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JourneyGuru Review


Yau Sum Takeaway, Cawsmenyn


[image: image] Reviewed October


‘Best Chinese in Town’


Been coming here since I was a kid, is best Chinese in town, bar none. Food is always excellent. Now I bring my kid and her turn to get free prawn crackers. Can’t recommend it too much.


Johnny L


[image: image] Reviewed December


‘A local institution’


We come here every Christmas when I visit my parents and we get the set meal for 4. Always a nice change and fills the gap until New Year when you’ve had enough of turkey. Place is like a time capsule though, Mam and Dad say it hasn’t changed in forty years. Even the woman behind the counter looks exactly the same. Could be her daughter though 


Sandie S


[image: image] Reviewed yesterday


‘Shocking service, bad attitude’


Was disgusted at being refused service here. No good reason for that. Said I wanted to see the manager and some woman said she was the manager! Am taking my business somewhere else and I reckon everyone else does the same.


DuncansBlue


Amy L, Manager of the Yau Sum Takeaway, Cawsmenyn, responded to this review


Responded 9 Feb


DuncansBlue, thank you for taking the time and trouble to give us feedback on your recent visit. As you know, we have previously served you on any number of the times you informed us you’d been ‘on the lash since lunchtime’, even with those mysterious damp patches all down one leg. We would have served you again if it hadn’t been for the impromptu demonstration of Cossack dancing. When you threw your arms out, you managed to knock over one of our younger customers and made her baby brother cry. This was the reason we decided we couldn’t serve you on this occasion.






1


As I drive past my old school, I can’t help noticing someone has daubed ‘HMP’ above the words ‘Cawsmenyn High’. It’s good to see traditions being respected. Back in my day, the graffiti wasn’t quite so sophisticated but at least the diagram of male genitals demonstrated no shortcomings in the teaching of human biology. I’ve found Mrs Harvey’s sterling work in that department particularly useful over the years. Which is more than I can say for the algebra classes.


Tall laurel hedges, designed to conceal smart detached houses on the edge of town, gradually turn into bushier specimens of hawthorn, dog rose and crab apple. Though they’re short enough so you can see into the fields beyond, they do the job of keeping curious cattle and sporadic sheep from the B2756.


I have to squint as beams of sunlight dapple the windscreen through a canopy of trees, my eyes confused by the alternate bursts of brightness and dim, leafy gloom. Once I’ve passed through the tunnel made of the branches of gnarled trunks and hopeful saplings, I emerge into clear daylight. After that, it’s just a matter of a quick turn to the right, through the five-bar gate opened wide for business and I’ve reached my destination – Danny’s Fruit and Veg Emporium.


I’ve made a point of sourcing the fresh produce directly since I came back to work in the shop. My parents used to receive deliveries selected by Danny but all that changed as soon as I saw what was going on, and I determined to choose and collect everything myself. Even then, he tried to palm me off with some of his squashy tomatoes, but I remained firm, unlike much of his stock.


The lane leading down to Danny’s is perilous. Sometimes I have to brake sharply as the car crunches up the thick gravel drive to make way as one of his cats carries a runaway kitten back to the house. Sometimes it’s his Jack Russell, stumpy legs a fast-moving blur. That dog seems to spend half its time with its bristly back legs sticking out of rabbit holes. The hens pecking about in the car park leave you in no doubt that the eggs are free-range and bring new meaning to playing chicken with the traffic.


‘Isn’t it dangerous having them loose like that?’ I asked Danny once, pointing to a plump feathery specimen inspecting the wagon-wheel tyre of a shiny black 4x4. ‘What if one gets run over?’


‘Chicken casserole for tea,’ he replied.


There is something lovely and old-fashioned about the vast quantity of fruit and vegetables squeezed into Danny’s small barn. Without plastic and cellophane to mask their smell, you can almost taste the fruit cocktail of apples, oranges, bananas and pears. In summer you get strawberries, raspberries, plums and peaches, while in winter, clementines, nuts, roasted chestnuts and long thin trays of dates promise that Christmas is on the way. Year-round, coughs and colds can always be relieved by the sinus-clearing quantities of onions and garlic.


‘How about this box of mushrooms, Ames?’ Danny asks as he lifts up a blue plastic crate topped with shiny white caps.


I pick over the uppermost layer, revealing two inches of dirty brown shrivelled fungi.


‘How about something fresh all the way down to the bottom, eh?’


‘You can’t blame a man for trying.’


 


On the way back to the shop, I drive past my grandfather as he shuffles into town on some errand or other. George is my mother’s father, so we call him Ah Goong. You call your father’s father something else entirely. YeYe, if you’re interested.


