “Shall we show your family?”

Here we go. Deep breath. I don’t know what I’ll do if they say they don’t like it. I steel myself, tightening my hands into fists. I’ll fight for this dress. I’ve acquiesced to their never-ending laundry list of complaints, despite many of the dresses I’ve tried on being perfectly fine. This one isn’t just perfectly fine, though. It’s actually perfect. And I won’t let them ruin it for me. I won’t. I—

“Ta-da!” Yenyen cries as he yanks open the bedroom door with a flourish.

I grit my teeth, awaiting the cascade of complaints, but there are none. In fact, there is nobody around. The sofa and chairs arranged in a semicircle in Ma’s living room are empty.

“Aduh,” Yenyen cries, throwing up his hands. “Yenyen can’t work like this. You know how important a good entrance is? This isn’t just a dress; it’s an experience!”

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know where they went. Maybe to the bathroom?” I’m about to call out for them when footsteps thunder down the hallway.

“Meddy? That you? Sudahan ya?” Ma calls out.

“Yes, she is done!” Yenyen snaps. “Please take your seats so your daughter can show you her beautiful wedding gown.”

“Eh, tunggu! Meddy, you close your eyes!”

“What?” Yenyen’s face is turning red. His whole moment is being ruined, poor guy.

“Just go with it.” I pat him on the shoulder.

“Unbelievable!” he snaps, but takes control of himself and arranges my skirt and train so it cascades flawlessly across the hardwood floor.

“Ready or not, ah?” Second Aunt shouts.

“Yes.” I close my eyes, half-dreading what I’m about to see. Ma and the rest of my aunts come out of Ma’s bedroom giggling like schoolgirls. But before they get to the living room, Yenyen mutters, “This feels wrong,” and rushes over to the hallway to see them.

His gasp can be heard all the way over in Santa Monica. “Those are not the dresses Yenyen brought you!”

“No, it’s the dresses Jonjon brought them,” someone else says regally.

Okay, not even the strongest-willed person can keep their eyes closed through this. I crack one eye open just as a tall, thin man wrapped in a tight-fitting snakeskin suit emerges from the kitchen.

Yenyen gasps again. “Jonjon. How dare you!”

“What’s going on?” I say.

“Hello, nice to meet you. I’m Jonjon, you might have heard of me? Voted most avant-garde fashion designer in Indonesia? I was featured in Tatler and Vogue?” He extends a hand dripping with various chunky rings. Unsure what to do, I shake it limply. “Your family asked me to design their gowns for your wedding.”

“But Yenyen designed their gowns!” Yenyen cries.

Jonjon snorts. “Those lumpy brown sacks? I don’t think so. These ladies deserve better. Ready to see them?”

“Wait, wait!” Yenyen grabs a wool blanket off the couch and throws it around me. “Okay, when the time is right, throw off the blanket with a flourish, ya?”

“Um. Okay.” I hug the blanket tight around me and nod at Jonjon, half-dreading what I’m about to see.

“Behold!” Jonjon waves grandly, taps on his phone, and tinny pop music plays as, one by one, my family struts down the hallway.

I turn around. And stare in shock-horror at the spectacle before me.

Big Aunt, Second Aunt, Ma, and Fourth Aunt are all decked out in the most blinged-out, most aggressively purple dresses I have ever laid eyes on. Ever. How do I describe the particular shade of purple? It’s as if flamingo pink and electric blue had a baby and then that baby snorted a line of coke and proceeded to punch you in the face. It is a lot of purple. And it’s a lot of different kinds of material. I’m talking taffeta, and embroidery, and sequins—oh god, so many sequins. With every move my mother and aunts make, crystals and jewels flash and threaten to blind me. And that’s not even the worst part.

“What are those things on your heads?” My voice comes out hushed with horror, but Fourth Aunt must have misheard it as awe, because she simpers and flutters her fake lashes at me.

