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			PRAISE FOR

			Four Aunties and a Wedding

			“Meddy Chan and her indomitable aunties are back in the hilarious Four Aunties and a Wedding by Jesse Q. Sutanto.”

			—PopSugar

			“Sutanto deftly blends preposterous humor (British slang, mafia posers) with enduring devotion to prove there is no right or wrong way to ‘being Asian.’ ”

			—Booklist

			“Charming, chaotic, and sometimes ridiculous, this tale will appeal to anyone who both adores and is embarrassed by their family, which is just about everyone.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“You can’t help but get a kick out of the aunties’ outrageous stunts and their even bigger hearts. Keep your friends close and these four aunties closer.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Sutanto pushes you to the edge of your seat with this suspenseful rom-com that infuses humor and heritage.”

			—USA Today

			“There’s a kind of magic to Sutanto’s writing. . . . She tackles complicated issues of culture and family ties while also creating convoluted plotlines that’ll make you squeal with laughter.”

			—The Wellesley News

			“Heart, humor, and the mafia . . . this saga has it all!”

			—Woman’s World

			Dial A for Aunties

			“A hilarious, heartfelt romp of a novel about—what else?—accidental murder and the bond of family. . . . Utterly clever, deeply funny, and altogether charming, this book is sure to be one of the best of the year!”

			—Emily Henry, New York Times bestselling author of Book Lovers

			“Sutanto brilliantly infuses comedy and culture into the unpredictable rom-com/murder mystery mashup as Meddy navigates familial duty, possible arrest, and a groomzilla. I laughed out loud and you will too.”

			—USA Today (four-star review)

			“I loved it. Whip-smart, original, and so funny. I found it impossible to put down and lost count of the number of times I laughed out loud.”

			—Beth O’Leary, Sunday Times bestselling author of The No-Show

			“It’s a high-wire act of comic timing, misunderstandings, romantic foibles and possibly foiled heists. . . . The glue is Meddeline, endearing, capable, and in full thrall to her elders, who are all absolute hoots to keep company with.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Part thriller, part rom-com, Jesse Q. Sutanto’s Dial A for Aunties will give you the good laugh we could all use these days.”

			—Marie Claire
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			To my readers. Thank you for adopting the aunties as your own.

		

	
		
			1

			
				
			

			The wind is a constant song in my ears, the air so cold and refreshing it sparkles against my cheeks as I whoosh down the ski slope. I can’t believe this is the first time I’ve tried skiing. Growing up, Ma and the aunts had forbidden me from doing any “dangerous sports,” which included anything more physically strenuous than chess or piano. When I was five, I suggested that I wanted to try out for the girls’ soccer team. In response, Ma smacked her palms to her cheeks and wailed, “Aiya, the ball will hit you in the head and you will get brain hemo-hedge!”

			“What’s a brain hemo-hedge?” Images of a hedge growing out of my head swirled through my mind.

			Ma waved her hands around her head, opening and closing her hands. “Is when all the blood come out of your head. All the blood.”

			My mind replaced the hedge bursting out of my head with buckets of blood exploding from it in a red geyser. I swallowed, feeling ill. “Wait, so this is a thing that happens when people play soccer?”

			Ma nodded sagely.

			My mouth dropped open in horror. “Jenny plays soccer!” I couldn’t believe that Mrs. Andrews would let Jenny play such a dangerous sport.

			Ma nodded again, this time somberly. “Ah yes. This because Jenny is middle child. You should be grateful you are only child.”

			After that day, I hugged Jenny tight whenever I could, because the poor thing had no idea she was (1) this close to having her head explode like a watermelon on the beach, and (2) unloved due to her fraught position in the family as a middle child.

			Soccer was the first sport to be deemed too deadly by Ma, but over the next few months, she and the aunties added to the growing list.

			Softball: The ball will smash right through your chest and come out the other side!

			Basketball: The ball will decopitot you! (Decopitot: verb. To have something hit you in the head so forcefully that your head is replaced by that thing. Highly probable when playing high-velocity, high-strength sports like basketball in first grade.)

			Swimming: There will be a shark in the water, and it will eat you! “But we would swim in the pool, not the s—”

			“Are you talking back to your elders??!”

