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Praise for Takeaway


‘A beautiful book: compellingly written, tender and thoughtful. It shines a light onto a part of our food culture that’s beloved and yet often undervalued in food writing and criticism. I felt lucky to learn more about the people, craft and history behind the takeaway counter, and was touched by your disarming honesty and warmth. I loved it’


Ruby Tandoh, author of Cook As You Are


‘The anecdotes, the storytelling coupled with delicious sounding recipes make you not only want to get in the kitchen but to find a way to be friends with Angela just so you can hear more! This is the type of book that I would buy for friends on repeat, safe in the knowledge that they too would love it’


Ravneet Gill, author of Sugar, I Love You


‘Takeaway is a wonder: A warm, incandescent memoir about identity, food, family, relationships. It’s so affecting I read it with a lump in my throat’


Annie Lord, author of Notes on Heartbreak


‘This book deeply touched my heart as well as my taste buds! A visceral memoir like no other! So grateful for its existence!’


Naomi Shimada, author of Mixed Feelings


‘Angela’s writing is so relatable. Chinese takeaway can’t taste the same again when you know how much love, sacrifice, and soul families have put into each dish. The descriptions of food are spot on, I could taste them in my mind – finally takeaway food is represented wholeheartedly by someone who really gets it’


Elaine Chong, BBC Journalist


‘[Takeaway] points to something very universal: about food, about labour, about survival in a new place, about shame, and about the inheritance of generational trauma. It also happens to be exceptionally funny. I loved it and found it very moving, both as a memoir, a thriller, and the villain origin story of Britain’s most exciting young food writer’


Jonathan Nunn, editor of Vittles


‘Takeaway is a brilliant book that offers a unique perspective on something familiar to so many – the Chinese takeaway. It is a story that is relatable to anyone who has felt on the outside of mainstream British society yet is highly personal and feels like a fresh, hitherto untold perspective’


Melissa Thompson, BBC Good Food columnist


‘Takeaway feels like coming home. It is a testament to the resilience of Chinese families and a tender reminder to cherish the many ways love is shown’


Tori West, author of It’s Not Just You






For 爸爸, 媽媽, 子健 and 子康
Shine bright, Lucky Star takeaway, you may be no more, but your memories live on
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A note from the author: Appetisers



The East and Southeast Asian (ESEA) community in the UK and across the world has been uniquely scrutinised. In March 2020 (when the first UK lockdown began), the Metropolitan Police reported a sharp spike in anti-Asian hate crimes, coinciding with the Covid-19 pandemic. Reported incidents increased by 179% and were 2.79 times greater than the number reported in the previous year. The misplaced fear and ignorance have prompted a rise in racism and attacks across the world. Viral videos of elderly Asian-American people being pushed to the floor, beaten and slashed across the face, and the mass shootings in Atlanta in March 2021, leaving eight people dead – six of them Asian women – have brought the issue into the wider public eye. Hardworking family-run Chinese takeaways and restaurants have been hit hard, targeted and vandalised. For a lot of people, East and Southeast Asians were seen as the embodiment of the disease and that stigma definitely kept people away. Ethnicity is not a marker for disease and that’s why it’s more important than ever to shine a light on these small, independent businesses during a period when they’re struggling to survive.


This is a book I’ve been working on my entire life. It’s also a book I feared to write, dredging up all the pain, the racial abuse, the alienation and the loneliness – things I have spent most of my life burying. But before I sat down at my desk to take on the mammoth task of writing this book, I truly didn’t grasp the magnitude of how alive racism against the ESEA community is. Of course, I knew bigotry has always been here in the UK, animosity soaked in deep, but hidden from view. The attacks that are happening now validate my long-held suspicions of racism towards ESEA people, backing up the tales of my family fending off drunk, racist customers and vandalism attacks on our shop. Coronavirus has only sharpened this inchoate prejudice and renamed it ‘kung flu’.


