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When we talk cooking and eating, we are talking love, since the entire history of how a family loves—where and how they learned to love—can be told in most kitchens.

~ Marion Roach Smith, The Memoir Project

Recipes were made to be shared.  That’s how they improve, how they change, how new ideas are formed and older ones made ripe.

~ Molly Wizenburg, A Homemade Life
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Welcome to a feast of memory, family, and self-discovery. This collection of essays, recipes, and personal anecdotes spans decades and continents, reflecting on the transitions that have shaped me and the invisible but unbreakable ties that define “home.”

Beginning with my childhood in Manila, to new beginnings as an immigrant in Canada, to my cross-country move to start a new career, I share my adventures in finding beauty in the ordinary and learning to welcome new beginnings. 

Join me at my dinner table and savour the vibrant tastes of eastern and western cuisines, along with reflections on friendship, loss, and the strength of love. I hope these stories make you laugh, cry, think, and perhaps even inspire you to embrace your own journey with an open heart.
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I once read that putting iodine or alcohol on cuts and scrapes is a home remedy that doesn’t actually work. In fact, these substances can be quite caustic on raw, broken skin and nerves, and therefore shouldn’t be used on wounds at all.

This major scientific discovery came a few years too late for me. My mother used both alcohol and iodine in equal and copious amounts on my four siblings and me in our time. But I couldn’t resist showing the article to her. She sniffed and said, “So? You’re still alive, aren’t you?”

I thought back to the time when I was four years old, playing in the backyard while my pet rooster Charlie pecked busily nearby. Despite repeated warnings from my nanny Nana Ted, I tried to get Charlie to eat grain from my hand. I didn’t know that roosters can be aggressive—another discovery that came too late. But you have to understand: Charlie was my pet. I’d watched him grow from a fluffy yellow ball of feathers to a handsome young rooster. We’d always had an amicable relationship. So I was totally unprepared for the hissing beast that suddenly flew into my face, clawing and scratching.

I don’t remember the actual attack. I do remember Nana Ted shrieking curses at Charlie and my mother scolding and dragging me into the house. I had shut my eyes tight, a reflex which had probably saved them, but which also prevented me from seeing my mother brandishing the iodine until I felt her dousing my face with it. I don’t think I started crying until then. I dared to open my eyes and saw myself in the mirror. My face was covered with blood and iodine.

I thought I was going to die.

So, in response to Mom’s question: yes, I’m still alive. So are all my siblings, but it’s a miracle we’ve lived to tell the tale of our childhood. We all learned how to treat our wounds fairly early in life, how to clean up our own blood quickly and quietly, without fussing, crying, or getting squeamish. We knew that at the first whiff of blood, Mom would appear, vampire-like, with either the dreaded green bottle (alcohol) or the dreaded brown bottle (iodine). What Mom didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, and more important, it wouldn’t hurt us. That is, unless we died of gangrene or blood poisoning. We figured that if infection resulting from our inept first-aid measures didn’t kill us, the pain from Mom’s vigorous scrubbing with her favourite antiseptics would, and we all agreed that blood poisoning was the easier way to go.

Sometimes when I’m at the pharmacy I find myself looking wistfully at all the fancy first-aid products that have been invented. Kids these days definitely have it easy. The no-sting antiseptics, soothing ointments and multi-coloured bandages that are available today seem to come with the moms to match. You know the type. “Come on honey, take this itty-bitty pill for Mommy,” they coax.

My mother would stand over you and say just two words. “SWALLOW IT.” And you would. You wouldn’t dare gag, either.

She took the same no-nonsense approach when it came to toothpaste. Now that I’m an adult, I rather like the sharp, stinging sensation of minty-fresh toothpaste, but it’s not so pleasant when you’re a kid. Candy-flavoured toothpaste had been invented by then, but my mother saw no reason to buy special toothpaste. In this situation, one word sufficed. “BRUSH.”

And brush we did.

The truth is, my childhood was the original Fear Factor. The only difference was that there was no prize money waiting at the end. If there were, I’d be a millionaire by now, because there were challenges to be met at every turn.

Take dinner for example: for most people, a pleasant, relaxing meal. But if you are familiar with Philippine cuisine, you know that we eat some pretty weird food. Most foods that I disliked as a child I’ve actually grown to enjoy, but to a little kid, Filipino dishes can be intimidating, to say the least. (You try choking down blood stew, or whole fish with all the bones still in it, or squid cooked in its own ink.)

But even more intimidating was—you guessed it—my mother, looking at you across the table. She didn’t have to say a word in this case, but you knew what she was thinking. “EAT IT OR ELSE.”

Did I eat it? You bet I did.

