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To Mum and Dad,
for always believing
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Something’s burning. Aunt Jade says if the smoke’s white, it’s all good. But if the smoke is yellow, I’m in trouble. Which means I have to decide whether I should save the fried radish and egg pancake I forgot to flip or the five sticks of pork satay blackening on the grill.


As the charred scent wafts through the kitchen, I dive for the sticks of skewered pork cubes. The fat on the meat burns with a ton of smoke, and if the fire alarm goes off and the sprinklers kick in, we’re all screwed.


Megan snatches the pan with the sizzling pancake off the fire. She shoots me a look. “Dylan, weren’t you supposed to be watching the chye tow kuay?”


“T-minus three on order number thirty-eight, sixteen xiao long bao!” Tim calls through the serving window. He’s eleven, so he’s not allowed into the war zone, but he’s handling the counter like a boss, taking orders online and from walk-ins. Tim wrote an algorithm to crunch data and determine T, the time hangry customers detonate and cancel their orders. “And Auntie Heng’s still waiting for her Hokkien prawn mee!”


“I’m on the xiao long bao!” I snatch the cover off the steamer basket and carefully scoop the soup dumplings into a box lined with waxed paper. Like an unstable element, a xiao long bao has a core of minced pork surrounded by a volatile mixture of soup and wrapped inside a thin layer of dough. If the dough breaks, the soup will leak out. One of us will still eat the ruined dumpling, but we should be selling food, not putting it into our stomachs.


Chinese people believe names have a powerful effect on how something or someone will turn out, which is why most restaurants are called some variation of Happy, Lucky, or Golden. Something serene, positive . . . nonviolent. When Aunt Jade set up her Singaporean Chinese takeout here in Brooklyn, New York, she should’ve known better than to call it Wok Warriors.


But maybe there’s more truth to our takeout’s name than meets the eye. Aunt Jade’s a warrior at the stove, tuned out to the chaos and completely focused on conquering her signature stir-fried egg fried rice. The cast-iron wok can burn as hot as the sun, but she doesn’t flinch as flames roar up around it. She grips the handle and uses the curved side of the wok to flip the fried rice into the air. Tossing the food nonstop is the secret to capturing the elusive wok hei—the “breath of the wok,” a deliciously smoky, flame-singed aroma that lingers on your tongue.


Tim sticks his head through the window again. “Chung called—he’s got a flat tire! What should we do about these orders that’re ready to go?”


Shit. Our delivery radius in Brooklyn covers Sunset Park and Bay Ridge, and we usually have two guys on motorbikes handling deliveries. But Uncle Bo’s sick—we call anyone around our parents’ age Uncle or Auntie, though we aren’t related—so Chung’s flying solo tonight. It’s Labor Day weekend, and we’re slammed with orders.


I look at Aunt Jade and my cousins. Aunt Jade has a splash of soy sauce on her sleeve. Megan’s using a pizza wheel instead of a knife to chop spring onions more quickly. Tim’s frowning as he checks the timestamp on five orders waiting to be delivered.


There’s a Cantonese phrase Aunt Jade likes to use: “Sup gor cha wu, gau gor goi.” Ten teapots, but only nine lids to cover them.


“I’ll do it.” I yank off my apron and hang it up. “I’ve got my bike.”


We try not to stack more than three orders in each run so the food won’t arrive cold, but we don’t have a choice. Tim and I load the boxes of food into a gigantic warmer bag, which is so bulky and full it threatens to throw off the balance of my bike. Hopefully I won’t wobble into a dumpster or clip one of the cars double-parked along the avenues. Which will give our takeout’s name a whole new meaning, since I’ll have to wok back. Megan hates my bad puns.


I strap my helmet on and ride along the side of the road, avoiding puddles in gutters clogged with litter and dead leaves. This is the first weekend of September, and even after the sun has gone down, the city’s still a giant oven. A thunderstorm drenched the streets earlier, and now the air is not only hot but also unbearably humid. Before I arrive at the first destination, my T-shirt’s soaked with sweat.


I make four deliveries, apologizing for the delay each time. My last stop is a Bay Ridge condo on 74th Street. I enter the lobby and show the doorman the slip Tim always staples neatly onto the corner of the paper bag. The order’s for “Adrian R.” I hope he’ll tell me to leave the food at the front desk so I can get out of here.


The doorman picks up the phone and dials. “Good evening, Mr. Rogers? There’s a rider with a meal delivery for you. Certainly, I’ll send him right up.”


Tonight’s really not my night.