Chinese takeaways in the UK are often seen through the lens of exoticism and fetishisation. The East and Southeast Asian people who own these establishments are framed as unskilled workers, unhygienic and lesser beings. The Chinese takeaway in the UK deserves respect, not just for functioning in hostile environments, but because it’s a unique thing in itself. A spice bag in Ireland, Liverpool’s salt and pepper chips, and an old east London Chinese takeaway dish ‘Jar Jow’ are all expressions of what it means to be Chinese in the West. Food is adapted to regional preference and local palates in order to survive, but it’s something that should be considered as innovative rather than looked down upon. They’re willing to bend the food and bend the culture for what their clients need, serving anybody who would pay them. The dishes we sold at our shop were far removed from what my family and I typically ate for our family meal before service – whole steamed sea bass, tong (Cantonese soup), steamed egg, kai lan choi (Chinese broccoli) with oyster sauce, lap cheong (Chinese sausage) and steamed spare ribs with fermented black beans and boiled white rice. You’ll find recipes for these, and more of my childhood favourites, in the pages of this book. Anglo-Cantonese food is loosely based on traditional Cantonese cooking and this simplified, watered-down Western version is what Brits have come to know and love.


Chinese takeaways were born in the post-war years at the start of the 1950s. They were few and far between back then but, with the introduction of new fast-food chains, competition grew and so did Chinese takeaways. Before long, they were springing up all over the country and almost every village in the UK had their favourite local takeaway. At the height of its popularity in the 1970s, shops were opening at a rate of three a week, and towards the late 1990s there were more than 5,000* takeaways nationally; by 2002, the number of takeaways had almost doubled, reaching 9,500.


Despite its ‘inauthenticity’, the Chinese takeaway has proved to be a huge success for over 50 years and has become an institution across the UK. These Chinese outposts settled in largely white communities, offering mildly exotic Chinese food to Brits who had never even heard of soy sauce and were more accustomed to eating beans on toast. Takeaways tended to avoid direct competition, so you’ll rarely see more than one Chinese takeaway in the same village; this is why the ESEA community here in the UK feels so dispersed and isolated compared to big cities and communities like New York, San Francisco and Los Angeles. In the early days, Chinese ingredients weren’t as available as they are now too, so immigrant owners couldn’t display the full extent of their gastronomy skills and had to use what was available. However, food is always more than the sum of its ingredients.


All my life I’ve hated being East Asian, especially a Chinese takeaway kid, but how does a person learn to hate something that they were born into? We cannot choose the situation or backgrounds that we are born into, but we can choose what to do with the privilege we are given and make positive change for the next generation. I struggled to share my story or speak up about it for years. I lacked confidence, I shrank myself and obscured my identity to take up less space because I thought I wasn’t important and that my story didn’t matter. I created this feeling of never being good enough and it made me very self-critical; it’s something I am still trying to navigate through and grow out of now. This understanding of resilience through adversity is what will allow me to become a stronger person. Growing up as one of the few Chinese families in my village in the South Wales Valleys, I never felt normal or like I fit into any boxes. I had been indoctrinated since birth to assimilate, suppress my East Asian identity, and reach for white adjacency, not only for survival but as a goal and a way of life to get on in Britain. Being Chinese, I’m technically a minority that’s privileged, but excluded. East and Southeast Asians are considered so white-adjacent that they are no longer identified as a person of colour, but still experience systemic racism.


For years, many have suffered due to a culture of quietly ignoring inappropriate comments and staying silent, the abuse slipping under the radar, hidden behind an Asian stoicism. It’s a deeply rooted cultural thing where there is a sense of shame in speaking up or discussing it. It’s also rooted in the fact that there is a facade of being this ‘model minority’, of excelling, not complaining and keeping going. It took me too long to find my voice and I’ve silenced myself for so long (it is in our Asian nature to stay quiet), but I don’t want this to be the case for the next generation. My parents risked everything to migrate to a Western country to create a better life and now it’s our turn to tell the story of our immigrant parents, to embrace our culture and to speak up in order to fight racism.