Just like the contestants on Fear Factor, I also had to deal with gross, slimy animals...and I’m no longer talking about the ones that sometimes ended up on my dinner plate. I’m talking about toads. I hate them and they are one thing I have not learned to like. Behind our house was a grassy field where toads abounded. At night they came hopping out onto our street; you could see entire families of them in the pools of light from the street lamps. I never went outside at night, except when we were coming home late, and I was the one who had to get out of the car to open the gate so my father could drive in. I felt faint and sick every time I did it. 

If I hadn’t been so scared and revolted I’d have noticed that the horrible creatures hopped away from and not towards me as I approached. Anyway, my biggest fear—that one would hop onto me—never did materialize. Still, I would rather have gotten out of the car to face a pride of lions than those toads.

I may not have won any prize money for facing up to these challenges, but I have learned a few lessons that will probably go a longer way than any amount of riches.

First: what doesn’t kill you does indeed make you strong. My mom learned her mothering techniques from her mother, and they are the strongest women I know. I don’t know if I’m as strong as they are, but I do know that if I have to do something difficult, all I have to do is imagine my mom saying “DO IT”—and I take a deep breath and go for it.

Second: my mom’s love may be tough at times, but it is real. If she is hard on me it’s only because she loves me and believes in me. So over the years I’ve learned not to fight her when she pushes me, because chances are she’s pushing me in the right direction.

And as for all the other lessons...that’s what the rest of this book is about. It’s a collection of essays, recipes, and blog entries I wrote in my twenties, thirties and early forties, woven together with true-to-life accounts of experiences I’ve had along the way. It’s about navigating the shifting landscapes and cultural transitions of a life lived across continents and through defining decades. It’s about lessons gleaned from everyday moments. It’s about the power of family and friendship. Ultimately, it’s my own personal reflection on what it means to truly belong, to embrace change, and to carry forward the legacies of love and wisdom that define our deepest sense of home.​
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Roots and Beginnings 
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Becoming Ate
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I

was born in 1970s Manila to very young parents. They met in their first semester of university at the Ateneo de Manila. The way my father told the story, they crossed paths in one of the school corridors, my mother said “Hello” very sweetly, and he fell like the proverbial ton of bricks. 

To their families’ consternation, they married while still in school, and they told me how I used to toddle around in the corridors, waiting for one or the other of them to come out of class. I have no memory of this, but I do know that when they took me to visit the campus seventeen years later, it felt like I belonged there.

After they graduated, we moved to the suburb (now its own city) of Las Piñas, where we lived in a small house with bushes of red and yellow santan in the garden. If you carefully pulled out the pistil from the center of each tiny flower, you'd often find a drop of nectar. (Somehow, it always seemed to work best after the garden had been watered!)

I spent countless hours outdoors. Besides dissecting what must have been thousands of santan blooms, I'd watch the chickens in their coop, run around with our dogs on the grass, play at cooking and making “soup” with bowls of water and leaves, and search for tiny lizard eggs hidden in the ivy on the garden wall.

Our yard was ringed with fruit trees, and anytime I felt like a snack, all I had to do was pluck a mango, santol, atis, guava, or kamias. I still remember the texture of the bark of the different trees: the rough dark brown of the mango, the papery thin, smooth light brown of the guava. Underneath the guava tree was a hammock where I would take naps on warm, sleepy afternoons, or just lie awake, staring up at the leaves against the sky. 

For the first four years of my life I enjoyed an idyllic, pampered existence. I was the first grandchild on both sides of the family, so I had the undivided devotion of grandparents, aunts and uncles...until my younger sister was born, and life was never the same again.

Suddenly I was an Ate (Big Sister) with Responsibilities. First and foremost of these was to Set a Good Example. I remember being deeply resentful about this. Nobody had consulted me if I wanted a sibling. I’d been perfectly happy being an only child, thank you very much. This small interloper (we called her Cookie, and the nickname has stuck to this day) couldn’t play or talk or read. All she ever did, as far as I could tell, was cry and suck on her toes (disgusting!). It didn’t help that she grew up to be a difficult child, irritable, prone to tantrums, and with the exasperating tendency to follow me around wherever I went. 

Thankfully, she matured, and eventually shed all of these objectionable traits, including the toe-sucking. We started getting along much better once we were both in high school (she as a freshman and I as a senior) and now we are best friends. I cannot imagine life without her.

After a nine-year hiatus from childbearing, my mother then proceeded to have three more in quick succession: two brothers, Billy and Victor, born fourteen months apart, and then our little sister Angela. I was sixteen when she was born and she was very much my baby, so much so that I still have a hard time thinking of her now as an adult, with a child of her own. 

The Kids, as we called them, brought a lot of joy and laughter to our lives. By the time they came around, I was happy to be an Ate—their Ate. And childless though I am, I don’t feel I missed out on the mothering experience, because I had them. 

​Children of My Heart
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