I’m headed to the penthouse. When the elevator opens, a guy in his late teens stands in the doorway. He’s wearing an oversized Fendi T-shirt over his shorts. With his platinum-blond hair and hollow cheekbones, he could be on the runway at New York Fashion Week. But he’s not my type, especially when he’s glaring at me like I’m a piece of gum stuck to the sole of his calfskin loafers.


“Adrian R.?” I ask, walking briskly toward him.


“About time,” Adrian snaps. “I don’t care how good your fried rice is, it shouldn’t take over an hour to get here. People need to eat, you know.”


My lips are parched from thirst. My fingers are raw from shredding ginger. My feet are sore from rushing around the kitchen and pedaling my bike faster than ever. But sure. People need to eat.


“Sorry for the long wait.” I hand him the paper bag. Over his shoulder is a stunning view of the Brooklyn skyline through the floor-to-ceiling windows. “Enjoy the food.”


I’m about five feet to the elevator when an outburst makes me spin around.


“What the hell is this?” Adrian holds up the box of fried rice, his face contorted with disgust. “This isn’t what I ordered!”


I warily retrace my steps. Tim rarely messes up the instructions. “Ten sticks of pork satay and two boxes of egg fried rice with shrimp?”


“AND NO SPRING ONIONS!” Adrian rips the slip from the bag and thrusts the piece of paper in my face. “The note is right here! So why is my dinner covered with clumps of gross green stuff?”


Tim even highlighted the special instructions in yellow. But in the chaos, we all missed it. The spring onions are sprinkled on top and can be scraped off. But I get the feeling that suggestion may make our angry customer go nuclear.


“I’m sorry, this is our fault,” I say. “Your food was paid for online, and the refund will go back to the credit card you—”


“I don’t want a refund. I want what I ORDERED!” Adrian explodes. Road rage is bad, but food delivery rage is on a whole other level. “Am I supposed to be happy to have MY OWN money returned for dinner I PAID FOR but didn’t GET after waiting for over AN HOUR? What kind of moron do you think I am?”


“Come on, baby.” Another male voice drifts from inside. “Let’s order pizza, okay?”


The guy who comes into view makes my train of thought jump the tracks. He’s around my age and looks half Asian, half white. He’s wearing nothing but boxer briefs—which means Adrian’s parents probably aren’t home and the two of them have the entire condo to themselves. And all I can think is, why is Adrian having a meltdown at the poor delivery guy when he could be, I don’t know, licking whipped cream off those abs for dinner and dessert?


“Stay out of this, Theo. I’m handling it.” Adrian glowers at me. “What if I’m fatally allergic to spring onions? And all you can say is sorry? Is your chef blind or illiterate?”


Blood rushes to my brain. Aunt Jade works six days a week from dawn to midnight. She never gets to let her hair down—literally, since she’s always wearing a chef’s hairnet, doing the kind of backbreaking work I’m pretty sure this guy has never done in his life.


“You have every reason to be upset that your food wasn’t prepared the way you wanted,” I retort. “But you have no right to insult the chef, who happens to be my aunt.”


“I honestly don’t care.” Adrian points a finger in my face. “You know what? Since you’re not even remorseful, I want compensation.”


I blink. “You didn’t eat the food. And we’re giving you a full refund—”


“I want compensation for the emotional distress you’ve caused. Punitive damages are a thing. My dad’s a senior partner at his law firm.”


I bite on my lip, reining in my anger. Threatening legal action is nuts, but if he’s allergic, we could’ve made him sick. Food preparation is a responsibility, and we screwed up this time.


Because we ran late on this batch of deliveries, I ended up getting more frowns than tips this evening. I dig into my pocket and pull out a few crumpled fives. Guess Clover won’t be getting her favorite bacon dog treats this week.


“I’m sorry, this is all I’ve got on me,” I say. “If you want more, you’ll have to call the shop and talk to my aunt—”


“Adrian, stop it. I mean that.”


The guy he called Theo comes to the door. His brown hair is short on the sides and sticking up in wet spikes on top. His boxer briefs have ARMANI on the waistband. I always wonder why people bother splurging on branded underwear practically no one else gets to see. Maybe it’s for times like this, when the delivery guy has had a tough night and could use a pick-me-up. Okay, Dylan. Stop staring. You don’t need to give his boyfriend another reason to murder you.


“Fine, whatever,” Adrian says to Theo before narrowing his eyes at me. “I’m never ordering from you again. And I’ll be leaving one-star ratings on all the review sites, telling everyone how your food could’ve KILLED me.”


He shoves the box of fried rice into my hands and slams the door in my face.


I stand there, stunned, before I walk away. As I exit the building, Chung texts that he’s fixed his flat tire and he can take care of the rest of tonight’s deliveries.