“Aren’t these just gorgeous?” She pats the—the thing on her head gently. “It’s called a fascinator. They are a must-have for English weddings. We’re going to fit in so well.”

“With that thing on your head? I mean, what—I—but—” I sputter.

“Aiya, you hate it!” Ma wails. She turns to her sisters. “I tell you, I say, Komodo dragon is not good choice, we should have gone with flamingo!”

My mouth opens and closes, but no words come out. What does one say when faced with four women wearing ten-inch-tall Komodo dragons on their heads? Well, not actual live ones, at least. I think. “They’re not real, are they?” I don’t know that I’d be able to forgive my family if they were.

At this, Jonjon smiles smugly. “They look real, don’t they? I understand why you’d think they are; the craftsmanship is flawless, isn’t it?”

Again, no words come. The dragons are in various positions, each one weirder than the last, but also somehow compatible with each woman’s personality. Big Aunt’s dragon is standing on its two hind legs, the front ones akimbo, like an Asian auntie who disapproves of your life choices. Second Aunt’s dragon is—of course—stretched into some bizarre Tai Chi pose. Ma’s is sitting down, primly sipping tea. Yes, there is an actual tiny teacup in its paws. And Fourth Aunt’s is doing karaoke.

I turn to Yenyen. Maybe he can play bad cop for me and shoot this whole ridiculous getup down in flames. Like me, he’s also staring openmouthed at their fascinators. He extends an arm and touches Fourth Aunt’s dragon gingerly as though expecting it to come to life and take a chunk out of his hand.

“Amazing,” he says.

I sidle over to him and whisper, “Don’t you mean ‘ridiculous’?”

His gaze flicks over to me and I see belatedly that the expression he’s wearing isn’t so much shock as it is wonderment. “Look at the craftsmanship. The scales, those eyes!”

“You mean how they follow you around the room?” I can’t help but shudder.

“It’s called the Mona Lisa effect,” Yenyen says.

My mother and aunts preen.

“You do realize he’s calling the dragons Mona Lisa, not you,” I point out. Which is probably a petty thing to say, but really, now. There is no way in hell I can let this happen. I can’t have them meeting Nathan’s parents wearing Komodo-freaking-dragons on their heads.

“Okay, yang bener ya. Serious time,” Big Aunt says, straightening her back and smoothing down the front of her ruffled skirt. “What you think, Meddy?”

I tear my eyes from the tops of their heads to her face, and that’s when I realize it: Big Aunt is nervous. It’s the first time I’ve seen that vulnerable look on her face. Well, I guess I have seen it one other time before, when she had to move the body of a man I’d just killed. The naked worry and hope in her face make my chest squeeze painfully. My eyes move from Big Aunt to the others and find all of them wide-eyed with anticipation. Ma is wringing her hands, and Second Aunt looks like she’s one mean comment away from plunging into a Tai Chi pose. Fourth Aunt is studying her nails, but now and again, she steals glances my way, and I know then that she’s just as nervous as the others.

Well, crap.

“Um.” My voice falters. I clear my throat and try again. “Well. Um. More importantly, what do you think, Big Aunt? Do you feel good in it?”

She starts to nod, but Jonjon shrieks, “Be careful!” and she jerks her head upright. Her Komodo dragon wobbles precariously for a few tense seconds as we stare with bated breath. Then it rights itself.

Sensing an opportunity, I pounce. “Well, uh—as incredible as they look, if you can’t move freely in them, then I don’t know if they’re a good idea. I want you to feel completely comfortable at my wedding, Big Aunt.”

“True…” she says.

Hope flutters in my chest.

“Oh, not a problem. On the day of, you just tell your hair and makeup artist to sew the fascinators to your wig,” Yenyen says. “That’s how most celebrities get them to stay on, you know.”

“Thanks, Yenyen, very helpful,” I hiss through gritted teeth. He’s supposed to be on my side.