It’s important that we take up space, grow our awareness of the hierarchy of systems of injustice. While I’m new to it, I am trying to be aware of privilege and acknowledge it. I hope this might encourage others to try it too. It’s a feeling that invokes acceptance and self-love, and inspires many to shout, so as to avoid being misunderstood when given the chance to speak aloud. Our voice is our most powerful tool and, right now, people are quite literally dying to be heard. Every person must take action in their own communities to learn from their ESEA neighbours, friends and peers so we can fight racism together. May the next generation have more luck finding their voices to speak up for one another – something that I seriously lacked when I was a child.


In these fear-filled times, I hope this book will serve as a refuge of nourishment, a fortune cookie of joy and an education to what goes on behind closed doors in the nation’s favourite takeaway.





* Statistics from G. Benton and E.T. Gomez, The Chinese in Britain, 1800-Present, Palgrave MacMillan, 2008, p. 130.







Prologue: On the Menu



When we think of takeaway food, we usually think of convenience. No time to shop, no time to cook and no energy left after an exhausting day at work. Fancy a Chinese? A succulent Chinese meal? Yeah, go on then. But what about the people who cook for you and serve you?


I was that kid you saw running around behind the counter with toys spread out and cartoon drawings plastered on the red-brick walls next to handwritten signs while you waited for your food. I had access to some cool things – lai see (red pockets) and red eggs for my birthdays, all the chips and spring rolls I could eat, the pleasure of celebrating two different New Year’s Days every year, with treats like lobster egg noodles and whole roasted duck during the Year of the Dragon. And, when I was old enough, I was tall enough to serve and plunge chicken balls into the deep fryer. As a child, I didn’t see the complexity of the British Chinese takeaway story hidden among the aromatic dishes being served. To me, the takeaway was just home, the place where I grew up.


Like many Chinese immigrants who came to the UK believing that the British streets were paved with gold, my parents left post-war Hong Kong in 1985 to search for a better quality of life. Mum never got a shot at a proper education, she was five years old when the Cultural Revolution happened – a socio-political movement that was one of the bloodiest eras in Chinese history – and she fled chaos from her famine-stricken ancestral village in Shenzhen, illegally swimming across borders to be with family in Hong Kong. Dad dropped out of high school and started working as a street hawker flogging cart noodles at the age of 13. They were essentially uneducated and this severely limited their job prospects. With little money, no knowledge of English and only low-paying manual labour jobs on offer, they went wherever there was work and live-in accommodation, moving from Bournemouth to Reading, then London, and finally settling in Wales. In the end, my parents saved up and opened their own Chinese takeaway called Lucky Star on the luckiest day of the century: 8 August 1988. It’s an auspicious date because the number eight is lucky in Chinese culture, signifying good wealth, fortune and prosperity – three key factors needed for a young, growing immigrant family.


My parents, brothers and I lived above the takeaway and we barely left the building. My home town of Beddau, which means ‘graves’ in Welsh, is a former mining village in the South Wales Valleys. Our shop backed out onto the old, derelict colliery and coke works, a vision of poverty and profundity. Most Welsh coal mines were closed by the end of the 1980s when my family arrived and their ends were hastened by the Thatcherite decree. It’s a sad story of deprivation, hardship and decline, and what’s left are grim scars of despair, worklessness and industrial gravestones.


Beddau was gloomy, rainy and had an insular community, with a population of just over 4,000 people, so everyone knew each other and knew each other’s business, which was both a blessing and a curse. Home to walls daubed with crude graffiti, stocky rugby lads drinking flagons of White Lightning in fields and youths who would set fire to our wheelie bins, it was a sleepy nowheresville where there was not much to do and, as the name suggests, a place where all good things went to die. We were also far from the hustle and bustle of the nearest Chinatown or any Asian supermarket, so I was surrounded by white neighbours, white teachers and mostly white friends. Diversity was therefore pretty much non-existent around these parts. It felt secluded from the rest of the world.