Stifling convections of heat and exhaust fill the air as I sit on the curb next to my chained bike. My stomach lets out a growl, and I open the takeout box. They say culinary masters dish out fried rice with a bit of egg stuck to every grain. I’m probably biased, but I bet Aunt Jade could give them a run for their money. I take the plastic spoon and shovel the fried rice into my mouth. Even though the food has gone cold, it still tastes like the best thing ever after this shift from hell.
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“Hell definitely has something to do with that,” Megan says as we clean up the kitchen after closing. “They don’t call it the Hungry Ghost Month for nothing.”


During the seventh lunar month—which begins in either late August or early September—Buddhists and Taoists believe the gates of hell open and ghosts of the deceased roam free in our world. Those who are superstitious don’t stay out after dark or go swimming, afraid drowned spirits might come for them. Mom never believed in these traditions, and neither do I. But this year, Por Por and Gong Gong, my grandmother and grandfather back in Singapore, will perform rituals for her for the first time—putting out food on their altar and burning joss sticks and paper money.


“Well, the hungry guy on my last delivery nearly bit my head off because his fried rice had spring onions,” I tell Megan. “Said I could’ve poisoned him and threatened to make us pay for emotional damages.”


“Seriously? What a jerk.”


I pour leftover Chinese tea onto the greasy worktable, which does the job getting out the oil and is more environmentally friendly than cleaning chemicals. Same with the grill, which Megan’s cleaning with a leftover cut onion. The enzymes in the onion loosen the grime and grit much better than wire brushes, especially when their bristles get stuck between the grates.


I sigh. “He’s going to tank our review rating. Probably get a bunch of his rich friends to pile on too. But he backed down when his boyfriend stepped in.”


Athletic guys are my kryptonite, although I’m not exactly sporty—I get most of my cardio rushing around the kitchen, saving food from getting overcooked.


“How did you know he’s his boyfriend?” Megan asks.


“Uh, it was pretty obvious. The boyfriend was half naked. He was lean and super toned, and his lower abs had this perfect V-cut—”


Tim, who’s tallying receipts at the serving window, crinkles his nose. “Uh, Dylan, that’s kind of TMI.”


“What’s kind of TMI?” Aunt Jade comes into the kitchen.


“Dylan got chewed out on a delivery,” Megan tells her. “But all he can do is talk about the customer’s hot boyfriend like he’s a piece of steak.”


“I did not!”


“Your words, Dyl. Lean, toned, perfect cut . . . done just the way you like it.”


“Ugh, don’t say that. It sounds so demeaning.”


Megan smirks. “Don’t worry. We’re all shallow sometimes.”


Megan’s sixteen, a year younger than me. Mom and Aunt Jade were only a year apart too. Mom and Dad met at NYU and continued working in the city. After they divorced, Dad left to start his own business in Shanghai. Aunt Jade went to culinary school in Hong Kong, where she met Megan and Tim’s dad. When they split up, Aunt Jade moved here with Megan and Tim.


Aunt Jade’s dream is to have her own dine-in restaurant serving authentic Singaporean Chinese food. This little takeout is all she has for now. Sunset Park is home to Brooklyn’s Chinatown, but the rent on Eighth Avenue is way too expensive. Since we’re takeout and delivery only, we’re tucked away in a quieter spot near the parkway, sandwiched between a laundromat and a comic-book store. This crazy, chaotic kitchen . . . it’s home. Literally. We live in a small two-bedroom apartment on the second floor, which is connected to the shop by a flight of stairs behind the counter. I share a room with Tim, and Megan shares with Aunt Jade.


Tim goes to count the cash in the register and Aunt Jade heads out the back door lugging two bags of trash.


Megan nudges me. “Have you been bringing in the mail every day for the past week?”


I shake my head. “I thought you were the one stalking the mailbox for your Blackpink merch.”


Megan sighs. “Not again.”


Aunt Jade intercepts the mail only when there’s a letter she doesn’t want us to see . . . such as overdue notices on our rent. She never says anything, but we know money’s tight. Suppliers are giving shorter credit. The cost of ingredients has gone up. Raising our prices is difficult to do because of stiff competition. Tim borrowed a violin from the music school after the wood on his old one cracked, and Megan stopped asking for a new phone and fixed her screen with clear tape.


“You’re always watching TikTok,” I tell her. “Can you make a funny clip about Wok Warriors that’ll get a gazillion views?”


“If going viral was so easy, don’t you think I’d have done it already?” Megan scrubs a wok with a special scouring brush. The cast-iron woks we use are handmade by a Chinese ironsmith in Shandong with a two- year waitlist. “I’ve been ramping up our social media presence, but people have the attention span of goldfish—”


Footsteps approach outside, and we break off as Aunt Jade comes back in. She’s too deep in thought to have overheard us talking. Megan and I exchange glances.