He doesn’t notice me driving past but I wave anyway and tip my rearview mirror so I can watch his back retreating along the street. It’s warm inside the car with the early spring sunshine showing up every smear left by the worn wiper blades. Outside, it’s cold enough for his heavy wool coat, tweedy flat cap and the £2.99 Burberry scarf he bought down the market. Underneath it all, I know he’ll be sporting the old man’s uniform of checked flannel shirt, Marks and Spencer cardigan and wool blend trousers that fasten at the bottom of his ribcage. He’s carrying an empty bag for life in his hand and, without any shopping to weigh it down, it billows against his leg, a green flag fluttering each time a car goes past.


Once I’ve parked up in the service yard behind the shop, I scuttle back and forth between the boot and the kitchen, managing to squeeze and cajole everything into the little white fridge at the back. It gives a small sigh as I close its door before the motor judders to life, straining to cool itself after the shock of receiving new contents.


Returning to the car, I lean into the boot and stretch my hand out for a particularly round lemon that’s rolled free from the other more lemon-shaped lemons. It’s jammed into a far corner, and I stretch my fingers to tickle it back towards me.


That’s when my mobile bursts into life, making me jump up and bang my head on the parcel shelf. I fish my phone out of my pocket only to see an unknown number flashing on the screen. I hesitate to answer but it’s local so I slide my thumb across.


‘Hello, I’m terribly sorry to bother you, I’m not sure if I’ve got the right number, I was looking for Amy Li?’


‘Yes, that’s me.’


‘It’s Dilys here.’


Dilys who?


But nevertheless, I reply. ‘Oh, hello Dilys, what a nice surprise, how are you?’


‘OK. But your grandfather is not so good; he was here with us in the shop, picking out his pork chop, you know, and Glyn turned his back, just taking the fat off for him, and when he looked around, your grandfather is on the floor.’


‘Is he all right?’


‘We called an ambulance, we used 999. They said not to move him. He keeps asking for you.’


‘I’ll be there in a minute now.’


1950


Like so many first-generation immigrants, Amy’s grandfather was a self-made man, reinvented entirely for the UK market even down to the name he chose for himself. He considered Winston, Henry, Edward – all solid English names – but in the end, he plumped for George. Like the king.


George and his wife, Martha Yang, were the first ones. In 1950, they travelled from China on the HMS Canton, a cruise liner that served time as a warship before returning to its civilian occupation. Martha Yang was seasick for the entire journey. George brought containers of broth to their cheap, windowless cabin, deep within the bowels of the ship, before going back up to the deck to try and see a little of the world as it sailed by – Malaya, India, Gibraltar, Essex.


When the ship was docked in Bombay, the new friends made on board disembarked for a few hours so they could feel solid ground under their feet, a surface that didn’t pitch or tilt or leave them standing at an angle. George stayed behind, bringing Martha Yang up to the deck so she could taste some fresh air. Together, they watched the leathery-skinned stevedores, naked except for scraps of billowing white fabric covering their heads and private parts. Dozens and dozens of them swarmed about on the dock, winching and winding the ship’s cables that were as thick as a man’s waist.


In late June, the ship docked at Tilbury. It was a warm day, the sky and the sea the same pale blue and an unfamiliar breeze blowing, one that didn’t smell of spices and fresh fish but an industrial one that hinted at concrete and stacks of steel containers.


Even now, as he lay on the butcher’s floor, cold ceramic tiles pressed into his face, practical rubber clogs fussing around, George remembered exactly how his forever-young wife looked as they stepped on to English soil for the first time. Her hair was once again neatly coiled and plaited on the back of her head. She’d been so sick on board, he’d had to hold the skein of it back while she coughed and spluttered bitter yellow bile into a bowl. He could feel her hand in his but was she squeezing his or was he squeezing hers? Her eyes were watering at the fresh air while the familiar rosy flush was returning to her cheeks.


It didn’t stay there for long.


They had to stop the car repeatedly for Martha Yang to be sick. The first time, she only just managed to step away from the car.


‘Watch my paintwork.’


He didn’t mean to be unkind – the driver who was also their sponsor, the man who’d arranged their papers, their fares, a job for George and who was now giving them a lift to where they were going to live – he just didn’t want vomit on the side of his car.


The next time they stopped, Martha Yang disappeared between some trees lining the edge of the road. George made to follow her but she flapped her hands behind her back to shoo him away. Stoic. Too stoic as it turned out.


‘How much longer until we get there?’ he asked.


The driver looked at his watch. ‘Should make it in about another couple of hours,’ he replied. ‘Before it gets dark.’