“So you like?” Big Aunt says, her eyes searching mine.

“I…” Six pairs of eyes bear down on me like six searing-hot laser beams. I know when I’m defeated. “If you like them, then I like them too.”

Ma and the aunties’ faces melt into huge grins, and for just this one moment, I’m glad I went along with it. Then common sense returns and I kick myself inwardly. What have I just done? What did I agree to? What is Nathan’s prim English family going to think? The thought of introducing my batty family members to his well-dressed, eloquent mother is almost enough to make me break out in hives. Of course, as always, as soon as I think this, the guilt comes in full attack mode. I shouldn’t be ashamed of my own family, not even with Komodo dragons on their heads. They’ve gone through so much for me, like covering up an actual murder. The least I can do is pretend to like their hideous outfits.

But I don’t get a chance to say anything as Yenyen crows, “Okay, Yenyen’s turn!” and whips the blanket off me. My family gasps at the sight of my dress.

“Wah, bagus, bagus,” Second Aunt says.

“Mm, I love it,” Fourth Aunt agrees. “Sexy, not trampy.”

I turn to Ma. “What do you think?”

Ma is blinking away tears. “Oh, Meddy.” Her voice catches and she grasps my hands.

A lump forms in my throat and I nod through my tears at Ma.

“Yes, so very pretty, so beautiful bride,” Big Aunt says, patting my cheek fondly. I smile back at her. The Komodo dragon atop her head grins down at me. “You going to make big splash in Oxford.”

Well, some of us will, at least. The mention of Oxford fills my stomach with butterflies. Ever since I cracked open Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone at age ten, I was hooked. And when I visited Nathan’s family all those years ago, he’d taken me on a tour of Oxford University. It had cemented my love for the gorgeous city. It was a no-brainer when he’d suggested having the wedding at one of the oldest and biggest colleges at the university: Christ Church College. With its expansive gardens and magnificent cathedral, Christ Church makes the perfect wedding venue. I’d thought Ma and the aunties would be against it, but when I told them, they’d literally whooped with joy, especially when we offered to pay for their airfare. And, as horrible as it sounds, there’s an additional benefit to having a wedding in England—I won’t have to invite the rest of my humongous family.

Not that I don’t love them; it’s just that there are so many of them—all of my cousins and their families, for one, and then my mother’s cousins and their families. Chinese-Indonesian weddings tend to have thousands of guests for a reason; everyone is related to everyone else, and if you fail to invite your cousin’s cousin’s spouse’s cousin, there would be such Slighted Feelings. Generations of family feuds have stemmed from this uncle not inviting that cousin’s brother-in-law’s father-in-law to his daughter’s wedding. With a destination wedding, we can just tell the rest of the family that we don’t want to impose, and that they shouldn’t feel obligated to spend thousands of dollars to travel all the way to England just to watch me get married. In the end, the only people from my side of the family who are attending are Ma, the aunties, and a handful of cousins, which is such a huge relief. None of my aunties’ sons are coming. I had a video call with them and we all agreed that the aunties would be so emotional and overbearing that it would probably be best for everyone’s sanity not to have them there. The relieved expression on my cousin Gucci’s face was so palpable that I couldn’t help laughing and taking a screenshot, just in case I needed to blackmail him in the future. They promised that we’d celebrate ourselves when we next had a family gathering. We’ve somehow ended up with over two hundred guests anyway, thanks to Nathan’s numerous business contacts, which appeases Ma and the aunties’ need for big weddings.

Ma waves her hand in my face. “Eh, Meddy, hello, you paying attention or not, ah?”

I snap back to reality and jerk back at the sight of her Komodo dragon. Those dragons, I swear. “What is it, Ma?”

“We have surprise for you,” she says with obvious glee.

Uh-oh. The last time my mother sprang a surprise on me, I ended up killing it. Or him, rather. “Um. What is it?” My voice comes out thick with worry.

