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Like all immigrants from Hong Kong, Li Wong, Miles Li from 1974 - when he changed his name by deed poll – had always strived for something more after leaving Hong Kong as a fresh-faced twenty-year-old in 1968, in search of a better life, and the chance of sending some of the Queen's banknotes back to his desperately poor family living in the British colony. It was pretty much the same for scores of Chinese. Land reforms were the name of the game, and many people – particularly the poor farmers who slaved the land – were the ones who lost out in the end. 

Miles Li met his future wife in London two years after arriving at a Chinese get-together. Melinda Chang, also from Hong Kong, had come with her parents in 1964 as a shy 12-year-old. She initially helped Miles with his English, and they soon fell in love. Her father, Joe Chang, owned a small restaurant in Soho at the time called The Dragon Eatery. On Melinda's request, she got him a job in her father's place. Within a year, they were married and expecting their first child.

But those days were long gone. 

“Have you diced the chicken?” Miles Li asked his head chef in Cantonese as he walked into the kitchen of his restaurant in the Chinese Quarter of Birmingham - Hui Chi-On had been living and working illegally in the UK for a few years.

“Yeah, boss, I put it all in the fridge.”

Along with Hui Chi-On, the chef's cousin Li Ka Shing also helped out in the kitchen. On the restaurant floor, there were four British-Chinese waiters, Michael Koo, Sam Hung, Robert Lee, and Carl Ma – all hard-working students at one of the second city's higher learning educational establishments. The two waitresses, Maggie Chun and Lydia Tam, were both studying A-Levels. Jimmy Choi, forty-two, was the head barman and assistant manager to his boss.

Miles Li wasn't happy: well past retirement age, he thought he would be back in Hong Kong by now living out his old age surrounded by the smells of his youth instead of still being shackled to the kitchen in wet and windy Birmingham.

He had planned so much for his kids and wife when he decided to go out on his own and leave his father-in-law's restaurant in London for the West Midlands in the mid-1980s: he had saved up enough money to open a takeaway, the Peking House, in one of the more affluent suburbs of the city. In Harborne, things went well. He made money quickly. Within seven years he had bought a place on Hurst Street in the city centre, known locally as the Chinese Quarter.

All good things always come to an end: Miles Li had a gambling problem, a big one. By mistake, in 2012, he had borrowed money – one-hundred grand in cash, off a Chinese 'friend' from his London days. This friend, it turned out, was a member of a violent Triad gang, ​the 14K Triad. Since that time, Miles Li had paid back all the principal plus interest at least twice.

Now he had had enough.

“You wanted to see me?” Choi said as he walked in Li's small office at the back of the restaurant. His boss was at his desk, going through some accounts.

“Sit down,” Li answered. His employee took a seat. “I've got to make some changes.”

“What kind of changes?” Choi asked, fearing for his own job.

“Shing has to go, I can't afford him anymore.”

“But the chef’s gonna be pissed, boss,” Choi said with a sigh.

“Tough.”

The two men spoke Chinglish, Cantonese with many English loan words replacing the ones they had forgotten from their native tongue.

“So, you want me to tell him?” 

Li took off his reading glasses, then said:

“Yes... And by the way, I won't be here tonight - I've got a meeting.”

“But it's Saturday?”

“I know, but it can't be helped.”

Choi seemed to have no idea about the financial circumstances of the restaurant or his boss's addiction to roulette and slot machines. Miles Li hid his foibles well.
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A street on the east side of Birmingham. At the end of it, a warehouse, dark and sinister as the fog descended. Miles Li stepped out of his black Land Rover Discovery, which he had only picked up from the salon the week before.

He walked up to the big yellow shutter doors of the warehouse, then knocked on it. Li heard a click: the shutter started moving upwards.

In front of Li was another Chinese man, big set and with mean eyes.

“He's expecting you,” he said to Li in Cantonese. “Follow me.”

The warehouse was a busy place: mechanics were frantically working on stolen cars – taking parts off some and putting them on others. Welding sparks flew in every direction. Li had to slalom in and out as he followed behind the man.

“Where are we going?” Li then asked the man.

“Be quiet.” Li had never been to this warehouse before – the last time he had met with his contact was at a greyhound stadium in Wolverhampton – and he feared for his life. “Wait here.” Li sat on the sofa while the heavy went into a room. He came out a second later. “You can go in.”

Li went in. Sitting at a round table was the man he was here to see, Guo Cheng, a London-based Triad gang boss.

