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Introduction

I have a confession to make: I don’t really like cake. Oh, I love what happens when a cake is offered up at gatherings—the shiny eyes, the songs, the quick lick-away of frosting from a thumb. And I adore cake-adjacent sweets like tarts, waffles, muffins, trifles, and my favorite—tiramisu. But I realized what I love most about cake is the time and energy spent making something celebratory. To make. In fact, the origin of the word poet comes from the Greek word that means “to make.” No surprise then, as one who writes poems and has taught others how to write poems for decades, that I turn my “making eye” to food. And don’t worry, I actually love to make cakes: flour powdering my apron, the pans and bowls piling up, serving them up on a pretty dish—that is nourishment. When I sit and we share stories and opinions and worries and wishes—that is nourishment. That slow time when we sing and savor? Nourishment.

I especially savor the times my family eats meals on our back porch here in Mississippi, a tiny dog underfoot and hoping for a mistake. I’m so grateful to see my elderly parents gather around my own table while I implore them to just sit and relax so that my husband, Dustin, our boys, and I can cook. (My parents, like so many of our parents, do not know how to relax and be served!) And I’m thankful for my friends laughing and smacking the tables so hard while they cackle into the night. I adore having grad students over for a meal around our firepit—another kind of teaching. When I guide international students in making s’mores in our backyard, their first crumbly, decadent bite breaking into a sticky smile—no institution hovering over us—it’s so clear we are learning how to make joy for ourselves, for one another.

When my sons, now fourteen and seventeen, had their first bite of solid food (bananas), my heart almost knocked out of my chest. I was ecstatic: bite by massive bite, they smiled so big at this new creamy, scrummy taste. Each day felt like a new adventure to try: Sweet potatoes? Yes. Pureed carrots? More. Peas? Okay, hold up, wait a hot minute—let’s figure this one out.

But what of the food that has served me and that I now serve to my beloveds? Where does the food come from? What have people who have come before me done that I might have this spice in my cabinet, this fruit in my fridge? This fish, smoked and dried in my freezer for a special occasion? This honey from my friends’ son in Jackson?

This book is a bite of personal and natural history, a serving if you will—scooped up with a dollop of the bounty and largesse of the edible world. It’s also an exploration of the banquet of saporific wonder that the planet offers us, the wonder I hope you carry back to share with others.

I wrote this because, as a poet of the natural world, I had questions that begat questions, such as: Where did some of my favorite spices come from? Why do I associate mint with maternal love? Why do pawpaws make me think of promises? These are questions I will pursue for the rest of my days. For what is home if not the first place where you learn what does and does not nourish you? The first place you learn to sit still and slow down when someone offers you a bite to eat?

I write about my family to insist upon our presence in the world, even when, not that long ago, stories like mine have been disregarded or ignored. I know food can be fraught and a source of pain for so many people, but where are the appetizing origin stories of care and sustenance? Perhaps we can kaleidoscope other depictions and try to make it easier for hundreds of thousands of hardworking families to share stories like these (untold, overlooked), so the next generation can find themselves in books or television or movies as they grow up. I want to celebrate with you how my family and friends gather and what we remember, and share my curiosity about where food comes from, how it makes us feel connected to a landscape that hasn’t always loved us back.

What we think about food is a portal into our own personal histories, ourselves—and most lovely of all, it’s a chance to deepen our connection with others. Noticing food means being aware of the scent and ooze, the sizzle and slip. The peck and the puff. Taking stock of all your senses. The crackle crunch of lumpia means knowing it was made by someone who celebrates me and my mother’s heritage, and with that carries a hint of replicating her care and attention toward me. It means, too, that I’m likely at a party. The sharp and juicy bite of an apple zips me back to orchards in western New York, selecting apples with my toddlers waddling behind me like ducklings in their bulky little sweaters and rosy cheeks, still dusted with sugar from cider donuts eaten hours before. I believe details like these can ignite a footpath back to your own reflections, your own nourishments, and the times people gathered around you in jamboree.