			I joined the chess club. I was the worst member in the club because I wasn’t actually into chess, but there wasn’t a possibility of an errant projectile hitting me and making my head spontaneously combust, so there was that. It wasn’t until college that I met Selena, who dragged me to the school gym and introduced me to the wonders of exercise. I found that I liked the rush of endorphins, and later, when I went into wedding photography, it became necessary to start lifting weights so I could carry around my heavy camera equipment without injuring myself. Of course, Ma and the aunts still nagged at me, telling me I was going to give myself a hernia or pop a blood vessel by doing weight training. If they knew that part of my honeymoon with Nathan was a ski trip to Val Thorens, the highest ski resort in France’s Trois Vallées, they would freak out like never before. Probably even more than when I accidentally killed Ah Guan, or when we thought that my wedding vendors were mafia.

			I’d been resistant toward the idea of skiing before, due to the aforementioned upbringing of doom and disaster when it came to sports, but Nathan had convinced me and enrolled us in a two-day beginners class with a kindly instructor. That was five days ago, and I graduated from bunny slopes to green, and later, to blue slopes. Today is the last day of our trip, and I’m making the best of the remaining time I have here by skiing down my favorite blue slope, Gentiane. It’s a wide slope that’s so gentle I’m surprised it’s a blue and not a green, and because most people prefer the more exciting reds and blacks, Nathan and I are the only two people on the slope for ages.

			I glance at him now, skiing next to me. My husband. The term still sends a delightful little shiver down my back. Reflexively, the corners of my mouth quirk up into a smile. I’m sure that down the road, the words “my husband” will lose their sheen and I’ll be able to say them without experiencing that little glow of joy, but for now, I still savor the words. It still takes me a moment to let them sink in. I’m married. To the One That Got Away. The man I’ve ached for since college. My one true love, who’s covered up literal murder for my sake and done so much more to ensure the safety of me and my family. I’m so glad we capped off our tromp across Europe with this ski trip. It’s been the most amazing month spent venturing into museums and actual castles complete with battlements and crenellations and old armor, not to mention eating our way through Europe. Thanks to all the incredibly rich cheese and silky chocolate we’ve been having, the waistband of my jeans feels a tad snugger than I’m used to.

			A shrill, familiar jangle tears through the peaceful, snowy calm, shattering my focus. I startle, my right foot slips an inch to my right, and that’s all it takes to overturn my balance. My skis swerve precariously, and the world tips sideways as I try—and fail—to stop myself from falling over. Luckily, the snow is as soft as a pile of feathers, and I barely feel it when I land very ungracefully on my side. Dimly, I can hear Nathan calling out my name. Moments later, he skids expertly to a stop and crouches down next to me.

			“Are you okay?” His gloved hands cup my face, brushing away snow and gazing with open concern down at me.

			I blink and try to catch my breath. “Yeah, nothing’s broken, aside from my dignity.”

			Nathan’s shoulders sag with relief, and he pulls me up into a hug. “What happened?”

			As though in answer, the ringing starts up again. I grapple for my phone, tucked somewhere into one of the many pockets in my bulky ski jacket. My fingers are half-numb from the cold and clumsy due to my padded gloves, and it takes an eternity to locate the phone and pull it out. When I finally see the screen, my heart sinks. “It’s Ma.”

			Nathan frowns, a crease folding between his eyebrows. “That can’t be good.”

			I nod. Ma and the aunties have made a big show of not calling me on my honeymoon because, as Ma had said, “Don’t spend time talking to me on your honeymoon, you must spend all your time and energy to make me grandbabies, okay!” I’d almost pointed out that we would hardly be spending all of our waking moments making babies, but then my sense of self-preservation had kicked in and I realized that this worked in my favor, since I didn’t exactly want my mother calling me at all hours of the day while I was on my honeymoon. Still, throughout our trip, Nathan and I have been dutifully checking in on the family WhatsApp group every morning. He had been invited to join the family chat group the very next day after our wedding, and to my slight annoyance, he fit right in, even diving into the inane emoji game with gusto. He had already checked in with them this morning to assure them that we’re okay and haven’t been kidnapped by the same people who took Liam Neeson’s daughter in Taken, so the fact that Ma is calling right now must mean there’s legit bad news.

			Ever since the unfortunate incident involving Ah Guan, followed by the appearance of his (understandably) vengeful family, every time Ma or the aunties call instead of using WhatsApp, I get this jolt of electric fear running through my entire body, jump-starting my heart rate into a gallop and making me break out into a sweat. God, I hope nothing’s happened to them.

			I struggle to pull my gloves off and hit Accept. “Ma, is everything okay?”

			Ma’s face fills my phone screen. As usual, she’s holding the phone right up against her face, so all I can see is one eye and a nostril. “Aduh, Meddy, disaster!”