George took off his glasses and polished them with a grubby handkerchief. He put them back on. The smears were still there, slightly rearranged. Between the greasy swirls, he peered at this surprising man who didn’t look anything like he should.


First of all, George expected Bing Lee Lam to be Chinese so they’d been astonished when the green-eyed man with his pale, freckled face and a duck’s arse of ginger hair stepped forward to greet them. Even more astonished when he spoke to them in perfect Cantonese.


‘I’m used to it,’ he told George when they got back in the car and Martha Yang had fallen asleep. ‘People are always surprised when they meet me. I’m a real mongrel but I look top pedigree on the outside. My grandfather’s father was a Chinese sailor – he was the one who moved up to Liverpool. Grandfather’s mother was English. My grandfather was a mix who married another English girl and get this, my dad married a Chinese girl from the Wirral. And I still ended up looking like this.’


George turned to stare at Bing Lee Lam and wondered what his own great-grandchildren would look like.


 


That first job was in a Chinese restaurant in Birkenhead, working in the kitchens until George’s English was good enough for him to be a waiter. Martha Yang got a job in a Chinese laundry, scrubbing the black rings off the stiff detachable shirt collars and soaking shit-stained sheets in bleach before feeding them into the depths of the cauldron-like washing machines.


Then after a year, Bing Lee Lam told them about a good opportunity in Croydon. So off they both went to work in a shop that had no chairs or tables but only a counter and benches where customers came and took the meals home to their own house to eat. After that, there was an offer from an old Birkenhead colleague to come and help him open up one of these ‘takeaway’ shops in Bath. When they had scraped some savings together, George decided to set up a business of his own.


‘I’m sorry to see you go,’ his old boss told him and then gave some advice that was not without an element of self-interest.


‘Those fellows who set up shop next to one that is already successful are scoundrels for taking the rice bowl of business from someone else from the homeland. The simple truth is that the best business is to be found where you are the first one in town. The pioneer.’


 


So that’s how the Yau Sum Takeaway came to be in Cawsmenyn – a small, sleepy Welsh town, tucked away from the wider world. Back then, George and Martha Yang had no inkling the business would flow down through another two generations of their family. No, that wasn’t how it was supposed to be. The best hope was always that the next generation would produce a doctor. Failing that, a solicitor would do.


The property used to be a bakery, had been empty for nearly a year. Nobody was willing to buy it because they heard the old baker had dropped dead into a pile of recently proved dough. When the ambulance came to take him away, the image of his face, contorted in the throes of his final heart attack, was said to have been imprinted in the uncooked loaf.


After that, the baker’s widow moved away to live with her sister on the coast at Aberaeron, returning every few weeks to air out the property and keep it in good condition for another buyer who never appeared. Seeing her savings dwindle, she asked her estate agent if he wouldn’t mind contacting that young couple who had made the one and only offer all those months ago.


She had originally turned them down because she thought her husband wouldn’t have wanted the business to be sold to people like them. She wasn’t very enthusiastic about it herself but she supposed their money was as good as anyone else’s.


Fortunately for her, the young couple was still interested. Unfortunately, things had changed and now they didn’t have quite as many funds in their pot to spend, would she consider a lower offer?


Yes, she would, she didn’t really have much choice.


 


‘Congratulations,’ Mr Lloyd the estate agent said, ‘on both of your acquisitions.’


He smiled over at where Martha Yang was sitting, holding the cocoon of blankets from which the black and pink of the baby’s head could just be seen.


‘You should call her Elizabeth. After the new queen.’


‘Ay-lay-cee-but,’ thought George. Not likely. He wouldn’t be able to twist his tongue around that. There would be time enough to find an English name later. Martha Yang would think of something.


‘And the reduction in price,’ continued Mr Lloyd, ‘is an added bonus.’


‘No.’


George shook his head.


‘I know she not want to sell business to me. Now she have to. If she sold shop to me before, I opened shop long time ago. This money I save now just what I deserve for her bigoted ways’.


‘Well,’ replied Mr Lloyd, ‘if fines like this were paid for all bigotry, the world would be a much better place.’






2


Fretting about decisions you’ve already made. Stressing over what you can’t control any more. Letting the little things get you down. Let’s not do any of those things any more, eh?


I’m soothed by the knowledge that at this moment I’m doing the very definition of the right thing. I’m accompanying Ah Goong to the hospital, holding my grandfather’s hand as we hurtle over the speed bumps that make all the equipment inside rattle, trying to ignore the blue flashing light spinning above us. Once there, we wait in a corridor, then we’re put into a small white room where we wait some more. After that, a porter wheels us into A&E and pulls the green curtain around us. We wait a bit longer until we are finally seen and I bite my tongue and agree with the decision for Ah Goong to be admitted, diligently filling in all the forms, putting my own name down as next of kin.