In these pages, I hope you can also see I’m not fond of sugarcoating the past—so many foods have a history that is difficult to reconcile and a present that has shed production origins gentler to the planet that it’s hard to ignore a most uncertain environmental future. Taking a holistic look into what we consume, we see how we are what we eat. And what we eat can help us grow into our scrumptious selves. Cooking is all about chemical reactions, a transformation from raw to cooked, from ingredient to dish. There is beauty in the transformation, not just the result. Seeds to plant, blossoms to fruit, children to adults. These essays remember merriment. But these essays also remember struggle—sometimes tart and sometimes sweet.

It all comes back to this making, this poem-ing, even if you don’t consider yourself a poet: when you move your jaw to chew on food, I can’t help but honey-smile—unless you’re chewing with your mouth open (in which case please fix yourself and then we can be friends). A honey-smile is a slow smile that starts somewhere inside before it ever bubbles up, becoming effervescent on a face. It means that at least that day, that hour, that minute, you taste the delicious world I offer up—you nourish your body with it. It becomes our nourishing because we take care of one another. Your good and glad heart pounding all the while, happy for another day to come to the table. And my heart is glad for that too. And I’m certain other hearts will rejoice, and soon others, even more than we might come to know in our lifetimes. This is a feast, a slowdown.

Come—sit next to me.




Rambutan
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In six hundred or so years of Nezhukumatathils, not a one had ever attended a middle school dance, so you can imagine how imperative it was that I chose the correct hairdo for the occasion. I am thirteen and toweling off from my shower at home, a mental institution in rural western New York. No, I’m not a patient. My mother is a psychiatrist there, and so for four years—those oh-so-crucial puberty years—we lived at the Doctor’s Quarters—a row of three hefty brick houses atop the hill of what was then called the Gowanda Psychiatric Center. I am in a hurry to meet my friends Heather and Sara at the park downtown for ice cream and because of the idea: There Might Be Boys There.

I have my hand on the doorknob when I catch a glimpse of myself in the half fogged-up mirror. Huh? I squeak-squeak rub the mirror in circles for a better view. I remember I audibly gasped. There they were, as if I shampooed them in somehow—then pop!—curls. What once was just silky waves and bounce for as long as I could remember or care to notice was now bona fide curls. I’m talking ringlets.

I swept my hand over the damp curls in disbelief. All I did was comb out the messy tangle and let it air-dry. I thought of all the commercials for hair products that were so common in the mid-eighties: the fluorescent colors of Dep hair gel; L’Oréal, in their jaunty red, yellow, and blue Mondrianesque color-block-designed bottles; and of course, the purple mystique of the Aussie Hair Care line—from Australia (so exotic)—where every gel and spritz spray smelled like grape Kool-Aid.

The Malay word for hair is rambut, and it’s only fitting that the fruit with the wildest curly spinterns radiating from its bright scarlet skin—like a tiny red wig fit for the creepiest of clowns—would be named rambutan. In 1912 it was introduced to the Philippines from Indonesia, and soon evergreen trees grew heavy with clusters of twelve to fifteen fruits. Inside the furry-looking red skin, the syrupy smooth flesh—the aril—glows with perhaps the lightest blush, almost translucent, smelling fresh and earthy, like the rocks you find under a running river.

Rambutan trees get to be about fifty to eighty feet tall and produce fruit twice a season. The individual drupe itself is oval, about the length of a double-A battery, and inside is a single glossy, dark seed whose oil can be extracted and used for cooking. When I think of rambutan, I think of the quote from Virginia Woolf: “Blame it or praise it, there is no denying the wild horse in us.”

I suppose the wild horse in me is best represented by my hair. But I cringe to think of all those years of wanting it to be blond or straighter, only because I was surrounded by that color and texture, and just wanted to fit in. I don’t know if I would have believed it, but I wish someone had told young Aimee that even though it didn’t seem like it in these teeny rural towns, black hair is the most common hair color in the world. Madonna was the biggest pop star on the planet at the time, and when she skyrocketed to fame, her naturally brunette hair was dyed blond (and stayed blond) throughout most of my adolescence, with a quick detour back to brunette during her “Like a Prayer” phase. And I definitely took notice that she sported a wild and messy tumble of curls in arguably the most controversial video of her career, the one that caused so many to turn their backs on her and even boycott Pepsi.