Despite dying of boredom and being apart from anyone who looked like me, being in Beddau did mean being in the beautiful countryside, surrounded by lush, rolling green hills and flowing rivers – wherever you stood there was a high chance of spotting fluffy white sheep in the distance. There’s a stark contrast between the rich joyous beauty of the landscape and the high unemployment rates and limited prospects, but it’s the melancholy of the people who try to scratch out a living in these parts that make this place what it is. It’s the tangible optimism, the wicked humour and the mischief from these tight-knit communities. It’s the neighbour who stops you in the street to ask, ‘How’s it going? s’appenin’, butt?’ Or the local hairdresser asking about your loved ones: ‘Dawn! Alright, love? How’s yer mam doing? Tell her I said hiya.’ It’s the welcoming, friendly natter of people going about their day-to-day, and that is the essence of the Valleys. This was, for better or worse, the green, green grass of my home, and I wouldn’t have traded it for the world.


The complexity of the British Chinese takeaway story, and my story growing up in Beddau, cannot be unravelled through an inked menu alone or categorised neatly into rice, chow mein, curry and chop suey dishes. But the shop can tell us a little bit about ourselves – how we Brits treat one another and how we accept the new and the different. Our takeaway was the place to go for the neighbourhood pub afterparty. A place for some food and chat where women gossiped and beaming elderly men came to stave off loneliness. The telephone rang constantly and a stream of people would pop in to pick up orders in hot foil containers stacked in white plastic bags. It was a juxtaposition of us being treated like immigrants, but also being keepers of something instinctively British.


These little windows into history can show us how, despite mass deportations, alienation, racial abuse and great animosity, Chinese immigrants have always persevered. They have taken the limited opportunities given them and succeeded so wildly that Chinese restaurants and takeaways are now a thriving, essential part of the British experience. The most fascinating aspects of the restaurant menu aren’t the exotic names or the specials, but the wonderful time capsules captured by the food and ingredients that make up each dish. Some of the selections you make for your Friday-night treat therefore, are snapshots of my life living in someone else’s country.
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An Ode to the Takeaway Counter


‘Here, ah mui.’*


I’ve just stepped through the glass door to our family takeaway, past the waiting room and through another wooden door next to the giant red-brick counter to get upstairs. Before I can even take my shoes off, Mum springs up seemingly out of nowhere and hands me several packs of spring roll wrappers. I’m twelve years old and have just finished another long day at school. A few of my close friends are in tow, all of us with the hope of gossiping and relaxing for a little while before the takeaway opens for the evening. ‘Take one and pass one along to your school friends. Carefully peel and separate each layer. Make sure you don’t rip holes in them and when you’re done put them back in the packet.’


‘Unlucky, mui,’ my brother Jacky says, as he barges past me and makes a break for it past the counter and upstairs to our bedroom. My other brother, Keen, follows suit and as he passes snarkily reminds me, ‘Well, it is your turn.’


I look back up at Mum, who’s looking as determined as ever, and I realise there’s no point fighting. She forces the wrappers on me and leaves me and my friends (who are now looking slightly bewildered) to get on with it while she goes to the living room down the hallway to put her feet up in front of the TV for a rare five minutes to herself before service.


Typical Mum and her strict Asian parenting, I think to myself. I know lots of parents are strict on their children, but my mum – she was in a league of her own. Her parenting style undoubtedly had its origins in our East Asian heritage. She was overbearing and overprotective; I wasn’t allowed over to friends’ houses, so brought them back to the shop so we could hang out under Mum’s watchful eye; but, of course, she unofficially hired kids to work on her illegal production line. At any given opportunity she would rope in everyone around her to help out with the food preparation work. At ages 16 (Keen), 15 (Jacky) and 12 (me), instead of lounging at home with TVs and toys, my brothers and I spent a considerable portion of our childhood working alongside our parents after school. While Mum and Dad were always busy working, we had to find whatever ways we could to entertain ourselves while carrying out the work. We came up with silly prep work achievements such as ‘first to find a mushroom that looks like a butt wins’ or ‘whoever sliced the best-looking char siu gets first dibs to pick their character on Smash Bros. Melee on the GameCube’ to make work go by faster.