“Wedding vendor! We find perfect one for you.”

“What? But—” Too many things crowd through my head. The first and foremost being a childish wail of But this is my wedding. I want to be the one who decides who to hire! But before I can shoot her down, I realize something: Ma couldn’t possibly have found a wedding vendor. The only ones she knows are, well, us. “Ma, I told you, I want you all to be there as guests, not vendors.”

“Of course not us,” Big Aunt says, waving me off like I’m a gnat. “Mana mungkin? How we can cater to your wedding when we wearing this outfit?”

Huh. Maybe I should ask them to cater to my wedding after all. Anything to get rid of those dragons.

“I told you Meddy would want to find her own wedding vendors like a normal bride,” Fourth Aunt says, glancing up from admiring herself in the mirror. “Right, Meddy?”

The glare Ma shoots her could have melted plastic. Dammit, why did it have to be Fourth Aunt who said that? I can’t possibly agree with her. To Ma, that would be a betrayal, and I’d never live it down.

Then another realization sinks in: how could they have found any vendors in England? They don’t know their way around the Internet. Well, my mother did catfish a guy for months.

“So, what you think, Meddy?” Ma says, her eyes shining with hope. Big Aunt and Second Aunt stare at me. Even Fourth Aunt looks at me in the mirror.

“I can’t agree without knowing who—or what they do. I mean, Nathan and I have been looking for vendors too—”

“Aduh, of course I not expect you to agree to hire them now,” Ma says, flapping her hand at me. “What you think, I so unreasoning I expect you to just agree without even knowing who?”

Well, yes, actually. But I don’t say it out loud.

“Of course I don’t. I very reasoningable. You meet them first, pasti you will love, I am sure.”

“Meet them? But they’re in England, surely?”

“Ah, no. They in here. But they do destination wedding. And they family business, just like us. And best of all, they family!”

I blink. “They’re family?”

Big Aunt nods. “Mereka itu, your grandmother cousin niece cousin sister-in-law. Very close family.”

I try to go over the familial connection, but give up after grandmother’s cousin’s niece. “Do they have a website, at least?”

Second Aunt waves her index finger at me. “No need website. We meet them for dim sum, they can show you all their photos.”

“Uh.” I suppose I might as well agree to get them off my back. “Okay. But I want Nathan to come along, and if we don’t like them, please don’t—”

“Aiya, of course we not push you into hiring them if you not like,” Ma cries. “What you think we are? Dictator?”

“No, you’re Chinese mothers, which is as good as dictators,” I mutter, squeezing Ma’s arm with affection.

“Oh ho ho, you so funny. My daughter so funny. Wait until you become mother also. Then you understand. Okay, you go undress. We all go undress. Then we go.”

“What, now?”

“Of course now! If not now, then when?”

Of course. I should’ve known. Still, I can’t help but smile as I watch my family scurrying out of the living room, Komodo dragons teetering crazily as they move. I turn around to look into the mirror and sigh happily at the reflection of me in my amazing dress. Even Jonjon is grudgingly admiring Yenyen’s handiwork. How did I manage to end up with the dreamiest gown that was ever made? This wedding is going to be wonderful.
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Less than an hour later, I wait outside our favorite dim sum place for Nathan while my mother and aunts go inside to meet this mysterious vendor they’ve decided we’re related to. I can’t help the grin that stretches across my face when I spot him walking across the parking lot. I mean, dayum. He is fine. And he’s mine, all mine!

Okay, settle down, creeper. I suppose part of me does feel like a creep whenever I see Nathan from afar. I can’t help but undress him with my eyes, which I know sounds really gross. But seriously, how can I not? Look at him, all strong jaw and broad shoulders and muscled arms and those pecs and—

“You’ve got your horny face again,” he says.

“I’m just hungry.”

“For me?”