I stay with him until he’s fallen asleep and then slip my hand from his, feeling the fleshy puff of each finger slide away, watching as the thin white sheet rises and falls over his chest. I push my chair back slowly so I can get up without making a sound and, as I ease the four rubber feet of the chair’s legs back on to the floor, Ah Goong shivers a little before resuming the steady rhythmic rumble of his snoring.


Walking through the car park towards the bus stop, I give my mother a call. No point phoning her before Ah Goong was settled as she’d only have panicked.


‘Hah-low,’ she says in her best telephone English.


‘Huy ngo.’ It’s me.


‘What do you want?’ reverting to Cantonese.


‘It’s Ah Goong. He had a funny turn and now he’s in the hospital. They’re going to keep him in overnight. Nothing to worry about.’


‘Is it serious?’ she asks. ‘Will he be all right? What’s wrong with him?’


‘I don’t know,’ I reply.


‘Well, why don’t you know?’


‘I just don’t. Nobody does yet.’


‘Can I come and see him? When are the visiting hours?’


I forgot to ask.


‘There’s no point now, he’s asleep. He’s fine. Really.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, if you say so.’


‘Yes, I do say so.’


*


Stopping and starting, snaking its way around the housing estates and one-way system, it’s fifteen minutes on the bus and another five-minute walk before I get back to the Yau Sum. It’s been a while now since I moved back to live upstairs in the flat, just like I used to until I was old enough to grasp my A levels and run away as fast as I could.


Living above the shop wasn’t so bad; the thing I remember most was sticking my head out of the bedroom window and listening to the roar of the extraction fans as they threw the heat of the kitchen out into the navy night sky, my parents’ voices floating up to me as they worked away downstairs. Sometimes, if a rough post-pub crowd was in, you would hear a beer glass smash on the pavement outside and I knew then to pull the duvet over my head and keep quiet.


By the time I get back, the shop is already open. Just as I am going in, one of our regular customers – Claudio – is coming out. The visible white hair tufting from each ear and nostril makes his olive skin look tanned even at this time of year, although it may be more prune than olive nowadays. I remember him as a customer from when I lived here before. He used to order a family’s worth of food. By the time I came back, he was ordering only two meals, one for him and one for his wife. Just recently, it’s only been enough for one – sometimes a curry, sometimes sweet and sour.


‘Sorry to hear about your grandfather,’ he says, holding the door open for me. ‘I hope he feels better soon.’


‘Thank you,’ I reply. ‘Me too.’


I close the door behind the musty smell of old man, wondering what his gap-toothed wife with her perm and weekly shampoo and set would make of his mild disintegration now she’s gone.


When I turn around, I see my brother Ray slumped on to our squashy leatherette sofa. His wife, Lisa, is there too, still in her uniform from the building society. I’d texted them from the bus.


‘How did he know about that?’ I ask Ray. ‘Did you mention it to him?’


‘No,’ says Ray. ‘I don’t know who he is. We’ve only just got here.’


I open up the flap in the counter and slip around to the server’s side. As I go into the vestibule to put on my tabard, I hear Lisa’s voice.


‘You know what it’s like around here. News travels fast. He’s probably already dead on Facebook.’


By the time I reappear, Lisa’s cheeks are bright pink, which at least has brought a bit of colour to her face. She’s normally so pale she could pass for the alabaster woman in a cameo ring. Except that Lisa wears her chocolate brown hair boyishly short. What with the enormous blue eyes that make up most of her face, she looks like a doll I used to have, one that I used to shake like mad to make its eyelids clatter open and shut. Ray killed her in the end. He said Dolly was a vampire, and he skewered her through her hollow plastic body with a pair of chopsticks he’d prepared specially for the job with his pencil sharpener.


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean that in a bad way,’ Lisa mumbles.


‘Never mind,’ I say.


‘How is he anyway?’ Ray asks.


I’m about to reply when I catch sight of my mother’s face in the hatch that links the kitchen and the serving area. As soon as she sees I’m back, she disappears and scuttles around, reappearing right next to me.


‘How is he now? Has anything happened?’ she asks in rat-a-tat Cantonese. Then, spotting Ray and Lisa, ‘Ay yah, what are you doing here?’


Lisa leans forward to give my mother a kiss and Mum’s shoulders rise up to touch her earlobes. All this physical affection must be the style in Lisa’s family, but I know it’s something my mother has only just learnt to tolerate.