I head outside to bring in our standing signboard advertising our weekly specials. This week, the deal is $5.95 for eight xiao long bao. A gust sends a flurry of dead leaves swirling. It’s like the sound of washing rice, uncooked grains swirling inside a pot. A flyer taped to our shop window rustles in the wind, catching my attention: MID-AUTUMN FESTIVAL MOONCAKE-MAKING CONTEST: THE NEW GENERATION.


The Mid-Autumn Festival is the second biggest celebration after the Lunar New Year. It’s on the fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month, which corresponds to late September or early October—this year, it’s at the end of September. All the Chinatowns in New York City will be decked in lanterns, and in Sunset Park, the celebrations on Eighth Avenue will stretch from 50th to 66th Streets. Thousands will show up to watch performances, visit street bazaars, and of course, eat delicious mooncakes.


Mom was the one who saw this flyer last year, but by then, the registration deadline had passed. The contest is targeted at teen bakers—full-time students between sixteen and nineteen. Each can be accompanied by a sous-chef of any age, such as a sibling, grandparent, parent, or friend. Eight pairs will be chosen for the contest.


“Let’s enter the contest together next year,” Mom had said. “When I was little, I used to help your Por Por make her special snow-skin mooncakes. They were the most beautiful shade of blue. She learned the recipe from her grandmother.” She’d grinned. “You and me, we’ll show them how it’s done.”


I pick up the flyer. Something tugs inside my chest like a thread pulled too tightly. This time last year, she hadn’t discovered the lump yet. Suddenly my throat is tight, and I feel as if sand’s gotten in my eyes. Grief has a way of sneaking up on you when you’re least expecting it. A song, a phrase, a scent . . . then you’re falling into an empty space inside that you thought you’d patched. That you thought could bear the weight.


I force my attention back to the contest. It will be held at the culinary studio of Lawrence Lim, a celebrity chef from Malaysia who now lives in Manhattan. His show, Off the Eaten Path, highlights culturally diverse food places all over New York City. It’s one of the highest rated programs on network TV and has spun off a bestselling cookbook, culinary classes, and a range of ready-to-cook premix spice pastes, which have been flying off the grocery store shelves. (Even Aunt Jade agrees the sayur lodeh gravy—an Indonesian-style mixed vegetable dish stewed in coconut curry—is the closest to the real thing you can get out of a box.)


The winner of the mooncake contest will not only get to join Lawrence on an upcoming episode of his show, but also choose the food spot to be featured.


Excitement rushes through me. For most contestants, appearing on the show with Lawrence would be thrilling enough—but for me, getting Wok Warriors on Off the Eaten Path is the main prize.


Mom used to say Mid-Autumn is a time for family. For reunion. This will be the first year she won’t be with us at the festival. Joining the contest is the perfect way to remember her and give our takeout the big break we’ve been looking for. All I need to do is make the winning mooncake with a recipe that’s been passed down for generations.


I bring the flyer inside and lock the doors behind me. We had a break-in a few months ago—they smashed the register and took five hundred dollars. Chung helped Aunt Jade install an alarm system and put a motion-activated chime on the door. The four of us live here with my dog, Clover the corgi. She’s fierce, but she’s not a guard dog. The thought of someone breaking in and coming upstairs while we’re asleep . . . it’s scarier than ghosts. Even hungry ones.
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It’s Sunday morning. We don’t open for another hour, but the heat’s so unbearable I wedge the shop door open to let in a breeze. Most Chinese takeouts are painted red, an auspicious color. But Aunt Jade chose green, which is also lucky and stands out.


There’s a small ledge and a few wooden stools in the front of the shop for people waiting for their orders. A white porcelain fortune cat sits on the counter next to the register, its right paw waving rhythmically to welcome customers and bring good luck. A dive bar used to occupy this space, and Aunt Jade couldn’t afford renovations beyond the kitchen. So the interior of our Chinese takeout looks like a pub, with exposed ceiling beams and wood panels on the brick walls. Customers sometimes point out the odd décor, but the good food is what keeps them coming back.


I take Megan’s Hello Kitty apron off a hook on the wall. My plain white one’s in the wash, and I don’t want to get flour all over my clean T-shirt. I push my bangs aside with the back of my hand. I need a haircut. This summer, Megan insisted I try the two-block hairstyle Korean stars love—long on top with a sharp, textured cut that can be worn in different ways. She went with me to a hair salon in Chinatown and even showed the hairstylist examples of what she was envisioning: “Give him heartthrob vibes.”