“Okay, ew. But yes.” I inhale the scent of him as he bends down and gives me a chaste peck on the cheek; the dim sum bunch is mostly made up of Chinese uncles and aunties who openly stare disapprovingly at every young couple, and Nathan knows I’m not comfortable with PDA in front of this particular crowd. Horny eyes, acceptable. Actual kissing, hells no. “So, before we go inside, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Uh-oh.” His eyebrows knit together with concern and he lowers his voice while taking my arm. “Is it about… the thing?”

My stomach knots. I hate that I’ve put this weight on his shoulders. It’s been almost a year since Ma set me up on a blind date with Ah Guan that ended with me and my aunties accidentally killing him. Emphasis on “accidentally.” As if that wasn’t bad enough, Ah Guan’s body was then mistakenly shipped to a wedding at Nathan’s hotel, where through a series of mishaps caused by my aunties, it ended up appearing at the altar as one of the groomsmen. Only a magical combination of quick thinking, false bravado, and sheer dumb luck allowed us all to get away with it. To this day, I can’t quite believe how fortunate we were that someone like Sheriff McConnell was in charge of the case. His incompetence was vital in ensuring that nobody ended up charged with anything.

Even though Ah Guan’s case is closed—declared an unfortunate accident—Nathan still worries that it’ll come back to haunt us, and I hate that he worries. Nathan had figured out the truth behind Ah Guan’s death in record time and decided to help us cover it up. Though he’s never held the incredible sacrifice he’s made over my head, I never let myself forget it. I hate that he has to carry this burden because of something I did. “No,” I say quickly, and Nathan’s shoulders relax. “My mom and aunts found some wedding vendors that are apparently related to us and they’re really keen on us meeting them.”

“Oh. Is that all? You looked so worried I thought it was going to be something really bad.”

“Well, I mean, it kind of is,” I sigh. “I’ve been dreaming about our wedding for so long, and I’ve been looking forward to searching for the right vendors with you. I wasn’t really expecting my family to swoop in and find them for us. Well, I don’t know why I wasn’t expecting it from them.”

“Aw, hey, c’mere.” Nathan wraps his arms around me and pulls me closer, to the immense interest of all the random uncles and aunties around us. “It’ll be okay. Your mom and aunts are just really excited about the wedding.”

“I know.” I sigh and rest my head against his chest. An idea begins to form, and I pat his pecs. “Wow, these are getting really big; you’ve been working out hard. What a manly man you are.”

Nathan grins at me. “I know you’re just buttering me up, but I am here for this. Please keep telling me what a manly man I am.”

“Well, I was thinking, we’ll meet with these vendors…”

“Uh-huh?”

I trail a finger down his chest. “And if we don’t like them, you put your foot down like the big manly man that you are and tell my family we’ll be hiring someone else.”

Nathan laughs. “Me? Say no to your Big Aunt? Hell to the no.”

I punch him on the arm and he laughs. “We’ll do it together,” he says, kissing the top of my head.

“Okay,” I sigh. “Well, get ready to meet them.”

“What, now?”

“Yep, come on, manly man.”

“Nathan, over here, Nathan! Nathan!” Ma shouts, standing up and waving madly as we weave through the dim sum crowd. Nathan waves back at her, but she continues waving and shouting his name.

“How come she’s never that excited to see me?” I grumble.

“Because I am, in her words, ‘the perfect specimen of a man.’”

I roll my eyes. I mean, I agree with Ma, obviously, but Nathan doesn’t need to know that. Over the past year, my family has doted on him as if he’s their long-awaited prodigal son, and instead of being scared off as I feared he might be, Nathan has quite happily accepted all the attention.

As we near them, I see that there isn’t one or two or three new faces at the table, but—

“Five vendors?” I hiss.

Nathan squeezes my hand. “It’ll be okay. We’ll eat with them and look at their portfolio and then politely but firmly tell them no.”

I take a deep breath. I can do this. I’m an adult, dammit. I can stand up to my family, especially for my wedding. And despite all of his jokes, I know Nathan would back me up if I wanted him to.