Up until the day my curls appeared, I was forbidden to use any sort of hair product. My Filipina mother, perhaps trying to exert some control over her American-born daughter in a teenage world she didn’t understand, always had rules like No reading magazines close to dinnertime! No phone calls after dinner! No blowing bubblegum bubbles! No makeup! No hair spray! But now I had curls. I needed to style the curls. You couldn’t just yank up your curls into a giant ponytail. That would never do. Remember, this was the eighties. Curls were all about being scrunched and crunched in gels, mousse, and styling spray. Some girls from gym class styled their hair in the locker rooms with all three. And no matter what, your bangs had to stand taller than your poufiest curl. In short, if you had curls in the eighties, you needed hair product. Period. I changed into clothes as quickly as possible and ran down the stairs to show my hair to my mother, who was cooking breakfast. But it was clear my mother was not going to budge.

“But why not, Mommmm?” I kicked at the legs of the wooden dining table while she chopped tomatoes.

“Hair spray dries your hair too much. In two years, you will have no hair. No more use for hair spray! Too young for hair spray!” Chop-chop. Chop. She slid the diced tomatoes into the omelet that was already sizzling on the stove.

She wasn’t changing her mind, so I’d leave for school with a small poodling of hair and return in the afternoon to brush out the more than four-inch-high confection of bangs before my mother returned home. I would sneak free sprays in the junior high girls’ bathrooms from Heather, she of the cute mini-cans of aerosol Aqua Net in her giant purse.

At one point, I think I had the same amount of hair in the front of my face (which is to say, anything in front of my ears) cut into wide, wavy bangs as on the entire back of my head (anything behind my ears). I am twelve. The sketchy lady from Fantastic Sam’s hair salon (who smoked while she cut my hair) divided my hair laterally and made the front half all bangs, and the back half—a bizarro she-mullet. This lady teaches me how to use a curling iron. “Yous gotta pouf it, hon. Pouf it!” While she twists and clamps a section of my shelf of slightly damp bangs up off my head a good three inches, she takes a giant can of Aqua Net and sprays the whole thing—iron and all. My hair steams and sizzles into a tiny cloud over my head, and somehow this feels satisfying to me. I watch her very carefully so I can re-create this on Friday nights when I stay home with my family and watch Miami Vice.

“Geez, whatcha got your hair done up for,” my sister asks, snacking on gummy bears beside me on the couch.

“It’s Friday! It’s just in case.” I cross my arms in front of me and sigh as if she should already have known the answer. But we both know there is no “just in case.” There’s not even a “Maybe, just maybe.” There is only the satisfaction of sitting there, my hair done—with a full, dark pouf high atop my head, trying not to show that I am enjoying watching television with my parents after all, instead of being allowed to watch a PG-13 movie downtown with the rest of my friends.

No one asks the rambutan about its messy hair. They just know that if you want a rambutan, you’re gonna have to deal with the wild and unruly spinterns. I want to tell you of the years spent blow-drying, ironing, pulling and tugging my hair to straighten it out, but that exhausts me. The hours spent examining my hair in the back with a handheld mirror, wondering what color I should dye it to turn it somehow lighter than this darkest chocolate brown. Anything I could do to it to prevent total strangers from asking me, “What are you?” Anything to look more like Sara, Americ, Debby, Stephanie, Jennifer—anyone but me.