I didn’t want anything too edgy. I’m not in a boy band, and I don’t have time to blow-dry or flat-iron my hair every morning. Besides, what’s the point when the temperature outside is going to be over ninety degrees?


We settled on an undercut with medium length on top, which could be styled back with wax or left down as bangs. It turned out nicer than I expected. Even Megan was pleased.


“Your girlfriend?” the hairstylist asked.


I laughed. “My cousin.”


Megan’s sitting at the serving window, plucking the heads and tails off bean sprouts. Her earbuds are plugged in, and she’s watching the new Blackpink music video on her phone. Aunt Jade’s gone to the store to pick up some vegetables that didn’t come in this morning’s shipment from our supplier. Tim’s at the counter, buried in a secondhand math textbook. Clover’s running around, alternating between chasing her favorite spiky rubber ball and attacking the laces of my sneakers.


I sit at the small indoor pub-style table near the counter, where I’ve laid out ingredients for making xiao long bao. First, roll the dough into a long, skinny snake and pinch out little chunks. Flatten them into circles with the roller and scoop a ball of minced pork that’s been frozen overnight. Other Chinese takeouts sell them with fillings such as crab meat, scallops, and shrimp. But since Singaporean Chinese dishes are our specialty, we’re sticking to the signature pork filling.


The chime on the door dings. Clover barks.


I look up. “Sorry, but we’re—”


I break off. The hot boyfriend from last night is standing in the doorway.


“Uh, hi.” Theo gives me a tentative smile. He’s dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt with a logo I don’t recognize, which probably means it’s ridiculously expensive. His hair is tousled just enough to make it seem as if he rolled out of bed like this. “I’m not sure if you remember me from your delivery last night—”


“I remember,” I blurt out.


Megan raises her eyes from her K-pop video. Clover moves forward, baring her teeth.


“Clover!” I quickly grab her collar. She hates strangers, and she’ll growl at anyone she doesn’t know. “Sorry, she’s a rescue, and she spooks easily. I’ve been training her not to. Hang on, let me try something.”


I point my hand at Theo, keeping it extended. I step closer to him and touch his shoulder—the sign for a friendly stranger I’ve been teaching Clover to recognize. It worked with a couple of regulars at the dog park, but this is the first time I’m testing it out on someone she’s never seen before.


I suddenly realize I’m touching Theo. I expect him to move away, but he doesn’t.


Clover eyes him balefully, but she’s stopped growling. She turns to me for confirmation.


“Good girl,” I tell her. “Very good. Stay.”


Tim looks at Theo. “Your friend’s the guy who left one-star ratings on Yelp and a bunch of other review sites under the username ALLERGIC-TO-DUMBASSES?”


“Oh God. He did that? I made him swear not to.” Theo sounds thoroughly abashed. “I came here to apologize for what happened.”


“It was our mistake,” I say. “I made sure the refund went through.”


Theo takes some cash out of his wallet. “Here. Consider it a tip.”


I stare at the hundred-dollar note. “Uh, did you mean to take out a ten?”


Theo chuckles. “No, I didn’t.”


“What’s that for?” Megan cuts in. “A lap dance?”


Theo’s head whips in her direction. She strides over from the serving window and glowers at him. “What’s your name?”


Theo appears caught off guard by her hostility. “Theo Somers.”


Megan crosses her arms. “How’d you get a last name like that? You don’t look white.”


“My dad’s white, and my mom’s family’s from Hong Kong—”


“Well, you don’t seem to realize that tipping is a huge insult in Chinese culture,” Megan cuts him off. “Try this in China and the waitress will chase after you, return your money, and glare at you like you’re panda shit.”


I scrunch my nose. Megan doesn’t do subtlety.


Theo’s expression falls. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know—”


“Let me get this straight,” Megan interrupts again. “First you let your boyfriend go ballistic on my cousin because of the spring onions in his fried rice. And now you’re trying to make up for it by throwing money at him, as if he needs your charity to get by?”


The whirring of the ceiling fan is deafening in the abrupt silence. Theo looks like he just swallowed some noodles that were left in the fridge too long but is trying his best not to show it.


Megan bursts out laughing.


“Damn, your face! That was priceless. I wish I’d caught it on camera.” She shoves Theo on the arm. “We’re in Brooklyn, not Beijing! Hell yeah, we love good tippers! The tip jar’s right there by the register!”


Theo can’t hide his relief. Neither can I.


Megan grins at Theo like he’s just passed some kind of test. “Since you’re here, want something to eat?”


“Our weekly special is xiao long bao,” Tim says. “They’re five ninety-five for eight, so a hundred dollars gets you a hundred and thirty- four of them.” He doesn’t need to touch the calculator.