“Sit down,” Guo Cheng said to Li. 

“Sorry for being late,” Li replied apologetically as he sat down opposite Guo Cheng.

“That don't matter – you got my money?”

“No, sir.”

Guo Cheng looked sternly at Li, then – and it was in an instant – he smiled:

“You come here empty-handed?”

“Yes,” Li said, his head lowered in shame.

“This isn't very good – you know how much you owe me?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

Li didn't know how to say the words without angering the Chinese psychopath:

“A lot...”

Li had paid back Guo Cheng £217,000 since he had taken the loan. He had had to sell two houses he owned in Handsworth just to do it: Now he was on his knees financially.

“Don't get cheeky, Mr Li,” Guo Cheng said. “It was your mistake you borrowed from me-”

“But over a hundred-percent interest seems way too much,” Li answered, interrupting Cheng.

“I want five grand, and I want it today.”

“I don't have it.”

Up to now Guo Cheng has been lenient with Li, the reason being he had always paid – but now the gangster realized his source of easy money really didn't have it or had grown a pair of balls and was no longer going to put up with the extortion.

“What do you mean, you don't have it? You're a successful businessman, Mr Li, a respected pillar in the Chinese community here – of course you have it.”

“I swear, I don't... I’m broke. I can't take it anymore.” Guo Cheng sighed. He always did that when he was irritated. Li had yet to see the Triad's evil side, though he knew Guo Cheng had one and was capable of violence. “I'm telling you the truth, sir.” Li fell on to his knees and begged his case.

“Get up, old man, that shit's not gonna work with me, I'm afraid.”

“So, what am I going to do?” Li said as he struggled back on the chair. He started crying.

“And don't cry, either.”

“You've ruined me.”

“No, Mr Li, you've ruined yourself. Your greed and stupidity have done it to you, not me... I'm just – how do the Americans put it – an opportunist.”

“Please, I beg you!”

“If you're so poor, how come you can afford a Land Rover?” Silence. Li was thinking. He had to come up with a good excuse. “Come on, old man, answer me?”

“It's my son's.”

“So your son's successful?” Guo Cheng then asked with raised eyebrows.

“No, no, not really successful, modestly so,” Li answered, realizing his mistake.

“And what does your son do?”

“He's a businessman.”

“What kind of a businessman?”

“Importing.”

“Like Mr Wing Yip?”

“Not on such a scale.”

“And you've got a daughter, too, I hear?”

No, this was dangerous, very dangerous.

“My daughter has nothing to do with this.” 

Brave words from a brave man. Guo Cheng got up, and he didn't look happy:

“Don't you ever say nothing is to do me with!” the Triad smashed his fists on the table. “Ever!” His heavy came in:

“Everything all right, boss?”

“Yeah, we're just having a friendly conversation, aren't we, Mr Li?”

Guo Cheng's guy left the room.

“This can't go on, Mr Guo. I can't afford it.”

“So what are you gonna do – go to the cops?”

Li might have been getting on in years but he wasn't stupid:

“Of course I won't.”

Guo Cheng took out a small notepad from his pocket, opened it and said:

“As far as my calculations go you still owe me close to fifty grand.”

“No, Mr Guo, that's wrong and I won't pay it.” Guo Cheng slapped him around the cheek, the force knocking Li off the chair and onto the floor. “Now, you will pay, Mr Li, you will pay.” Li got back on the chair once more. “Can I ask you something?”

“Haven't you only been asking me questions anyway?”

“Your restaurant, why do you call it the Panda Express – the branding's all wrong: Express denotes being quick, in a rush, substituting convenience over quality – I'd change it if I were you.”

“I was in California in the early 90s: I saw a place called the Panda Express. It was a good time in my life and I didn't want that to change. I thought it would bring me luck. That's why it's called the Panda Express.”

“Free bit of marketing advice, change it.”

Guo Cheng's heavy dropped Li off on a city centre street corner with a broken nose and a few cuts and bruises, minus his Land Rover.

He had to do something: it couldn't go on.

“Where have you been?!” Li's wife, Melinda Li, asked her husband as he came through the door after catching a taxi.

“On business.”

Melinda switched on the hall light.

“Oh my God, what happened to you?!”

“I got robbed. The car's gone, too.”

“Who did it? Where were you when it happened?”

“In the city centre.”

“Have you called the police?”

“I didn't, no.” Melinda rushed to the kitchen where her smartphone was, but Li chased after her. “Forget it,” he said, grabbing her. “Don't call!”
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