As much as the takeaway was a place of business, though, the counter was a shrine to me and my brothers. The walls often featured awards my brothers and I got from school, colourful drawings of family members and art decorations, all surrounded by quiet reminders of Hong Kong – shelves filled with imperial guardian lion foo dog ornaments and golden waving lucky cats. Auspicious red and gold decorative fish firecrackers and painted red scrolls with lucky calligraphy phrases adorned the walls. Right behind the counter, hanging proudly front and centre, was the official Lucky Star calendar with 12 cartoon Chinese zodiac animals (only regulars got one for free during Christmas). My parents named our Chinese takeaway Lucky Star after Mum’s favourite Cantopop singer Alan Tam’s song. It also contained the word ‘lucky’, and Chinese people love auspicious phrases and take them, well, quite literally. Plus, all the good takeaway names such as ‘Lucky Dragon’, ‘The Gold Lion’, ‘Happy Gathering’ and ‘Happy Garden’ were already taken by my uncles and aunties who’d settled in neighbouring Welsh villages in the Valleys. The Huis strategically opened Chinese takeaways in South Wales surrounded by a close-knit network of family and friends: near enough to offer an emergency lifeline in case anything were to happen, but not close enough to be fighting over the same customers. Lucky Star, our shining five-point hub, guided our family of five through it all.


The auspiciousness doesn’t end there though. More often than not you’ll find a jade plant with its bulbous green leaves pushing up against the front window near the entrance of any Chinese takeaway to keep the waiting room lively. Strategically placed in a southeast location for feng shui that brings the owner prosperity and success, the plant reflects vibrant, well-rooted energy. It is vital for newfound money, which is precisely why my parents had two to ensure maximum profits. Our plants sat in gigantic contrasting-pink Chinese rice-pattern ceramic vases, one in the alcove next to the menu board and the other on the right-hand side of the counter.


The plants in the takeaway and on the counter were Mum’s prized possessions: cute aubergine-coloured butterfly-like oxalis; a spindly, elegant orchid plant topped with a bright fuchsia flower; and a huge silver bay (Chinese evergreen – another fortune-bringing plant) where its thick oval leaves unfurled outwards and towered over the other plants. Mum could keep any plant alive, even the ones that I nearly killed by overwatering as I ‘helped’. Her serious green-fingered skills stemmed from her childhood growing up on a farm in rural China during the Cultural Revolution, where food was scarce and the only way to survive was to learn how to grow your own. In Wales, instead of growing out of necessity, she grew for love and as a stress-reliever. It was always upsetting to see her hard work destroyed by bored teenagers hanging around waiting for their food, picking off all the delicate pretty white flowers. There’s a familiar look and feel to most Chinese takeaways up and down the country in the UK. They all look the same from an outsider’s perspective, but look a little deeper – beyond the plants, fish tanks, lanterns and menu boards – and you’ll find the people that work behind the counter have their own stories and personalities that they project into their business.


The counter was the only space in the house where we actually had any room to move about without bumping into one another. It was where my school friends showed me how to do a handstand against the wall with my feet rested against the big white menu board. It was here where we did most of the prep work when there was no room in the small, cramped kitchen. I actually didn’t mind helping out with the daytime takeaway admin so much. I only loathed the unsociable hours of service because that meant a lack of free time to do much else or hang out with anyone else besides family, which made me feel awkward and lonely. I found it hard to make new friends and became a bit of a hermit who kept to myself. Sometimes the stress of the kitchen going at full force, the endless waves of customers coming in and out, and the shouting and swearing from the heated arguments all became too much, especially for a young child. But there were advantages to this environment. Prep work gave me that first opportunity to handle a knife and a hot pan, the foundations for cooking, learning valuable knife skills, attention to detail for portioning, how to be organised and work efficiently. Frying, peeling, slicing, dicing, whisking and washing – it all kept me off the streets and out of trouble and gave me something to do to pass the time in rural Wales.