Theo gestures at the xiao long bao on the tray in front of me. “You made these?”


“Fresh every day. My aunt would never let us get away with serving ready-made frozen ones. Want to try eight for now?”


“Sure,” Theo replies. “Especially since you made them.”


I can’t help but smile.


“Right, eight xiao long bao coming up.” Megan takes the hundred- dollar note out of Theo’s hand. “The change will pay for sushi on my mom’s day off.”


“Hang on, I thought I was getting a lap dance?” Theo deadpans.


My heart jumps into my throat, and I almost choke on it.


Megan winks at me and points a finger at Theo. “I like this guy.” She grabs the tray of dumplings. “I’ll go fire up the steamer. You boys stay here and chat, m’kay?”


My face burns as Megan disappears into the kitchen. My cousins letting slip that I talked about Theo after last night’s delivery is more mortifying than the Hello Kitty apron I’m still wearing. I quickly take it off.


“I’m sorry, Megan loves messing around,” I say. “I swear, I had no idea she was going to give you such a hard time.”


“After what happened with Adrian, don’t worry about it,” Theo replies.


I shake my head. “She’s right, though. The reason the waitstaff in China are insulted by tips is because they believe good service is part of their job. But we totally messed up your boyfriend’s dinner.”


I’m hoping Theo will say “he’s not my boyfriend” and offer a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why they were getting cozy in Adrian’s condo. Or why he called him baby.


But he doesn’t. Instead, he walks to the wall next to the counter, which is covered with photos in mismatched frames. A few pictures are of Aunt Jade with Hong Kong celebs who visited the restaurants where she worked, but the rest are of family. Aunt Jade and Mom when they were kids, with Por Por and Gong Gong. Six-year-old Megan, showing the gap left by her two missing front teeth as she carries baby Tim in front of his first birthday cake. Megan, Tim, and me at the Prospect Park Zoo a couple of years ago, feeding an alpaca.


“This is in Singapore, right?” Theo points at the most recent photo with all five of us: Mom, Aunt Jade, Megan, Tim, and me. The iconic Marina Bay Sands is in the background, its three towers topped by a sky garden that looks like a giant moored ship.


“Yeah. We went last December to visit my grandparents.” Tim’s in that gawky, skinny phase, which made Por Por fret he’s too thin. Megan’s tall and long-limbed, posing with a sultry expression she picked up from her K-pop idols. Aunt Jade’s wavy hair, liberated from its usual hairnet, flows in the wind. The brim of Mom’s hat casts a shadow across her pale face. Her hair had started growing, but she didn’t want to attract stares. She’s got her sunglasses on—the chemo made her extra photosensitive.


“Were you born there?” Theo asks.


“No, but my mom and aunt were.” I point at a photo of Mom and Aunt Jade in their late teens in Tokyo Disneyland. “This was their first vacation together, just the two of them.”


Theo turns to me. “Do you go to school around here?”


“Sunset Park High.” It’s a few blocks from here, and Megan goes there too. “I’m starting senior year next week. What about you?”


“Senior year, too, at Bay Ridge Prep. It’s not far from where I live.”


Funny how he says this like he’s attending a private school that costs fifty thousand a year only because it’s down the road from his house. Bay Ridge is in our delivery radius, and whenever I ride past the school, I can’t help glancing at the rich kids hanging out on the front steps. With their draped sweaters and rolled-up sleeves, they’d be perfectly at home on any Ivy League campus. Theo is no exception.


“Nice shirt, by the way,” Theo adds.


My T-shirt says MILL COTTON, NOT PUPPIES. It’s from the adoption drive the animal clinic holds every summer. Even though Mom wasn’t around, I still volunteered this year.


“That’s where we got Clover.” I pull a stool over to the small table by the counter. “Why don’t you take a seat while I go check on the dumplings?”


When I walk into the kitchen, Megan’s at the steamer—a metal stovetop with boiling water underneath. Steam shoots through the holes like geysers.


“You’re right, Dyl,” she says. “He’s hot.”


“Shhh! He’s just outside the door. He can hear you!”


“What are you doing in here anyway?” She puts eight dumplings onto a cotton cloth inside a large bamboo basket. “I gave you two the perfect opportunity for some one-on-one time.”


“I’m not sure what to talk to him about. I don’t want to babble like an idiot.”


“You could ask about his underwear size. He looks like a medium to me.” She smirks. “It’s a little hard to tell with his pants on.”


“Meg, I swear, if you weren’t holding the dumplings, I’d kill you.”