I want to tell you of the first time I visited my grandmother in India during monsoon season, and she (fresh from a bath) had joined me on the couch, where I was reading and pouting because I was being eaten alive by mosquitoes. Until then, I had never seen my grandmother wear her hair in anything but a solemn, long braid down her back or wound into a low knot at the base of her head. But when she sat down next to me, I saw her hair in all its glory for the first time ever—long, dark, luxurious curls whipped into neat ringlets. My father never told me about this, even when he heard my surprise and subsequent tirade about hair gel the day my hair suddenly turned curly. This tiny woman I saw mainly through pictures that were sent to us in mysterious red, white, and blue envelopes—this woman in flesh and bone and soft brown skin—this woman had the same hair as me. Until that moment, I had never seen anyone with the same texture of hair as mine—no model in a magazine, no one from school, even my father, who was almost completely bald, and my mother, who had thick wavy hair to be sure, but no curls, no dark fall of ringlets. Not even my younger sister (who was sometimes mistaken for my twin when we were little) has hair like me. I was speechless. My grandmother must have been uncomfortable with my staring.

“What is wrong? Your mouth is open. Too much mosquito?”

When I didn’t answer, “Too much mosquito?” she repeated.

I closed my mouth and shook my head. “Not too many mosquitoes. Your hair—it’s, it’s . . . beautiful.”

My grandmother smiled, the only time I ever saw her embarrassed, and quickly changed the subject. “But you have hair like this too, no? Let’s go get some ice cream. Too hot to be inside today.” When she walked away to summon the driver, I saw her smiling as she straightened out her turquoise sari.

I want to tell you that there in India is when I made peace with my hair, but that would be too easy. Of course, one could say that as I grew older, my focus turned to other things—a house, a husband, two kids, a geriatric dog, and of course my writing and teaching. But when I see a bowlful of rambutan I’m reminded of the untamed and messy spinterns. I’m reminded of my quiet and delicate grandmother, wrapped in tissue-thin elegant saris but who, in her housedress at night, would take her long hair out of her tight braid and let those ringlets unspool and unspool down her shoulders, a dark waterfall across her back. I’m almost fifty now, and my grandmother does not walk on this earth anymore. I know now that my hair is meant to flap and race the wind and salted air. I unplugged the iron years ago. Let the questions of what is beauty and what is not-beauty fruit down your back. I can’t bear anything less than the weight of the same waterfall from my grandmother. No saddle, no harness. It took me decades to do so, but now I embrace the dark wildness of my hair—my rambut, such spring and coil—which refuses to lie down for any iron. Any heat. Most days it’s a mess. And that’s fine by me. It gallops untamed—not even stopping if you try to offer it a crumbly cube of sugar.




Mango
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I am the daughter of a man from India and a woman from the Philippines. They have argued all my life about whose mangoes are the sweetest, the best. Both have asked me to take sides, and for years I’ve refused until now. Alphonso mangoes, hands down. From India.

This is a self-portrait. When I was in graduate school, I used the word mango in a poem for workshop. This class was run in the traditional workshop mode of “the poet stays quiet after reading her poem aloud while the rest of the class and professor discuss the poem as if she isn’t there. She just takes notes silently, with a poker face, whether or not she agrees with what is being said.” I knew the poem definitely needed work—I don’t think I ever quite figured out syllabics, and I’m sure the title could have used some rewriting—but I never expected what happened next.

After the initial minute or so of awkward silence once I read the poem, there was the pause of no one wanting to be the first to speak. Until someone announced that he thought the word mango should be footnoted or italicized so that people know it is a fruit. To explain, to define. And someone else agreed, and as is the case with so many workshops of this nature, another agreed, until the whole thirty minutes was spent discussing exactly how (not if) the word mango could be carefully deployed in this poem. Not a single other comment or question or bite of advice was plucked from the stale air that day. I am ashamed to admit it, but I went home and cried. This is a self-portrait.

But then the next week, I doubled down on my use of the word mango in my next poem. And the next. And have not stopped, some twenty years later.

The problem with saying the Alphonso mango is the sweetest mango is then having to defend it all the time, especially if you have a Filipino mother. Named for the Portuguese colonizer of Goa, Afonso de Albuquerque, this mango originates in Brazil, but when planted on the shores of India, the combination of salt air from the Arabian Ocean and the natural acidity of the soil created a new variety.

The name mango most likely comes from my dad’s language—the Malayalam word manna, which the Portuguese adopted as manga when they came to Kerala in 1498, during the frenzy of the spice trades. Because mangoes are extrasensitive to the climate and the actual soil where they take root—the terroir—scientists estimate over a thousand varieties in India alone.