When it comes to prep work, obviously some tasks rank higher than others. Quartering white button mushrooms meant a free pass to wield a meat cleaver to slice through stacks of mushrooms sitting in electric-blue plastic trays. Cracking and beating hundreds of raw eggs one at a time with a large novelty-sized whisk in a humongous vat gave me a chance to unleash my inner witch, mixing a bright yellow-orange concoction until homogenous (and, before you ask, yes, I have stuck my (clean) arm in a jug full of eggs to retrieve the accidental broken eggshells that sank to the bottom). Despite the high level of repetition there was something weirdly soothing and therapeutic in beating eggs like in those slime videos.


On the flip side, deveining and deshelling prawns was by far the worst task. The longer you stared at those evil aquatic crustaceans, the weirder they looked. First, twist and rip off its head, then pull off its ten legs, dig your nails under to peel off its hard exoskeleton shell along with the tail, and pass the peeled prawn to Jacky, who had the all-important job of scraping out the digestive poop tract with a knife. Over and over, box after box, until your fingers stung from the fiddly shards of shell and legs stabbing you. We probably got through about 150 prawns in one sitting. The fishy iodine odour also clung to you for days on end afterwards and, no matter how many times Mum washed our clothes, there was always a fishy undertone to our laundry.


But the king of all prep work? Hands down, bagging vats of freshly fried snow-white prawn crackers that are still slightly warm to the touch. Most customers don’t give a second’s thought about the bag of prawn crackers that arrives in most orders – packaged neatly and portioned exactly by hand. The process involved shovelling the cooked crackers into individual plastic bags, then passing them to Keen, who made a loud whirring noise as he opened and closed the heat sealer. Jacky and I would sneak the odd prawn cracker or two while packing. One for the bag. One for the gob. (Only to realise we’d eaten too many to fill a full one, so we had to keep this half-eaten bag aside for ourselves to finish off later.) Like most prep work, it was a never-ending task but a fulfilling one, one where you could see and eat the progress. You did it for the love of the family.


Aside from being an extended space for prep work, the multifunctional counter space and the waiting room was also often an event space that hosted birthday party feasts year after year for every member of our immediate family. Keen and Jacky would fish out the makeshift dining table reserved for bigger gatherings (usually an old door or mahjong table with a tablecloth on) from the garage. Family and friends sat on blue and yellow plastic stools gathered around dishes that filled the table from one corner to the other.


The meals that accompanied these parties were unlike anything that would make it onto the takeaway’s menu. We’d have shark fin soup* for starters, divided into small red melamine bowls (the distinctively Chinese-looking ones with the abstract floral design and a smattering of white semicircles in the background), accompanied by a selection of Walker’s variety multipack crisps. Cadbury’s chocolate fingers and Haribo Starmix sweets would be dotted around in neat little piles on paper plates. For the main course, there’d be glossy sweet-and-sour pork with chunks of green pepper; onion and pineapple chunks; an impressive plate of ginger and spring onion lobster egg noodles, complete with red claws jutting out; a small portable rice cooker filled with piping-hot jasmine rice ready to go on its own plastic stool like a pedestal; a plate of traditional boiled eggs (dyed red* to celebrate another trip around the sun); and no banquet was complete without a mountain of gloriously golden homemade spring rolls – light, with a shatteringly crisp skin – sitting on a cooling rack with a tray to catch any excess oil. It all added up to a stunning mishmash fusion fit for a twelve-year-old Chinese girl living in Wales.


The takeaway’s counter was therefore a gloriously versatile space. Name me one other room where you can blow out birthday candles, watch a live drunken boxing match between two rowdy customers, enjoy a steam facial from the multiple Boxing Day hot pots bubbling away on portable gas stoves, witness a hen party aftermath where the bride-to-be is sick in the corner, host a high-stakes mahjong tournament with three tables going at once, and hold an unofficial Six Nations rugby viewing where chips and fried rice is strewn everywhere whenever Wales score a try. The range!