Megan cackles as she sets the bamboo basket on the steamer. The steam from the holes on the stovetop goes through the perforated base and cooks the food. Aunt Jade told us that when she worked in a dim sum restaurant, she had to manage at least five baskets on the steamer, each with different cooking times.


Ten minutes later, I emerge from the kitchen with a covered basket. Theo’s at the counter with Tim, examining the strings on the violin Tim borrowed from his music school. Tim’s telling him something about the pegs slipping. I’m surprised they’re chatting. Tim’s an introverted kid, and he doesn’t open up to strangers unless they talk to him about math or music.


“Thanks for the tip, I’ll try that,” Tim says. He tucks his violin under his arm and disappears upstairs with Clover.


Theo comes to the table, and I set the basket in front of him. When I lift the cover, a dramatic whoosh of steam fills the air between us.


“Smells delicious.” He leans forward, peering at the eight dumplings inside. “My mom said there’s an art to eating xiao long bao. If it’s too hot, the soup inside will scald your tongue. But if you let it get cold, the outer layer of dough will dry out and break when you try to pick it up.”


“That’s solid advice.” I give him a flat spoon, a pair of chopsticks, and a sauce plate of black vinegar and sliced fresh ginger. “Dig in when you’re ready.”


“I have a question.” Theo waves at the xiao long bao ingredients spread out on my side of the table. “I’ve eaten a ton of these before, but I still have no idea how you get the soup inside the dumpling.”


I sit down across from him. “Well, first we boil pork bones with meat, strain the soup, and stick it into the fridge. When the chilled soup becomes gelatinous, we add minced pork and wrap the mixture inside the dumpling. When the dumplings are on the steamer, the heat melts the gelatin back into soup.”


“Brilliant.” The sunlight coming through the window turns Theo’s hair a lighter shade of brown. “How do you seal the dumpling with all the little folds on top?”


“Ah, that’s the trickiest part,” I say. “I ruined dozens of them before I got the technique right. The secret is to pinch the edges together before pleating the folds and twisting them into a knot. Chefs at Michelin- starred restaurants only serve dumplings with exactly eighteen folds.”


“That’s wild, considering how small they are.” Theo takes the chopsticks. “Now I’m going to savor each xiao long bao more after finding out how much work goes into making them.”


He picks up a dumpling without breaking the dough. Pretty impressive. He’s holding the chopsticks the right way too. His mom taught him well. He dips the dumpling into the sauce plate of vinegar and fresh ginger, puts it on the spoon, and bites into the folds on top to let out some of the steam before eating the whole thing.


“Mmm, this tastes fantastic,” he says, chewing. “The dough’s soft, and the minced meat and soup inside are full of flavor. I love it.”


“We should get you to say that on a commercial for us,” I joke.


He grins. “Let me know which network you want, and I’ll make a few calls.”


It’s hard to tell if he’s serious. I can’t imagine Aunt Jade’s face if a film crew showed up at the takeout. “Uh, I was just kidding. We couldn’t afford an ad.”


There’s a short window of time to eat the dumplings before they become cold. I can’t take my eyes off Theo as he wolfs them down one after another. I feel like a xiao long bao on the steamer—each time he licks his lips, I melt a little more inside.


Just my luck that when I finally run into someone who’s my type, he’s hanging out in a penthouse with his boyfriend the first time we meet.


“What’s this?” Theo asks.


I follow his gaze to the flyer for the mooncake contest. I stuck it on the pin board to remind myself to talk to Aunt Jade about joining.


“Oh, it’s a mooncake-making contest for aspiring teen bakers organized by celebrity chef Lawrence Lim.” I take the flyer off the board. “Each contestant can apply with a partner, and they’ll pick eight pairs. The mooncakes will be judged during the Mid-Autumn Festival, and the winner will be featured on an episode of his foodie show, Off the Eaten Path.”


“Cool, I’ve seen that show a couple of times,” Theo says. “I went to try one of the Vietnamese restaurants he recommended. But when I got there, the queue was halfway around the block. So, he’s sponsoring the mooncake contest?”


“Yeah. The Mid-Autumn celebrations are a pretty big deal in Singapore and Malaysia—that’s where he grew up.”


Theo looks at the entry form, where I’ve filled out my name and Aunt Jade’s. “What kind of mooncake will you be making?”


“My grandma has this special blue snow-skin mooncake recipe that’s been in our family for generations,” I reply.


“What does that taste like? Blueberry flavored?”


“I haven’t tried one before,” I confess. “Mooncakes are only made during the Mid-Autumn Festival, and we usually visit my grandparents during the summer or over Christmas break. But my mom said the blue coloring comes from tea made with the butterfly pea plant.”