			My stomach plummets. There it is. I just knew that Staphanie and her family wouldn’t be able to let go of the fact that we’d killed their beloved Ah Guan. They only pretended to accept it so they could regroup and come back to get us with a better, deadlier plan. I can practically feel the blood draining from my head, making me dizzy. Next to me, the crease between Nathan’s eyebrows is so deep it looks like a crevasse, but he grabs my free hand and gives it a reassuring squeeze. “It’ll be okay,” he mouths, though clearly, neither of us believes it. There are too many skeletons in our closet for anything to be okay. It’s always been a matter of time before my past caught up with us. I’m only sorry that I dragged Nathan into all this mess. My sweet, loving, unfortunate husband.

			Somehow, I manage to find my voice. “What is it, Ma? Wait, tell me in Indonesian,” I add as an extra precaution, though Nathan and I are still alone on the piste.

			Ma’s face scrunches up into a picture of sheer anguish. “Mama ngga keburu beli Porto’s cheese rolls.”

			I blink. Narrow my eyes at her. “Come again? Say it in English this time, just so I know I’m not mishearing.”

			“I come to Porto’s too late. They are out of cheese rolls!”

			Only a few seconds ago, I’d felt like all of my blood had rushed out of my head and I was ready to faint. Now, I can feel a river of blood rushing up to my head. I’m about ready to blow a gasket. “Ma.” It’s a struggle keeping my voice even. “Why are you calling me because of Porto’s cheese rolls? I thought we agreed that while I’m on my honeymoon, phone calls are for emergencies only?”

			“This is emergency,” she snaps, glaring at me so hard her gaze is like a laser shooting through the phone screen. “I promise everyone in Jakarta Porto’s cheese rolls. You know how everyone love it so much. Every year I come back, I bring cheese rolls. Everybody love it. Now, if I don’t bring cheese roll, I will lose face!”

			“You’re not going to lose face just because you—”

			“And you know Fourth Aunt always trying to up me one. Last year, she bring Ladurée macarons for everyone. Ladurée. You know how expensive they are? Is so obvious she just want to up me one. I say to her, I say, Aiya, why are you so norak? Ladurée in Singapore also have, why you need to bring all the way from LA? And she say—you know what she say?”

			“Let me guess,” Nathan says with a smile, “she said the ones from LA are different from the ones in Singapore?”

			“YES!” Ma cries with indignant triumph. “As if she can tell the difference. Is a franchise, of course they will all taste the same. But you know how Fourth Aunt is, keep talking and talking nonstop until everyone agree with her. Wah, they all say, yes, the macarons from LA very different from the ones from Singapore.” She sniffs. “Now I will have to go back empty-hand, no face.”

			A vision of a handless, faceless Ma swims to my mind, and despite myself, I have to stifle a laugh. Argh, what is it about Ma that makes me want to hug her even while she infuriates the heck out of me?

			“Well,” Nathan says, “lucky for you, we’re actually in France right now. At Val Tho—”

			I nudge him in the ribs. Hard. Ma and the aunties aren’t supposed to know we’re skiing. I’m even being super careful with how I hold my phone so she can only see my face and the sky and that’s it. If Ma and the aunties knew we were going skiing, they would zoom here in a chopper and yank us all the way back to LA by our ears, while lecturing us about the multitude of ways that one could get themselves killed by skiing.

			“Ow. Uh, I mean, we’re in Versailles. And we’ll be flying out of Paris tomorrow, so how about we bring back a gigantic box of Ladurée macarons? Then you can tell your relatives that these aren’t from Singapore or LA, they’re from the original Ladurée shop.”

			Ma’s mouth gapes open as she takes in a sharp breath. She leans even closer to the phone, so now all I can see is one eyeball. “From the . . . original Ladurée shop?” Her voice is furtive and soft with reverence, like she’s referring to the crown jewels.

			“Yep. The flagship store. I believe it’s on rue Royale.”

			My eyes widen. How in the world does Nathan know this? As though reading my mind, he shrugs like, I don’t know, I’m just guessing here.

			“The flagship store,” Ma breathes. The one visible eye is practically glittering at the thought of one-upping Fourth Aunt with macarons from the original Ladurée store. Then she throws her head back and cackles. A literal witchy cackle. Nathan and I exchange a glance. Uh-oh, Ma has ascended to her final form. “Yes!” she positively shrieks. “Oh, Fourth Aunt will be so embarrass. So embarrass. Nowhere to put her face!” She cackles again. “Buy the biggest box, okay? Everyone will want one.”

			“Ma, do you know how expensive those things are?”