‘We thought we would come and see how you’re getting on,’ says Ray. He has his hands in his grey trouser pockets and is rocking himself backwards and forwards on the balls of his feet. ‘And to check if you want a lift to the hospital to see Ah Goong. Visiting hours don’t start until six-thirty so there’s no rush.’


‘Can you stop that fidgeting?’ snaps my mother. ‘Of course I want to see him. Who else is coming? If your father comes as well, do you think your wife would mind helping Amy look after the shop for a bit?’


We’re talking about Lisa as if she’s not here, in a language she doesn’t understand. It seems extremely rude, although it isn’t meant to be. To be on the safe side, we all take great care not to look in her direction in case she twigs. She doesn’t seem too bothered. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see she’s produced a tube of lip balm and is fish-puckering her mouth while applying it. It’s mesmerising, like watching a cat washing its face.


‘I’m sure she could do, if you like,’ Ray replies.


‘Are you having a laugh?’ I interrupt. ‘Dad’s not going to want to visit.’


I don’t know what’s come over me, blurting it out like that. Perhaps it’s the thought of being left in the shop with Lisa to help me out. I’m sure she’s great at picking out an ISA, but in this line of work she’s as much use as a toddler helping you with the washing-up. Basically no use at all and just as likely to break something as clean it.


‘Why wouldn’t he want to come?’


My mother turns and glares at me. Ray flashes me the look.


You dared speak on the unspeakable matters, it says to me, leave it alone.


Sorry, my eyebrows reply, cheekbones flushing.


Luckily, Dad appears in the doorway leading out from the kitchen. He nods to us and Lisa starts forward to give her usual kiss and hug greeting but I spot Ray’s restraining hand on her arm and my brain does one of its turns of thinking in Cantonese, not English.


Sei gweilo sing. Bloody western ways.


‘Ay yah! What are you doing here?’ he asks.


‘Well, I work here,’ I reply. ‘I live upstairs.’


‘Not you.’ Dad turns his attentions to Ray. ‘Do you want to take something back with you?’


He means for their dinner. Dad’s a feeder. Food = love.


‘Not tonight. We were just coming in because we’re off to visit Ah Goong in hospital and wondered if you or Mum wanted to come with us.’


My mother beams at Ray’s pretence that we’re a nice, normal family.


Dad has turned to pull some of the day’s earlier orders from the lethal-looking spike on to which they have been skewered, and starts shuffling through them.


‘Well?’ my mother asks.


‘Hmmm? I don’t have time now. The Prawn Man is coming at seven to take the order.’


Every Wednesday, a rotund Taiwanese man comes from that well-known fishing port of Wolverhampton with his frozen van of shellfish to fill the orders that power a thousand chop sueys, chow meins and curries filled with the familiar apostrophes of protein.


‘Well then,’ says Lisa in English, turning towards Ray, ‘it looks like it’s just you, me and your mum then.’


How did she work that out?


*


My mother didn’t feel up to coming back to work after visiting the hospital so Ray and Lisa dropped her straight home. Luckily it wasn’t too busy with just the regular week-night teatime crowd coming in so Dad and I coped.


After we close, I go up to the flat as usual. I can’t quite believe that in all the time my family has owned this property, nobody has thought to install a staircase inside the building to connect the ground and first floors. The only way to get from the shop to the flat is to go through the kitchen where my blurry reflection in the stainless-steel clad walls can still make me jump last thing at night. Then it’s into the first of the storerooms, one that smells of curry, ginger and star anise. Boxes of food trays and piles of chip bags are stacked in columns with small spaces in between, big enough for me and Ray to hide for ages while Mum, Dad or Ah Goong were supposed to seek but were more likely having a break from the care of small children. Then the cleaning storeroom where all the olfactory charms of the previous room are bleached out by chlorine, pine, and cedar and you get to the back door. From there you go left, around the corner to where a fire escape leads up to the flat. I particularly enjoy this architectural quirk when it’s been raining and the galvanized steel of the staircase becomes a glistening, slippery deathtrap.


But it’s been a mild, dry night so I clatter up the metal steps, stopping at the top to look down and see the fleshy circle of exposed scalp on Dad’s head as he sets off home with his carrier bags full of late supper. He’s on his own but I’m not worried. Although it’s sometimes possible to come across the finest of Cawsmenyn University sporting traffic cones on their heads or enjoying a trouserless return home from the pub, it’s a safe walk, even late at night.


I flip all the lights on as I go into the kitchen. It’s modest as, growing up, the main kitchen was obviously the professional one downstairs. Still, it’s got a gas hob, a microwave, a fridge and a Formica-topped table with flaps that you let up or let down depending on how many people there are. I can’t remember the last time I saw it fully extended.