Everyone smiles and waves when we get to the table, and Nathan and I go around greeting them—Big Aunt first, then Second Aunt, and so forth. Even though I arrived here with Big Aunt and the others, I still need to make a show of greeting them again. After I greet my family, I’m left with the vendors. They’re not quite what I expected. There’s an elderly woman who looks about Big Aunt’s age, three men who could be anywhere from thirty to fifty-five, and a young woman who looks about my age.

The young woman stands up and comes around to shake my hand and Nathan’s with a big, friendly smile. “Meddy, it’s so nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you, and I’m just so excited about your wedding.”

Her smile is infectious, and I find myself beaming back at her before catching myself. I don’t want to appear like I approve. I squeeze my mouth into a thin line. But then the woman hands me her business card, and I know then that she and I are destined to be friends. Because her card says this:

STAPHANIE WEITING TANUWIJAYA

Photographer

Stop weiting around, we’re here for
all your weidding needs!

I chomp down on my bottom lip to keep from laughing.

“That’s not a typo, by the way. It really is spelled with an a,” Staphanie says.

I meet her eye. “I relate very hard to this.”

“I knew you would, Meddelin,” she says somberly. “When your mom texted me your name, I was like, ‘Okay, I need to meet her. She’ll understand what it’s like to grow up with an unfortunately spelled name.’”

“I do!” I laugh. “I really, really do. Oh god, you poor thing. I’m guessing you get lots of staph infection jokes?”

“Mhmm. And coupled with my Chinese name, Weiting? Forget about it. ‘I’m wei-ting for my staph infection to clear up.’ I hear that one at least five times a day.”

I’m still laughing as we sit down next to each other.

Big Aunt clears her throat and Staphanie and I go quiet. When all the attention is turned to her, Big Aunt gestures at me. “This Meddy, the bride, and that one Nathan, the groom.”

The elderly woman nods and smiles in a very grandmotherly way at us. “Wah, cakep sekali ya? Will give you so cute babies,” she says to Ma. Ma simpers, and the elderly woman continues, “You must have babies right away, okay, not be like these modern people nowadays, waiting and waiting, later your womb will dry up.”

“Ama!” Staphanie scolds. She turns to us. “I’m so sorry. This is my grandmother, she’s just, uh, she’s—”

The sight of Staphanie’s mortification about her family warms my heart. Finally, someone who truly understands what it’s like growing up with my family. “It’s okay, I understand,” I tell her.

“Oh, you so right,” Ma says to Staphanie’s grandmother. “Yes, I don’t know why all these young people they want to waiting, waiting, until they too old to make the baby!”

Nathan places a comforting hand on my back. I can tell he’s struggling to bite back his laughter. I’m glad he finds Ma funny, at least.

“Please, eat,” Staphanie says, placing a har gow on my plate. I quickly reciprocate by spearing a char siu bao and putting it on her plate. Around the table, our families are doing the same, rapidly picking up dumplings and placing them on each other’s plates—a battle to show which family is more well-mannered. Nathan is used to this by now and jumps in with gusto, giving Big Aunt the biggest siu mai and Staphanie’s grandmother the fattest cheung fun. Cries of “Aduh, don’t mind me, you eat, you eat,” and “Wah, you such good boy,” fill the air, and soon, everyone’s plate is full and the battle ends in a draw. Now we can finally start eating.

Staphanie takes a small bite of her bao. “So, to give you an overview of our company…” She gestures at her family. “Like yours, ours is a family-run business. My ama is the wedding organizer—”

“Oh, wow.” I don’t even have to fake the amazement in my voice. “That’s really amazing, Tante.” I say, using the formal Indonesian term for Auntie. “Wedding organizing is so complicated, especially when it comes to Chinese-Indonesian weddings.”

Staphanie’s grandmother nods with barely restrained pride. “You can call me Ama.”