			Nathan waves me off. “We’ll buy the biggest box of macarons they have. And a few other treats for you as well.”

			“Aiya, you no need to waste money on me.”

			Before Nathan can reply, I say, “Okay, we won’t buy you anything.”

			Ma stops short and stares at us. There is a pregnant pause. “Yes, don’t waste money on your own mother. I always tell you, no need to buy me any gifts. Other people always asking their children to buy gifts, but no, I say, I don’t want to burden my daughter. As long as she happy and healthy, I am okay. Don’t need her to make fuss over me or anything like that.”

			“Yep, we won’t get you anything.” I bite back the smile that’s threatening to take over my face. Next to me, Nathan is giving me WTF looks, but I ignore him.

			“Good, good,” she mumbles, looking like I’ve just punched her in the heart.

			I’m torn between laughter and frustration. My whole life has been a series of mixed messages from Ma, and though I know it’s cruel to trick her, I want her to get a taste of what it would be like for her if I were to follow her every instruction.

			“Ma, of course we’ve bought you a lot of souvenirs,” Nathan blurts out. Goddamn traitor.

			I can’t help but laugh out loud. “Of course we haven’t forgotten to get all sorts of presents for you, Ma.”

			“Aiya!” she cries, her face incandescent with joy. “Why you waste money? I tell you not to buy me present already.”

			I roll my eyes. “So we shouldn’t have gotten you an Hermès bag? Fine, I’ll give it to Big Aunt.”

			“Eh!” Her shout is so loud I wonder if it would trigger an avalanche. “An Hermès bag? A real one?”

			“I promise you they don’t sell fake Hermès bags in France. I think it’s an actual felony,” I laugh. The shock and delight on Ma’s face is everything.

			“You shouldn’t waste money like that,” she snaps again, but she’s also grinning as wide as a hyena, probably already plotting how to drop the Hermès bomb on Fourth Aunt. She still hasn’t forgotten how Fourth Aunt cut her out of the family Louis Vuitton luggage set.

			By the time we hang up, Ma is still beaming and muttering “Aiya, shouldn’t have wasted money” over and over. It’s like she’s stuck on a loop, torn between sheer joy and the Asian tradition of scolding your kids for spending money on you. My breath releases in a relieved huff, steaming in the cold mountain air, as I stuff the phone back into my jacket pocket.

			Nathan is still smiling.

			“What are you smiling about? We’re about to lose a small fortune in Ladurèe macarons. God, those things are so overpriced. I can’t believe she’s willing to spend money on them. This is the same woman who haggled with bus drivers to give her a discount on bus fares.”

			He laughs and pulls me close. “It’s just—her glee over one-upping Fourth Aunt. Come on, that’s so funny. I love it.”

			“Try growing up with it, then you wouldn’t find it so adorable.”

			He leans close and kisses me on the tip of my nose, then grimaces. “I think I got a bit of snot there.”

			“Yeah, don’t kiss people’s noses on ski slopes, genius.”

			“Lesson learned. Shall we keep going?”

			I gaze up the slope, toward the peak of the mountain, and sigh wistfully. “I wish we could just stay here forever.”

			“What, on this slope? It’d get pretty cold.”

			“Tch. I mean, do we really have to leave for Jakarta tomorrow? We could tell them we’re snowed in. That’s believable, right?” I gesture around us. “Look at this view. Look how blue that sky is, and how fresh the air is. Every breath I take is like drinking straight from a mountain spring, it’s so refreshing. And I love skiing, and—”

			“And you don’t want to see your family again.”

			Smart-ass. I narrow my eyes at him. “Okay, that’s inaccurate. I love my family, I just—I’m not ready for our honeymoon to end.”

			“Hey,” he says softly, putting his arms around me. Of course, we’re bundled up in so many layers that our arms can’t go all the way around each other. “It hasn’t ended yet. We’re going around Pulau Seribu, aren’t we? There’s still an adventure awaiting us.”

			“True,” I admit. “But before Pulau Seribu, there’s going to be Jakarta and my family.”

			“Your family is wonderful. Just like yourself.”

			I shudder. “Okay, never, ever say that to me. I am nothing like my family.”

			Nathan bites back a grin. “Really? You mean you’re not going to tell our future kids not to waste money buying you gifts and then give them a hard time when they listen to you?”

			“Ugh, never!”

			“Because I think that’s kind of really cute.”

			“Oh god,” I groan. “Only you would find that cute.”