I made use of the takeaway as if it was my own home, hanging out wherever I pleased. If you passed by Lucky Star, it was not unusual to see kids playing in the front counter space during the day when the shop was closed. This was where I could play, study, spend time with family and hang out with school friends. If the kitchen is the heart of the home, then the counter was my portal to another dimension – it was the gateway to work life and home life. Besides, I was rarely allowed over to friends’ houses as a kid because my parents had the idea that girls shouldn’t stay out – it would ‘give the wrong idea’. However, being the youngest, I knew how to sweet-talk my parents and try to keep in their good books so I could manipulate some freedom. One of my greatest successes was when we came to a compromise that I was allowed to have friends over after school or on Saturday mornings during my small window of time to let loose.


So I’m standing with the spring roll wrapper packets in my hands after Mum’s just shoved them into my possession. As soon as Mum leaves and the coast is clear, I immediately get up, drop the wrappers on the counter and go behind it to take everyone’s drink order from the mini-fridge below: two Cokes, one for Lauren and Tasha, one Diet Coke for Lisa, two 7ups for Jane and Louise, and a Tango orange for me. We sit cross-legged on the cool white stone tile floor, in the open-plan space, surrounded by floral cream tiles and red-brick walls under the white artexed ceiling with paint chips peeling off, slurping fizzy drinks and reaching over one another, teaching each other how to peel spring roll wrappers properly, delicately peeling back the layers one by one and chatting about our favourite topic: boys.


‘So, Ange. Who do you fancy in school? Cai? Lewis? Or Jake?’ asks Lauren with her lilting Welsh accent while accidentally stabbing a hole in the spring roll wrapper pack she’s working on.


Lauren is my best friend and she is the leader of our pack. She was the only other girl in my school who didn’t have white skin. She was mixed-race, brown, had jet-black curly hair, and I idolised her. She was everything that I was not. She was confident and charismatic whereas I’m shy and introverted. Naturally, we hit it off instantly and became best friends. We were inseparable and stood out like a sore thumb in a sea of white classmates.


‘I … uhh …’ I blush furiously and start to feel sweat beading on my forehead, trying to think of someone to respond with. The three hottest and most popular boys in school could never even notice a girl like me, let alone like me, I think to myself.


‘C’mon, Ange, you must like someone in school?’ Lisa presses.


‘Well … uhh, I kinda like … Cai?’ I mutter, pretending to concentrate on peeling carefully to hide my embarrassment.


‘Ooh! Angie fancies Cai! Angie fancies Cai! Angie fancies Cai!’ they all tease in unison.


I sit there flustered, looking down at my spring roll pack and trying not to make eye contact. My cheeks are on fire. Argh. Why did I say Cai of all people? He’s the best rugby player in school and looks like a pull-out from a teen magazine, but he doesn’t even know I exist. The Chinese girl who constantly stinks of deep-fat-fryer oil with a hint of prawn fancies the hunky, blond, spiky-haired Cai. So silly. They’re never going to let me live it down. Why? Why? Wh—


‘Aw, c’mon, Ange. Don’t be like that. You know we’re only winding you up,’ Lauren sympathises, breaking my chain of thought.


‘All this work is making me hungry. Do you have any food, Ange?’ asks Lisa, putting her pack to one side. She’s clearly bored of peeling.


‘Yeah, can you sneak us some food?’ Jane chimes in, excitedly tearing a wrapper too quickly, ripping off a giant corner. In the back of my mind, I’m already worried about what Mum’s going to think of our handiwork – she’s going to get pissed off and stop me from seeing the girls if they keep this up.


‘Oh! Uh … I really shouldn’t. I’ll get into trouble,’ I mumble.


‘Oh, go on, Ange!’ Tasha piles on.


‘C’mon, Ange! Ange! Ange! Ange! We all need fuel to carry on,’ they all chant.


‘Okay, okay, okay. Hang on, but you all have to carry on peeling! And stop ripping them, Jane!’