I let the tap run until the water gets cold before filling my glass. I lean back against the draining board, gulping noisily, then I notice the two bowls still sitting on the dining table. The small shallow dish with a scalloped edge has a puddle of soy sauce ringing the bottom while the other, deeper bowl still has a few flakes of starchy rice stuck to the inside, a pair of chopsticks resting across the top. These are the remains of Ah Goong’s lunch; he must have been meaning to clear them away when he got home. I scoop them up, rinsing them out before putting them into the dishwasher.


I’m just heading to bed when the landline rings. I run into the hall, knowing that only a crisis can cause the dusty avocado-coloured handset to ring after midnight.


‘Hello, yes, is everything all right?’


‘Huy ngo.’ It’s me, the ‘me’ being Dad.


‘What’s happened? Did the hospital phone you? I’m sure I gave my number to them.’


‘No, nothing like that, it’s your mother. She won’t stop crying. I told her she should try and get some sleep but she says she can’t. She hasn’t eaten anything either. Have you got anything that can help?’


‘I shouldn’t really,’ I begin to explain, but then I remember the half-pack of Zopiclone in the bathroom cabinet, a relic from when I needed a dreamless sleep to see me through the night. I suppose it can’t do any harm this once.


When I get there, my mother’s hair is ruffled from the time she’s spent tossing and turning in bed. Her eyes are red and sore from repeated rubbing and dabbing. You can follow her progress around the house by looking at the bins overflowing with used tissues in every room.


She insists on only half the recommended dose. I try my best to carve the tiny white tablet up on the chopping board but the knife slips and I end up with a half-pill, a quarter-pill and a small pile of medicinal dust. I press the half-pill into my finger where it sticks in the fleshy indentation and hold it out to my mother. She takes it between forefinger and thumb and places it carefully on to her tongue before taking a sip of water. She swallows, tipping her head back and shaking it from side to side as if downing an enormous horse pill.


‘Thank you for coming over,’ she whispers to me as I lead her back to bed.


I really start to get worried when she says that. Ah Goong has given us a few scares over the years and my mother’s fear of losing him gets worse each time because statistically each time is more likely to be the time. But we’re the kind of family that’s really only held together by bickering, squabbles and mutual insults, followed by offers of food or shuffling up on the sofa so you can share the best spot in front of the television. The thought of actually saying ‘please’, ‘thank you’ or even ‘love you’ to each other, well, we’ve never really gone in for that sort of thing. Saying it out loud, that is.


When I come out of my parents’ bedroom, Dad is taking a black bin liner around and filling it with the overflowing spent tissues. I hold the bag open for him while he tips out the contents of each bin.


‘Is he going to get better this time?’ Dad asks as he bends to pinch up some stray tissues that have missed their target.


I look at him, surprised. ‘I didn’t think you’d be interested.’


Dad shrugs. ‘He’s your mother’s father.’


 


Dad and Ah Goong don’t get on, haven’t got on for as long as I can remember and barely speak to each other. Nobody knows why. Well, two people do but they’re not saying. Perhaps even they don’t remember; whatever happened was so long ago now and the low hum of dislike between them has become a bad habit neither can break.


Don’t get me wrong though. On truly serious matters it would be different. If he had to choose between rescuing his father-in-law or saving a suitcase full of fifty-pound notes from a blazing house fire, I am sure Dad would hesitate only for a couple of minutes before dropping the suitcase and heading back inside for Ah Goong.


When I was ten, with a head full of Emil and his detectives, I determined to get to the bottom of it all. I dreamed of getting Ah Goong and Dad to make up, to shake hands at a podium while I stood between them, beaming with pride.


I began with interrogations but neither of them was very forthcoming. Dad usually lost his temper and had a bit of shout before sending me away. Ah Goong used a different tactic. He’d distract me by changing the subject or offering me sweets. All I can say in my defence is that I was a weak child. And I like chocolate.


I asked my mother about it too but she preferred to act as if everything was completely fine and very normal. This was quite the feat of self-deception and one I wished I could share. It wasn’t as if her father and her husband only saw each other at Christmas, New Year, Chinese New Year and had to pretend to get on over the occasional sherry or burnt roast dinner. No, they all worked together in the same shop and lived together in the same flat upstairs.


Ray and I got dragged into it too.


We’d all be in the living room on a Saturday afternoon, my mother having popped out to the shops when the phone would ring and Dad would disappear into the hall to answer it.


‘Ray,’ his voice bellowed into us, ‘tell your grandfather, your mother wants to know if he needs any more of that athlete’s foot powder.’