			Nathan looks deep into my eyes, and despite myself, I melt against him. “It’s going to be okay,” he says softly. “I can’t wait to go to Jakarta and meet everyone and experience the whole Chinese New Year celebration with you, your mom, and your aunts. It’s going to be great.”

			I want to remind him that when it comes to my family and big, over-the-top events, we kind of have a terrible track record. But I don’t want to spend the last day in Val Thorens arguing, so I close my eyes and lose myself in a long kiss, and I remind myself over and over that this time will be different. That this time, I have my husband (!) with me, and we will weather anything and everything together, as a single family unit.
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			The last thing I want to do after flying for eighteen hours is to meet everyone in my greasy-faced, matted-hair state (Nathan, of course, somehow manages to remain fresh-faced and smelling of clean laundry), but that’s exactly what greets us at the Jakarta airport. There’s Ma, hopping up and down and waving madly at us even though we’ve both waved back to indicate that yes, we saw her. And behind her are not only Big Aunt, Second Aunt, and Fourth Aunt, but about half a dozen of my other aunts and uncles.

			“We could turn around right now and fly back to Paris,” I mutter as Nathan pushes our trolley, which is piled impossibly high with souvenir-stuffed bags, toward the gaggle of waving, grinning aunties and uncles.

			“You’ll be fine. Look how excited they are to see you.”

			“You mean how excited they are to see you?”

			Nathan has just enough time to say, “Why would they be excited to see me?” before we walk through the glass doors and are immediately swarmed by my family.

			Instinct takes over and I raise my arms to shield my face as they stampede toward me, but instead of the fierce, overwhelming hug I expected, they rush past me. “Wha—” I turn around. And stare.

			I was right. They truly do not give a shit about seeing me. It’s all about Nathan, the golden boy; the chiseled, Captain America–jawlined hero.

			“My son!” Ma cries happily, throwing her arms around him.

			Fourth Aunt pinches his cheek, nearly taking out an eye with her viciously manicured fingernails. Meanwhile, Second Aunt has picked up one of his arms and is holding it up for the other aunties and uncles to admire.

			“Look, so muscular, ya? I tell you, such a strong lad.”

			The other aunties and uncles ooh and aah. “Wah, yes, so healthy. Will give you good, strong grandchildren.”

			Second Aunt simpers as though they’ve complimented her arm and not Nathan’s. “Is because I teach him Tai Chi.”

			Big Aunt snorts and rolls her eyes. “I think Nathan already working out before you rope him into doing Tai Chi with you.”

			“Er—” Nathan’s eyes ping-pong back and forth between Big Aunt and Second Aunt before going to me with a silent plea for help. I smirk at him, enjoying the fact that:

			
					
					For the first time, I’m not the center of attention.

				

					
					He was so confident and smug about everything being fine in Jakarta, so he can very well deal with them himself.

				

			

			Is that mean? I should probably come to his aid or something, shouldn’t I? I shouldn’t leave my newlywed husband (!) at the mercy of my family.

			With a sigh, I walk up to them and wave weakly. “Hi, everyone.”

			As though she’s just remembered the existence of her only daughter, Ma whips around. “Ah, Meddy, there you are.”

			“I’ve been here the whole time. You literally walked right past me.”

			“Aduh, you look so tired.” Ma places her hands on my cheeks and squeezes. “So pale. Why so pale? You not feeling well? You too skinny! You need to eat more. Aiya, must be the food in France no good, that’s why you get so skinny, you eat more, okay?”

			“But not too much,” Second Aunt says, “otherwise later you get high cholesterol.”

			“Yes, don’t eat too much,” Ma agrees. “But do eat more, you see, otherwise your face is so peyot.” She sucks in her cheeks to illustrate just how peyot—sunken—my cheeks look. “Like old hag,” she adds, just to drive her point home.

			“Mm.” Second Aunt nods. “But remember, not eat too much, otherwise blood pressure spike, then you will die.”

			“Uh. Right.” I take an inhale and smile at them. “I’ll eat more, but not too much more, okay.”

			“She is pale, right?” Ma says to the others, still not mollified by my answer. They all nod in agreement.

			“Maybe she enter wind,” one of the uncles suggests.

			“Enter wind?” Nathan says.

			I gently pull Ma’s hands off my face. “It’s an Indonesian phrase—masuk angin. It means catch a cold. And no, I don’t have a cold. I’m just tired because, you know, eighteen-hour flight and all that. Anyway—” I’m desperate to change the subject. “Ma, didn’t you guys arrive only this morning? How are you so . . .” I gesture around for a bit, looking for the right word. “Perky?”

			“Aduh, of course is because of my TCM,” Ma announces with pride.

