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In this Indian family, destiny begins in the kitchen.

ere,” said my mother, pressing a dark-brown slab of one of her mysterious cooking ingredients into
my hands. “Smell this.”

I was nine. I obeyed.

“It smells stinky,” I said, wrinkling my nose as I turned over the hard, pockmarked resin in my palm. “Like
a…,” I giggled, unable to say the rude word.

My mother smiled, as if I had understood some fundamental cooking concept. “It’s asafetida,” she said.
“You sprinkle it on foods like beans and lentils so they won’t give you gas.”

We were standing in our cavernous kitchen, the mosaic-tiled floor cool against my bare feet, my mother in
her starched cotton sari and me in my pigtails and skirt, ready to flee. On the raw cement walls, smoke from
the wood-burning stove left stains in Rorschach-like blotches. My mother was making yet another attempt
to reveal to me the mysteries of South Indian cooking. I was more interested in fighting with the boys over
cricket balls.

Cooking—and eating—in India is a communal activity governed by a complex system of rules, rituals, and
beliefs. My mother recited examples to me whenever she got the chance. Cumin and cardamom arouse, so
eat them only after you get married, she instructed. Fenugreek tea makes your hair lustrous and increases
breast milk, so drink copious amounts when you have babies. Coriander seeds cool the body during
summer; mustard and sesame seeds lend heat during winter. Cardamom aids digestion, cinnamon soothes,
and lent¬ils build muscles. Every feast should have the three P’s: pappadams, pachadi, and payasam (lentil
wafers, yogurt salad, and sweet pudding). Any new bride should be able to make a decent rasam (dal-and-
tomato soup). If you cannot make rasam, do not call yourself the lady of the house. And so it went.

At nine, I had little interest in such matters. The kitchen was merely a place I might dart into between
aiming catapults at sleepy chameleons and playing under the banyan tree in our overgrown garden. And, in
a household headed by my grandmother and teeming with 14 cousins, four pairs of aunts and uncles,
numerous servants, and any number of visiting relatives, there were always plenty of others to do the
cooking.

The only time we youngsters were conscripted into helping out in the kitchen was during the annual
shraadam, a daylong ceremony, celebrated on the anniversary of my grandfather’s death, when the entire
clan gathered to pay obeisance to our ancestors. The servants were given the day off, and the women cooked
an elaborate 24-course feast—enough food to feed not just the family but 12 Brahman priests, our two
cows, and all the crows in the neighborhood. The women would lay down banana leaves in the grass,
arranging food as carefully for the birds as they did for the guests indoors. Crows are believed to carry the
souls of forebears. The more crows we fed, the better it would be for our lineage.

On shraadam day, the whole household awoke before dawn. My grandmother stood in the middle of the
kitchen, bellowing orders like an army general. There were strict rules. Everything had to be fresh and
prepared according to a menu that had been decided on generations ago. Dairy and grains couldn’t mix and
were placed at opposite ends of the kitchen. Later, hands had to be washed after touching leftovers.

Blurred figures rushed about within the smoky mists, boiling water, stirring the ghee, grinding coconut,
roasting spices. Coal embers glowed like beacons under heavy bronze cauldrons filled with rice. My cousins
and I scampered between pantry and kitchen, ferrying ingredients back and forth. My mother and aunts
chopped vegetables at a furious pace as my grandmother presided over the stove.
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There were many such feasts in our household. After a meal’s end, the curtains were drawn in the living
room. As the ceiling fan swirled lazily overhead, the women sat cross-legged on bamboo mats, a brass betel
tray in the center. In it were stacks of betel leaves, chewed as digestives, surrounded by crushed betel nuts,
tobacco paste, and an assortment of fragrant spices—sugar-coated fennel, nutmeg, and cardamom wrapped
in pieces of silver foil.

The women brushed the tender betel leaves with tobacco paste, filled them with the nuts and spices, then
folded the leaves into triangles called paan. They popped these into their mouths, chewing gently until their
tongues and teeth were stained red from the opiate combination.

With each paan they chewed, their jokes grew more risqué, their gossip more personal, and their bodies
more horizontal. Soon, the room would be full of red-toothed, shrieking, laughing, swaying women that I
hardly recognized as the same harassed housewives who were constantly shooing us children out of the
way.

I would rest my head on my grandmother’s squishy abdomen and feel her soft flesh rumble as she belly-
laughed her way to tears. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, this would be the closest I’d ever come to
feeling totally at peace.

Inevitably, however, the conversation would turn toward errant offspring and how young girls ought to learn
cooking as preparation for later life. I would sneak a betel leaf and scurry away. I had no intention of being
court-martialed by a bevy of relatives trying to entice, entreat, or threaten me into the kitchen.

I continued to spurn cooking into my adolescence. When I reached 14, by some mysterious alchemy—was
it genes? destiny?—a passion for the sensuality of food slowly, slowly began to take root. Ever the rebel, I
kept it a secret.

Madras, India, 1986. At 18, I have just been accepted into Mount Holyoke College, in South Hadley,
Massachusetts, but the consensus in my family is that I shouldn’t go. America is full of muggers and all
kinds of criminals, my teenage pest of a brother proclaims. No unmarried girl should venture into such a
promiscuous society, my septuagenarian grandmother adds. Why go abroad to study when there are world-
class Indian institutions to choose from here? An uncle asks. Get married first, my mother says with finality
—then go to Timbuktu if you want.
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