‘Ah Goong,’ Ray would ask, sitting next to his grandfather in front of Des on Grandstand, ‘Dad says Mum wants to know if you need any more of that athlete’s foot powder.’


‘Ray,’ Ah Goong’s turn to speak, ‘tell your father to tell your mother yes, because I’ve nearly run out.’


‘Dad! He says to tell Mum yes, he’s nearly run out.’


More muttering from the hallway before, ‘Amy, ask your grandfather whether he needs the big one or the small one.’


‘Why don’t you ask him yourself?’ I shouted back.


Ray had already moved out to live with Lisa and, as soon as I left to go to university, my parents bought the bungalow. It seemed a curious decision to upgrade to a bigger property as soon as your nest empties.


‘We won’t always be able to manage the stairs to the flat,’ my mother told me when I came home, ungrateful and inconvenienced from my magnificent university life, to help them with the legal paperwork.


‘So Ah Goong will be going with you, too? The flat will be empty?’ I asked.


‘He doesn’t want to come with us,’ Dad replied a little too quickly.


‘We have asked him,’ reassured my mother unconvincingly.


‘They didn’t really mean it when they offered,’ my grandfather later told me privately.


‘They’re only buying the bungalow to get away from Ah Goong,’ I shouted to Ray and Lisa above the heady pub mix of beer, rugby and students. They’d come up to visit me in Cardiff.


‘Oh, I dunno,’ said Lisa, wiping the foam moustache away with the back of her hand. ‘They told me they were buying it so your grandfather wouldn’t have to go up and down all them steps.’


She reached for another crisp from the packet of salt and vinegar she’d opened up like a flower and placed in the middle of the table so we could all share.


‘Lisa arranged the mortgage,’ explained Ray.


‘I think it’s lovely they’re thinking about him like that,’ Lisa continued. ‘My stepmum and her brother couldn’t wait to get their mam into the old people’s home.’


I rolled my eyes. Bloody western ways.


‘Ray and me have been the buffer in this family for years,’ I said. ‘Now we’ve both left, they just want to get away from him. Without us around, Dad and Ah Goong would be at each other’s throats all the time and Mum’s nerves would be shredded keeping them apart.’


‘Well, it’s not what they said to me,’ muttered Lisa, pressing a wet fingertip into the last bits of crisp in the folds of the packet.


‘If he’s not going to move in with them, why have they gone ahead with buying the bungalow then?’ I asked. ‘There’s no point going ahead with it now.’


‘They just want to be ready.’ Lisa pressed the empty crisp packet into her clenched fist, opening her hand to reveal a neatly scrunched ball. ‘For when the time comes.’


 


Dad sits down on the sofa to tie up the bin liner. He’s knotted the bunny-ear loops three times and I follow him to the lean-to at the back of the house where we keep the rubbish.


‘I expect we’ll visit again tomorrow,’ I say, trailing after him. ‘Do you think you might like to come as well?’


He appears to give it some thought.


‘I don’t think so. Why don’t you see how he is first and then, depending on how that goes, if he’s really very ill or not going to make—’


He doesn’t need to fill in the rest.


‘They didn’t tell you what they thought was wrong in the hospital?’ he asks.


‘No, they were going to do some more tests. His blood pressure was low. Apart from that, they didn’t say much.’


‘And you didn’t feel like doing a little more probing?’


I can feel him looking at me.


‘Not really, no.’


We both stand there for a bit, gazing out into the darkness, towards the patch of lawn and my mother’s vegetable garden beyond where she grows Chinese leaf and pak choi, things that Danny doesn’t sell in his emporium. A passing cat sets off the neighbour’s security light revealing the tall thin wigwam frames, fronds of greenery beginning to curl their way up to the top. She’s experimenting with some beans.


‘You never can tell what’s going to happen next,’ I say. I sneak a sidelong glance in Dad’s direction. ‘A little squabble that blows up out of all proportion. You fall out with Ah, and you keep thinking that one day, you’ll patch it up – then you end up leaving it too late. He’s given us a few shocks these past few years.’


I see Dad’s chin bob gently once or twice.


‘Each of them a wake-up call to sort out anything that needs sorting out.’


I dare to turn to look at Dad as he stretches a hand out, palm upwards, into the garden.


‘It’s beginning to rain now.’


I step out and tip my face up to the dark starless sky. It’s that extra-fine rain, the kind you feel but can’t see. It can still soak you through though. If you let it.
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I see a lot more of the bungalow over the next few days as we fall into a comforting routine. We all take turns to visit Ah Goong in hospital. With one obvious exception.