And is it enough for my Filipino family and friends to say that while the Alphonso is the sweetest, I have the best memories of the Carabao variety, and to not take my judgment too harshly (or seriously)? The Guinness Book of World Records actually lists that Philippine mango as the sweetest in the world. And a couple from Iligan City in Mindanao holds the record for producing the biggest mango in the world, weighing in at about 7.7 pounds, or the weight of a small cat. There are plenty of accolades for Philippine mangoes, so take my Alphonso opinions with a grain of . . . sugar. This is a self-portrait.

Origin of the Mango

Of course my parents can’t agree:                    my father says

    one of its flat stringy seeds floated all the way

from India                     and just happened                     to land

on the Philippine shoreline.                      Anything good

comes from                        India        according to my father:

swirls of calligraphy, counting, the darkest      purest gold

hammered into rings                and loopy bangles,

paprika, and web-thin silks             that sent hundreds

of pirates            in a frenzied search         to the East.

But mangoes

My mother doesn’t buy it.      She says The Queen Fruit

of her beloved islands        came from a tree

growing       in the spot            where a Filipina named Melanga

pierced her heart    through          with a knife. The girl’s

parents         wanted her         to marry someone

she did not love (a regular Juliet).        The tree grows

bold and                   thick in the swell        of winter, pushes

out a dozen heart-shaped fruits      so we won’t forget.

I think of my parents—their hands             slip

into mangoes

with knifeblade—fingers fly          lightly        over

the skins.

Different countries,          same blood       hungry

for this fruit.            Its flesh            like cold sweetmeat, fibers

spun

gold, sweet pulp        in the teeth.              The fight

over the seed—who gets to suck           each sugary fiber

        from the pit—only curls their wet hands        together

even more.              Only gets more gold juice, the right story.



Mango season in India lasts from May through June, about sixty days or so. Spanish explorers brought mangoes to Mexico in the 1600s, and the first recorded attempt to introduce the mango into the United States came in 1833 in Florida. The tradition of marrying two mango trees as a signal of trust sometimes still occurs in India: among farmers who want to seal their friendship, it is common for ceremonies to be organized in which two trees, one from each farmer, are joined together in a “marriage.” And what a sweet symbol of everlasting friendship—mango trees can live for hundreds of years, and they continue to bear fruits even after two to three hundred years.

After my first year in graduate school, where my white classmates tried to decree what words were too foreign for their ears, my younger sister and I traveled to India by ourselves to spend time with our sweet grandmother. Every time we sat down at her table, we had strips of mangoes sliced up for us, orange-yellow, the brightest color of the meal. If you happened to do a quick scan of the room, you’d have thought golden orioles perched at each place setting. When our grandmother arranged to have saris custom cut and made for us, while we oohed and aahed over the beautiful bolts of fabric, each boutique offered us chilled green boxes of Frooti on a stainless-steel tray, the popular mango juice advertised on billboards and on TV commercials. This is a self-portrait. Hard to ever be testy from the heat when you have aunties offering you Frooti. Frooti? More Frooti? Are you hot? You need Frooti!

When I was pregnant with my first son, I used to joke he was a quarter Indian food, a quarter Filipino food, a quarter pineapple, and a quarter mango. That later estimation was because when I was four months pregnant with him, I first felt him kick and flutter inside me any time I ate a mango. My husband and I made the trip to my mother’s small village in northern Luzon before a week in Manila with relatives. We wanted to be in the province for New Year’s Eve celebrations, even if that meant braving the isolated roads for a five-hour drive after a sixteen-hour plane ride. Day or night, after a few chilled slices, I’d feel the starry flash and sparkle in my belly— like a small fish caught in a tidepool. This is a self-portrait.

It was there that Dustin learned the exquisite joy of snagging the prized mango seed first, eating and sucking the juice right off the tiny fibers, the sweetest part of the gold flesh. He would slice the thick cheeks of the mango away from the long, flat pit and slide-slurp the sweet flesh directly from the
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