Calling someone else “Grandmother” feels like a betrayal of my late ama, but there’s just something about Staphanie’s grandma that is so grandmotherly. I totally want to call her Ama, even though we’ve just met.

“Okay, Ama.” Nathan gives her his boyish smile. She beams back at him, and I know then that we have found our wedding organizer.

“Ama is known for having the sharpest eye in the industry,” Staphanie says. “She doesn’t ever miss anything.”

“Ooh, that very important,” Big Aunt says, nodding her approval. “Yes, sharp eye very important for wedding, because this and that, need to keep track, ya?”

Ama nods and smiles politely.

“Ama used to hunt when she was younger. She has the keenest eye in the industry and doesn’t miss a single detail, so don’t you worry, you’ve got the best wedding organizer in the biz,” Staphanie says.

I don’t bother hiding my amazement. “That’s so cool.”

Ama does that pursed-lip thing people do when they’re trying not to grin too hard, which looks adorable.

“And this is Big Uncle,” Staphanie says, gesturing at the man sitting next to Ama. “He does the flowers and decor.”

“Hi, Om,” I say. Om is Indonesian for “Sir” or “Mister.”

He waves me off and says, “No, no, you call me Uncle James.”

“Spelled J-E-M-S,” Staphanie whispers, and I have to bite back my giggle. “Anyway, Big Uncle’s well-known for his lily bouquets—”

“That what I well-known for!” Ma pipes up. “Until my lily guy—uh.” She falters as she probably realizes what she’s just about to say. Until my lily guy was killed by my daughter.

“Until she moved on to peonies,” I quickly say, my heart thumping wildly.

“Oh, iya, peonies, yes.” Ma smiles weakly.

“Maybe we can see photos of the flower arrangements?” Nathan asks. I shoot him a grateful look.

“Yeah, of course.” Staphanie takes out a tablet and opens up the gallery before sliding it over to Nathan and me. “Here you go.”

The bouquets and flower displays are beautiful, well-balanced, and artfully arranged to showcase the vibrant blooms. “Very pretty, Om—I mean, Uncle Jems,” I say. “Do you have any photos of bouquets with hydrangeas? I have a soft spot for them.”

A frown crosses Uncle Jems’s face for a second, and I squirm inwardly, wondering if I’m being too demanding. No, right? I mean, it’s normal to ask for your favorite flower in your wedding bouquet.

“Yes, of course,” Staphanie cuts in, taking the tablet back and scrolling through the photo album. “Um, maybe not in here, but I’ll look up our old photos at home and send them to you.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Anyway, Second Uncle is hair and makeup,” Staphanie says, pointing at the man next to Uncle Jems.

“Uncle Henry,” he says, waving at me.

“There’s a rogue d in the middle of his name,” Staphanie whispers. I didn’t think I could love her more, but I do. Where has this girl been all my life? She opens up a different photo album and slides the tablet back to me and Nathan.

As expected, Uncle Hendry’s handiwork is beautiful and—dare I say it—rivals that of Second Aunt. As though she could hear my traitorous thoughts, Second Aunt actually gets up from her seat and walks over to us, so she’s literally breathing down our necks as we look at the pictures.

“Wah, bagus sekali,” she says, “you do that curled plait thing very well, that one very tricky, ah?”

Uncle Hendry nods. “Yes, very tricky, but I take lesson and practice on Staphanie hair.”

“Mm, yes, I always practice on Meddy hair also,” Second Aunt says, still peering down her nose at the photo album. “Oh, this photo!” She plucks the tablet out of my hands and stares at it closely. “This one your photo?”

There is a second of silence as Uncle Hendry stares at her. “Yes?” he answers cautiously.

“Wah! This one I see everywhere on Pinterest! So very popular. Wah, turns out you are the artist behind it!” The admiration on her face is palpable. She’s gazing at Uncle Hendry as if he’s just saved a child from a burning building. I exchange a glance with Nathan, who’s openly grinning and wiggling his eyebrows at me. I can tell he’s thinking the same thing—is Second Aunt in insta-love?