In the mornings, it’s my mother and me. I call around at half nine, after Dad has left to do the preps in the shop. Sometimes I hear him clattering away in the kitchen as I get in the car. Sometimes, he is going in just as I am coming out, pulling out his keys on the long chain he keeps clipped to his belt loop. He used to have a problem where the keys’ bittings, the sharp teeth that go into the lock, kept poking a hole in his pocket and escaping into the big wide world through the tunnel of his trouser leg. From there, they might get picked up by a passing housebreaker who would follow him home. We’d end up having to change all the locks. Now Dad keeps everything on a length of metallic links, which means that even if they fall through a hole, the keys will just dangle between his leg and his trousers, a chilly informant that something has gone wrong.


By the time I get to the bungalow, my mother is waiting in the hall with the blue plastic cool box and a carrier bag of specially prepared food, stirred with tender care on the hob since seven that morning. Food not only = love, it = a realignment of your humours and the best chance of a full recovery. Apparently.


We arrive at the hospital just after the auxiliaries in their emerald-green uniforms have stopped serving breakfast. We throw away the untouched mushy cornflakes and triangles of raw toast, replacing them with soothing rice congee, hard-boiled eggs swimming in pools of soy or a stuffed bun still warm from the steamer. Once that’s done, we leave him with Jeremy Kyle and come back in time for lunch with the Loose Women. In the evenings, it’s Ray and Lisa’s turn to visit, as everyone else is busy in the Yau Sum. They come into the shop to collect the special light supper of noodles and sit with him until the end of visiting hours.


We make this effort because it would be shameful for a member of the Li family to spend time in the hospital without visitors. We are Chinese, after all, and that means we have to be good to our parents above all else. My mother is good to her father, and Ray and I are good to Ah Mah and Ah Bah. Lisa’s good to her in-laws even though she’s the full Welsh, Dad being the exception.


They say it takes three weeks for a habit to form but we’ve slotted into the new routine after only a few days so it makes it all the more strange when I have to make an afternoon visit on my own. I had to wait in for an electrician to test the portable equipment, confirm it’s all safe to use and apply and date the green stickers to prove he’s been. It’s the closest this job gets to life-or-death decisions. My mother took a taxi this morning. She’s never learnt to drive and is unconfident on buses. She could have asked Dad for a lift but it would have shattered her perfect family fantasy when he said no.


Ah Goong isn’t in the day-room where I know he has been going to watch the lunchtime news. He isn’t in his room either. The patient in the next bed is having a post-lunch snooze, his Sudoku slipping from his grasp. The tip of his biro is touching the sheet and has zigzagged black marks across the clean white surface as he dozes.


I head out to the nurse’s station to make enquiries. There is nobody there and I twist my neck awkwardly in an attempt to examine some of the open files on the desk in case one of them belongs to my grandfather. I’ve nearly dislocated my shoulder when I spot someone coming and pick some non-existent fluff off my back.


‘Hello, can I help you?’ asks the nurse. When I turn to face her, she adds, ‘Oh, are you looking for your grandfather?’


I nod.


‘He’s in the office with us. We’ve been having a break. He’s a lovely gentleman. He knows everyone. He was just telling one of the other nurses how her father used to get rolling drunk and fall asleep in your shop every time he went out with the lads when he was young. He’s a magistrate now, you’d never guess.’ She takes her place back behind the desk. ‘It’s just through there, second door along.’


I step into the nurses’ office and am astonished to see Ah Goong, who looked so ill so recently, perched on a high stool in the corner of the room. A selection of nurses are relaxing on a sofa beneath him. In his dressing gown, he looks like an elderly Noel Coward, especially as he is holding a biro between his first and second fingers as if it were a cigarette holder.


‘We used to come in every Sunday night for curry,’ says a woman who is gripping a mug that proclaims her to be 50 and Fabulous! ‘Curry, bath and then Esther Rantzen on the telly. Used to set us up for the whole week.’


A younger nurse joins in. ‘There you go, George, it looks like half the town was brought up on the food in your shop.’


My grandfather smiles and looks pleased. ‘I used to give you prawn crackers when you come in. And your mother as well when she was a little girl.’ He places a flattened hand at hip height, palm facing downwards to indicate the littleness of the girl.


‘I know!’ the younger nurse replies and she rubs her flat belly.


‘No,’ my grandfather says as he looks around at the three nurses who are gazing up at him like acolytes around their guru, ‘you all too skinny.’




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“
Three generations,

two secrets,
one extended family ...

‘Fabulously

witty and ‘/\lrare
warm’ find’
Milly Richard

Johnson Madeley

JULIE MA





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/page_1a.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_1b.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_2a.jpg