My biggest regret is not asking Mom more about Por Por’s mooncakes when she talked about joining the contest last year. I just assumed I had more time to find out.


“So, there’s something else I’ve been wondering. . . .” Theo sets down his chopsticks. “Why don’t you guys partner with Uber Eats or any of the food delivery companies in the city instead of doing everything on your own?”


I raise a brow. “Having me deliver your meal was that bad, huh?”


He laughs. “No, that’s not what I meant at all. I just remember Adrian complaining about having to order online directly from the takeout instead of through an app. Seems easier to outsource the deliveries so you and your aunt can focus on what you guys are good at without worrying about who’s sending the food out.”


“That’s true, but these companies take about one-third of each order in commissions, which is pretty steep for smaller businesses like ours,” I tell him. “My aunt partnered with a couple of them when she first started out, but after a year, she decided she’d rather have our own delivery people. She’s known Chung, our main guy, since her days working in Hong Kong—he was the only plumber who showed up when she had a burst pipe emergency during her shift at a restaurant. She helped him apply for a work visa and gave him this gig. And Uncle Bo lost his job after falling from a ladder. He’s been out sick, which is why I did the delivery run for him last night.”


“I love your aunt’s business ethic,” Theo replies. “Helping her friends is more meaningful than cutting costs by working with a big, impersonal company.”


I’m surprised he shares the same point of view as Aunt Jade. “Yeah. She’s the kind of person who’s always looking out for other people.”


“So does her nephew. You stepped up and helped out with deliveries.” Theo meets my gaze. “And for the record . . . having you send over the meal was a stroke of luck.” He waves his hand at the empty bamboo basket. “Otherwise, I would never have gotten a chance to try these insanely delicious handmade xiao long bao.”


I blush. Where’s a quip when I need one?


Theo gets to his feet and checks the time on his iPhone—the latest one. “Sorry, I’ve got to run. My coach will kill me if I’m late for tennis practice again.”


He totally has the physique of a tennis player. Aunt Jade is the resident tennis fan, but I should start following the sport for . . . reasons.


“Yeah, sure.” I walk him to the door. “Thanks for stopping by.”


“Thanks for the delicious food,” he says.


“Could you put that in writing?” I ask. “Our online reviews sure could use the boost.”


“Definitely.” He winks. “Wok Warriors has another satisfied customer.”


The chime sounds as he leaves. As Theo heads down the street, Aunt Jade walks toward the shop from the other direction, her arms full of groceries. They pass each other, and Theo disappears around the corner.


Megan bursts out of the kitchen, cawing with delight. “That was epic.”


The chime dings again as I open the door for Aunt Jade. She catches Megan’s expression. “What’s going on?”


“Remember the cute guy from Dylan’s delivery last night?” Megan tells her. “He was just here. He came to apologize for his friend. He gave Dylan a hundred-dollar tip, and they had an impromptu date.”


“What? That wasn’t a date.” I take the groceries from Aunt Jade. “He ordered food and paid for it.”


“Yeah, well, I don’t see you making heart-eyes at other customers.”


“I did not make heart-eyes! Were you spying on us?”


“Of course. You looked like you wanted to eat him with a spoon.” Megan smirks. “When’s he coming back?”


Theo said Wok Warriors has another satisfied customer. Not repeat. Might be semantics, but I have a feeling he wouldn’t want his boyfriend ALLERGIC-TO-DUMBASSES knowing he’s eaten at our takeout. He didn’t even ask for my number.


I shake my head. “He was just being polite.”


As Megan and Tim bring the groceries into the kitchen, Aunt Jade notices the flyer on the small table. “What’ve you got there?”


“This is for the mooncake-making contest Mom wanted to join last year.” I show her the entry form. “I thought you and I could do it instead. We could make Por Por’s blue snow-skin mooncake, like Mom wanted.”


“That’s a great idea.” Aunt Jade chews on her lip. “There’s just one tiny problem. I don’t have the recipe.”


I blink. “What?”


“Your mom enjoyed baking, but I was keener on cooking. Your Por Por had a notebook with all her secret recipes, but after her dementia set in, she couldn’t remember where she put it.” Aunt Jade sighs. “Your mom knew the recipe, but with everything going on, I didn’t think of asking her to write it down for me.”


This is going to be more difficult than I thought. Trying to piece together a forgotten recipe for a dessert I’ve never tasted doesn’t seem like a winning combination.


“We should definitely do this contest together, though,” Aunt Jade adds. “Especially since it’s something your mom wanted. We’ll get to work on my day off and reconstruct them as best we can, okay?” She puts a hand on my arm. “Don’t worry, we’ll bring Por Por’s mooncakes back to life again.”
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