Uncle Hendry breaks the eye contact. “Aduh, is nothing, is very easy technique.”

“I been trying to figure, you know, how to do the hair like that? And I cannot get it correct, waduh, drive me crazy. I try on Meddy hair so many time, still not look nice. You have to teach me how to do like that!”

Poor Uncle Hendry looks like he’s just about ready to jump out of the nearest window. He’s no match for Second Aunt. Or any of my aunts, really.

“Ahem,” Big Aunt says. She doesn’t even bother pretending to cough. “Please ignore my Er Mei, she lupa her manners, asking people to share trade secret. Hendry, you ignore her, okay?”

Second Aunt’s lips thin into a tight line, and for a mortifying second, I’m half-afraid she’s about to get into it right then and there with Big Aunt. Or lunge into some Tai Chi position. But then she exhales and smiles at Uncle Hendry. “So sorry, my Da Jie is right, I get carry away. You don’t have to reveal your trade secret to me.” With that, she returns to her seat and slurps her tea very deliberately.

The tension is too much for me to withstand, so I blurt out, “Second Aunt, I’m sure Second Uncle would love to hear all about the Komodo dragon fascinator and how it’ll fit in with your hairdos.”

“Oh yes, we have traditional British hats for wedding,” Second Aunt says.

“Traditional British hats with Komodo dragons?” Nathan whispers.

“Don’t ask,” I mutter.

“Sounds exciting,” Staphanie says. “Second Uncle would love to take a look at them, wouldn’t you, Second Uncle?”

Second Uncle nods quickly. “Yes, of course. Maybe I can come your place and see this dragon sometime?”

Second Aunt’s smile lights up her entire face. She’s practically glowing like a light bulb. “Okay, boleh,” she says, and grins down at her teacup, clearly blushing.

Staphanie and I exchange knowing glances before she says, “And last but not least, Third Uncle is our MC.”

“Ooh, nice.” Again, I don’t have to fake the admiration in my voice. The master of ceremonies is one of the most stressful jobs at Chinese-Indonesian weddings. They’re basically the wedding organizer’s mouthpiece, the one who herds the thousands of wedding guests along and gathers them into appropriate groups for photos, the one who provides entertainment whenever there’s a lull, and the one who hosts the reception. MCs need to be loud and personable and shameless and charming and energetic, and I don’t know how anyone does it.

“You can just call me Francis. I’m too young to be an uncle,” he says.

“No!” Big Aunt booms, loud enough to make us all jump. “No such thing as calling your elder by first name.”

I look helplessly at Staphanie’s Third Uncle and say, “How about Ko Francis?” Koko means “older brother” in Indonesian.

“That’ll do. You two need to tell me how you met and everything. I bet you have a juicy love story that I can compile into the best speech ever.”

Ha. It’s too bad our love story doesn’t involve saving baby otters, but rather getting away with literal murder.

The longer lunch goes on, the more I realize that I really, really like Staphanie and her family. How can I not? They’re clearly just as bonkers as mine. As expected, her photos are wonderful—slightly overexposed like mine are. She captures the brightness of her weddings with soft pastel colors.

“Which camera do you use?” I can’t stop admiring her gallery. The colors scream of film photography, something I’ve always wanted to try but never had the guts to.

“Same as yours, the 5D Mark III.”

“Really? Wow. I could never get my pictures to have these pastel shades. I would’ve guessed the 1D.”

There’s a beat of silence, then Staphanie laughs. “You’re so kind. No, these are not taken by the 1D.”

“Well, I’m impressed. You’ll have to teach me how to get the backgrounds so smooth on the 5D.”

“Mm-hmm, for sure!” She grabs a pork rib and places it on my plate.

If I don’t reciprocate—or
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