			My stomach drops. Oh god, the woman can’t possibly be foolhardy enough to bring marijuana into Indonesia, a country with the harshest penalties for drug abuse.

			“Don’t worry, I made sure it’s legit TCM,” Fourth Aunt says with a roll of her eyes.

			I breathe a sigh of relief. “Thanks, Fourth Aunt.”

			“I substituted the THC with Ambien. We all slept through the entire flight.”

			“What? Ambien? Isn’t that prescription only?” My mind spins, trying to keep up with my mom and aunts and their drug use.

			“Yeah, we all got a prescription for it,” Fourth Aunt says so simply, like she’s talking about the weather.

			“Big Aunt talk in her sleep the whole time,” Second Aunt snickers. “Keep on shouting orders at the flight attendants in her sleep.”

			Big Aunt harrumphs. “I think you making that up.”

			“I’ll show you video later,” Second Aunt says to me. I give her a weak smile.

			“Enough of that. Come, Nathan, you have to meet the rest of the family!” Ma grabs my arm and Nathan’s and pulls us toward the group of aunties and uncles, who are all smiling and staring openly at us. “This is Auntie Yuli, she is our cousin from Nainai’s side, and this one her brother, you call him Uncle Ping, okay, and this one Uncle Mochtar, he is our second cousin from . . .”

			I glance at Nathan as Ma presents each aunt and uncle to him. I still remember the first time that Ma took me back to Jakarta, when I was a kid, and how overwhelming it was. It took me two more visits to remember every aunt’s, uncle’s, and cousin’s name. Poor Nathan. He must be so overwhelmed.

			“Auntie Yuli, Uncle Ping, Uncle Mochtar, Auntie Wati, Auntie Sheren, and Uncle Ong,” Nathan says, nodding at each one with a warm, open smile.

			What the hell? Did he seriously memorize all of their names just like that?

			The crowd of aunties and uncles erupts into huge grins. The uncles reach out and slap Nathan fondly on the back, and the aunties grab his arms, yammering the whole time about how handsome and well-mannered he is. Together, the throng leads him toward the exit, leaving me behind. Nathan turns his head and gives me a wide-eyed, helpless look, but beneath it is warm amusement. He’s totally enjoying this, the ham. With a laugh, I jog after them, catching up with Ma and linking my arm through hers. Maybe Nathan’s right. Maybe we’ll actually have fun in Jakarta.

			The family home is a huge, ostentatious mansion in Pantai Indah Kapuk, north Jakarta. Like many of the other towering mansions in PIK, when the aunties and uncles renovated the house five years ago, they chose to go baroque, the most over-the-top architecture that has ever been architectured. I’m talking about a literal giant crown built atop the roof of the house, like that’s going to fool anyone into thinking we’re actual royalty.

			“Wow,” Nathan breathes as we get out of the car and tilt our heads back, and back, and back to take in the behemoth of a house in front of us.

			I grimace. “I know. But this house has like, four different families living in it.”

			It’s the Chinese-Indonesian way; traditionally, most children live with their parents, even after they get married, so you’d often get three whole generations living in a single house. Most Chinese-Indonesian families are huge, comprising more than six children, so usually some of the children would move out after they got married, but more often than not, at least one or two of them would remain in the family home. Our family home is no different; though Ma and the aunties long ago emigrated to the States, Auntie Sheren and Auntie Wati, their cousins from their mother’s side, have remained in the family house with their respective families.

			“Wow, four different families?” Nathan raises his eyebrows.

			“There’s Auntie Sheren and her husband, Uncle Ping and his wife, and then there’s Auntie Sheren’s son and his wife, and Uncle Ping’s daughter and her husband, and all their kids. So . . . I think there are fourteen people living here? Plus their live-in helpers.” I hate having to explain this stuff to non-Indonesians, who always seem to be horrified by the concept. I can’t help but feel judged whenever I tell them that no, it’s not actually part of our culture to move out of our parents’ house, because nine out of ten times, people would react with shock/horror and make comments about how infantilizing our culture is.

			But Nathan nods slowly before grinning. “Sounds like a blast. Can you imagine how much fun the kids must have? I was always so lonely growing up as an only child. I would’ve killed to live in one single house with my cousins.”

			My chest loosens. I hadn’t even noticed it tightening.

			“Ayo, masuk!” Uncle Ping gestures jovially, ushering us through the massive double doors.

