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a m b e r  w o n g

bad chinese 
daughters

{   f o r k  a n d  s p o o n   }

The first time I see squab on a menu, I 

nearly shriek with glee. I find it in that most 

unlikely of places—a contextless Chinese 

restaurant tucked into a strip mall in the 

white California suburbs, far from any kind 

of Chinatown. My vision narrows. My pulse 

quickens. There, among helpful snapshots of 

ha gow and siu mai, lies a photo of a glossy 

little reddish-brown bird, cut into quarters, a 

tiny bowl of special salt nestled next to the 

parsley sprig and lemon wedge crowning its 

tiny bald head.  

Immediately I’m geung teuk, Mom’s 

Cantonese slang for a food craving so strong 
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you’re virtually drooling. I can almost feel 

the dense dark flesh between my teeth, the 

fat globules from the underside of the skin 

bursting over my tongue. But I hesitate. 

Squab, or bok-gop, cost twenty dollars 

each, one of the most expensive things on 

the menu. And I, a daughter in a family that 

favored first-born sons, was raised to expect 

less. Even now, at sixty-seven, my Chinese-

self betrays me, whispering, do I deserve this 

luxury?

Still, my American-self—the badass who 

managed an engineering career, a staff, and 

two sons as a single mom—screams silently, 

I must have it.  

I’m visiting from Seattle, lunching with 

a childhood friend and her ninety-five-year-

old mother, a woman who’d been my late 

mom’s closest friend since 1950, a woman 

I’ve always called “Auntie,” a woman who 

will surely try to pay. When I was seven, 

we’d moved to the same California suburb 

because third-generation English-speaking 

Chinese-American families were sparse and 

stuck together. Auntie’s penny-pinching was 

legendary. For years she’d whined to Mom 

about needing a new stove.  

To me, Mom had griped, “She can well 

afford it. Now two burners are broken!” 

Food was a luxury my family chose to 

afford. As a child I took squab for granted. 

At my grandmother’s twice-a-year banquet 

dinners in San Francisco’s Chinatown, 

squab appeared after appetizers of slippery 

jellyfish and succulent shark fin soup. Every 

Christmas Eve, at my eldest uncle’s house, 

the men ate duck that my uncle had hunted. 

The women ate squab because they were 

smaller and we could each eat half of one, 

wasting nothing. Back then I didn’t know 

that my grandmother had toiled for two days, 

first seasoning and marinating the birds with 

her secret ingredient—a splash of Johnny 

Walker Black—and the next day deep-frying 

them one by one.  

When I took a job in Washington state 

after graduate school, I was shocked to find 

myself in a squab-desert. Roast duck and 

cha siu hung in Seattle Chinatown windows. 

Never squab. 

Luckily, my uncle always remembered 

our Christmas Eve tradition. I never had to 

ask. Visiting California meant revisiting his 

favorite local dive. But there was a trick—

bok-gop wasn’t on the menu. You needed to 

frequent the restaurant often enough to know 

that they stocked squab for their special 

customers, and, most important, you had to 

be one of those customers. He’d call ahead, 

and if they were sold out, my uncle brought 

his own raw squabs for the chef to cook.  

Today, long after my grandmother and 

bok-gop-uncle have passed, I stare at the 

menu. If I were here by myself, it would be 

a no-brainer. I’d willingly pay! But I’m stuck. 

Auntie is primed to treat me. If she does, will 

she smile on the outside but forever gossip 

about my high-falutin’ expensive tastes? If 

I grab the check, will I offend her? Maybe 

it’s safest to shut up, let her order and pay, 

and respect my elders as I’ve been taught. 

I peek at nearby tables. The seafood chow 

mein looks tasty. The ham sui gok could be 

delicious.  

{   f o r k  a n d  s p o o n   }

But wait! Why must I be polite and ignore 

the pulsing in my tastebuds, the swoon of 

ecstasy I can conjure from the depths of my 

gastro-memory? I’m sixty-seven. Can’t I ever 

straight up ask for what I want?  

Not here with Auntie, where I’m locked 

into the role of demure Chinese daughter. 

But her daughter, my long-time 

friend, is my natural ally. She and I share 

a kinship common to the least powerful 

in a Chinese family—we both have older 

brothers. Unheard and undervalued, we 

became masters of allusion, of indirect 

reference, of piggybacking our wishes onto 

someone else’s. Code-talking skills that, as 

we later discovered, translated poorly into 

the American working world. We had to 

pivot again, learning to toggle them on or 

off, depending on when we needed to be 

Chinese. 

The restaurant din threatens to drown me 

out. I lean into my friend and conspiratorially 

nudge her arm. I strain to keep my voice 

neutral. I point to the menu, so she won’t see 

the fire in my eyes.  

“So,” I say coolly, “Are you thinking 

about the squab?”  

She glances at me, brow lifted. I feel a 

rush, a tacit high-five. She hears me more 

clearly than I could ever wish. What she 

does is genius. Her American instincts, 

honed by decades as a hotshot business 

executive, drive her to a tidy win-win-win 

solution where her mother saves face, I don’t 

feel guilty, and we both earn big points for 

generosity.  

She turns to her mother, waggles her 

finger between the two of us and announces, 

“We’re treating you to lunch, so order 

whatever you want!” I adore her even more 

when she loudly proclaims, “The squab’s the 

best, especially with that MSG salt that’s bad 

for us.” 
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