			Nathan and I go inside and are almost blinded by the crystal chandelier cascading from the foyer ceiling. It must be about a thousand watts of light and is a total showstopper. Grecian statues flank the foyer, staring down at us impassively while wrestling dolphins. Next to them are Ming vases as tall as Nathan. My insides squirm at how ostentatious everything in here must look to Nathan. I mean, it’s as though my family raided the British Museum.

			“Masuk, masuk!” Auntie Wati pushes us along, deeper into the house, and suddenly, there are shouts and stampeding feet and we’re attacked. Well, by hugs.

			The kids jump around us like little pups, and I laugh and hug them all.

			“Cici Meddy!” they shout, throwing their little arms around my shoulders and tugging affectionately at my hair and telling me how pretty I look (aww) and how bad my breath smells after my long flight. Then they look at Nathan and gasp. “Is he a movie star?” my five-year-old niece, Jeassyka, wonders aloud, her eyes wide.

			“No,” I laugh.

			“But he can be,” Ma adds loyally, patting Nathan’s arm and beaming up at him with fondness. “He is as handsome as Thor, ya?”

			The kids nod, their eyes never leaving Nathan’s face, which has turned an interesting shade of red.

			“But better,” Big Aunt sniffs. “Because he is Chinese. Chinese Thor better than American Thor.”

			“Okay, first of all, Thor isn’t American,” I say, but my voice is already drowned out by everyone talking at once.

			“Oh? Then what he is?”

			Embarrassingly, it takes me a moment to figure it out. “Uh, I wanna say . . . Norwegian?”

			“Aiya, all these Caucasian country all the same,” Big Aunt says with a careless flap of her hand.

			“Big Aunt, you can’t say that. That’s offensive.”

			“Is it?” She looks at me like she’s genuinely surprised. “Why?”

			“Because . . .” I struggle to figure out a way of telling Big Aunt about diversity and cultural identities, and finally mumble, “Um, because they’re all different?” Wow, great job, me. I really need to get better at thinking on my feet.

			Big Aunt sniffs, clearly unimpressed, and turns her attention back to Nathan, who’s completely surrounded by my family.

			Why do I bother? I sigh and smile as I gaze at my poor husband. The little ones are literally climbing onto him. Already he’s got the smallest kid, my two-year-old nephew Herrisan Ford, on top of his shoulders. The other littles are hopping around him, shouting, “My turn! Me next!” and “Let me show you my room! I’ve got the biggest princess castle in there! And my Barbie has a sword! It’s named Skull Crusher!”

			“Skull Crusher?” I cock an eyebrow at my cousin Jems. Jems is one of my favorite cousins because not only is he into photography, but both our names have been so unfortunately spelled that it’s impossible not to share a certain kinship with him.

			Jems shrugs with a rueful smile. “She came up with the name all on her own.”

			I laugh and we hug each other. “It’s so good to be here again.”

			“How was your honeymoon?” my cousin-in-law Elsa says, putting an arm around my shoulders and squeezing. “Think you made a baby yet?”

			I groan. “Not you guys too.”

			“Just kidding!” Elsa laughs.

			“But not really,” Jems says. “My mom told us that we have to talk you into starting a family like immediately.”

			I roll my eyes. “Figures.”

			Jems and Elsa take me to the dining room, where to the surprise of no one, there is a humongous feast large enough to feed an entire army battalion. The dining table has run out of space for food, and there are dishes placed on the side tables as well. Platters piled high with seafood noodles, topped with deep-fried quail’s eggs, braised sea cucumber and meaty shiitake mushrooms, crunchy tofu skin rolls, sliced abalone, fist-sized fried pork balls, and literally a dozen other dishes.

			“Our parents might have lost their minds a little bit when you guys announced you were coming back for Chinese New Year,” Jems says.

			“They really wanted to impress Nathan,” Elsa adds.

			“Oh, he will definitely be impressed.”

			I was right. Once Nathan joins us, along with everyone else, in the dining room, I can practically see his mouth salivating from the sight of all this food. Shouts of “Makan!” fill the room. A plate is thrust into Nathan’s hands, and immediately after that, there is a mad rush as everyone lunges forward to pile food onto his plate.

			“Here, have the sea cucumber,” Ma cries, slapping a large sea cucumber on his plate.

			Before Nathan can thank her, Uncle Ong heaps a thick slice of steak next to the sea cucumber. “This is wagyu, you know wagyu? We order special from Japan.”

			“Wow, amazing, I love wag—”

			“Eat more veggie-tibbles,” Auntie Wati orders, heaping a large ladleful of bok choy atop the steak.

			Second Aunt does some fancy Tai Chi stretch and overturns a bowl of fried rice on top of the almost overflowing pile of food. Nathan’s biceps are now bulging as his plate gets heavier and heavier.

			“Should I save him?” I mutter to my cousins.

			“God, no,” my cousin Sarah says. “Take this chance to grab the food you actually want and eat in peace. He’s our sacrificial lamb. For once, no one is paying attention to us and nagging at us to eat this or that.”

			“True.” But when Uncle Ping plops a whole fish head on top of the mountain of food, I feel too guilty and hurry over, placing myself between Nathan and the aunts and uncles. “I think he’s got enough on his plate. Literally.” I hold up my hand to stop Auntie Sheren, who’s threatening to put what looks like a whole chicken onto Nathan’s plate. “We’ll come back for the chicken when he’s done with all of this, Auntie. Thank you, though. You’re so kind, really.” I gesture at Nathan to escape to the cousins table but am too slow to stop Auntie Sheren from smacking the chicken onto my own plate.

			“You better eat that, Meddy!” She wags a finger in my face. “You too skinny. How you going to make a nice, fat baby if you so skinny?”

			Her words act as a signal for the other aunties and uncles to swarm around me and pile food onto my plate, all of them telling me I need to eat more so I can give my poor, long-suffering mother the chubby grandbaby she deserves. By the time they’re done, I swear my plate weighs more than all of my camera equipment combined. I stagger with it to the cousins table and slide into a seat next to Nathan.

			“Thank you for saving me,” he murmurs, squeezing my hand.

			“Ah, newlyweds,” Sarah sighs. “That was very selfless of you, Meddy.”

			“Yeah, we told her to leave you to the wolves,” Jems laughs.

			Next to our table, the “grown-up” table is in full party mode, all of the aunts and uncles cackling as they exchange crazy stories. Even Big Aunt is laughing uproariously at something Uncle Ong is saying. On the other side, the kids squeal and giggle at their little table. I can’t help smiling as I watch everyone, loving the noise and warmth that fills the entire house. It’s no wonder that Ma and the aunties make sure to come back every year. They seem younger here somehow, more vibrant and filled with life.

			“I love this,” Nathan says, echoing my thoughts. “This is so lively. I can see how everyone living together under one roof really works for your families.”

			Elsa laughs. “Oh, trust me, we get into our share of arguments. But yeah, on the whole, it’s really great, and the kids are never bored or lonely.”

			“I’ve always wanted to be part of a big family.” Nathan’s dimples wink at me, and I smile back.

			“Well, you’ll meet the big family tomorrow morning, on Chinese New Year.”

			“The ‘big’ family?” Nathan says.

			“Yeah, this isn’t the whole family, it’s only a small portion of it. Everyone else will come here in the morning to bai nian.” Bai nian, done during Chinese New Year, consists of going round to relatives’ homes or congregating in the house of the oldest relative to wish everyone a happy new year.

			Nathan’s eyebrows disappear into his hairline. “Whoa, this is only a small portion of the family?”

			“Yep,” Sarah says through a mouthful of noodles. “There are about eighty of us in total.”

			“What?” Nathan sputters.

			Again, my stomach knots. Maybe it’s too much, too overwhelming. I shouldn’t have brought him here for Chinese New Year, the biggest holiday for our family. I should’ve brought him here on a normal day and had him meet everyone in a slow, manageable trickle.

			But Nathan only beams wide, eyes alight, and says, “That’s amazing. I can’t wait to meet everyone.”

			Honestly, I don’t deserve this man. I lean over and plant a chaste kiss on his cheek.

			An insistent tinkling of metal against glass catches our attention, and we look over to the next table to see Fourth Aunt tapping her fork against her glass with flourish. Next to her, Ma is rolling her eyes, like, Of course she’s calling all of the attention to herself.

			When Fourth Aunt is satisfied that all eyes are on her, she sets down her fork and places her hand on her hip. “I’d just like to say thank you to everyone for welcoming us home, and I am so excited about the Chinese New Year celebration tomorrow.”

			“Hear, hear!” Jems calls out.

			Ma rolls her eyes so hard I wonder if she’ll give herself a migraine.

			Fourth Aunt’s fire-engine-red lips stretch into a playful smirk. “Aaand, I’ve prepared a very special surprise for tomorrow.”

			Uh-oh. My stomach drops. I hate surprises. People often say they hate surprises, but see, the last time my mother and aunts surprised me, I killed that surprise, so when I say I hate surprises, I really mean it.

			As though reading my mind, Fourth Aunt frowns and flaps her hand at me.
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