I did often wonder whether my friends were actually friends with me or if I’d bought our friendship with free prawn crackers and soft drinks. Did my friends actually like me for who I am? Or did they only like me because my parents owned a Chinese takeaway and that meant free food for them? Either way, I didn’t want to find out and be that loner kid in school with no friends. At least I had a group of girls who were still willing to stick around and be friends with me, even though I was unavailable from the hours of 5–11pm, seven days a week.


I get up to find some food, poke my head round the living room to see that Mum has nodded off with the remote in her hand and a Cantonese cooking show blaring out. Now’s my chance. I leap across silently, hoping I won’t get spotted, snooping around the kitchen, opening and closing storage containers looking for food I can take without Mum and Dad realising that me and my mates are eating into their stock. As I scurry back across carrying bags of poppadoms and prawn crackers Mum suddenly wakes up.


‘Ah mui, it’s five o’clock! Time to wake Dad and open up!’ Mum frantically shouts, dropping the remote and springing into action.


My heart is thumping out of its chest. I can’t believe she hasn’t noticed my contraband! I’ve somehow miraculously gotten away with it. What an adrenaline rush – is this why kleptomaniacs steal all the time? However, that dopamine hit doesn’t last long, as I now have the dreaded monumental task of prodding a hibernating father bear awake who’s potentially going to maul my face off grumpily.


‘Uh, okay, Mum! I’m on it!’ I yell as I continue to make a break for it towards the counter. The countdown is on and I have so much to do before we open at 5.30pm. Half an hour to get rid of my incriminating stolen freebies, collect the shoddy spring roll wrappers with holes and tears, say goodbye to the girls, kick them out, wash the rice, flick the switch to ‘cook’ on our ancient rice cooker that’s probably been around longer than I have, go upstairs to our room to signal my brothers (who are midway through a Mario Kart tournament race) to get ready for work, put on my work uniform that is an old hand-me-down covered in dried curry sauce and oil splatters, and finally wake Dad up. I’m crossing my fingers that he’s gotten enough sleep after yesterday’s all-nighter at the casino.


I want to shoo the girls out the door as quickly as possible before Dad starts to make his way downstairs. The less my friends interact with my parents the better, because, my God, are they embarrassing, especially Dad. My friends probably think he is an angry little weirdo who only wears white vests and sports branded shorts. Plus, the language barrier means none of my friends really know what they are saying, which causes awkward silences and broken English sentences that involve a lot of nodding and pretending to understand one another. I try my hardest to carve out a boundary between school social life and takeaway work-life to restore some social order. I hate it whenever my Western life and East Asian takeaway life cross paths, it feels wrong and unnatural, like seeing a teacher outside of school.


‘Ah mui! Where’s Dad? Have you woken him up yet?!’ Mum bellows from the kitchen as she puts on an apron to get ready to set up shop. Gah, this woman is so loud! I feel so sorry for our neighbours. I wish she spoke more softly like other mums do when my friends were around. I rush over to the girls, ‘Sorry about Mum. Uh, see you tomorrow at school, I guess? Thanks for all your help and have fun later!’ I wave them off, holding their plastic stacks of spring roll wrappers.


On their way out of the door, the girls make plans to carry on hanging out and roam the streets mooching around the corner shops with the rugby boys in our year. I feel a pang of jealousy that they are able to do whatever they want without having to consult their parents first on their every move. I sigh. The fear of missing out is always too real and I hate finding out all the gossip the next day at school. I so desperately want to be a part of the action, to know the inside jokes that happen in real-time and to be seen wandering around, but I am always left behind. I don’t bother asking Mum for permission to go out and join them because I already know what the answer is going to be. Already, at a young age, I had learned that there was no point getting into a silly tiff over something so trivial before another night of stressful service. Nonetheless, in that moment, I long to escape the confines of these four takeaway walls. Free to do whatever I wish, to go out and play just like the other kids.


There’s a tension created by overlapping spaces; the takeaway counter space is both a place of connection and isolation, home and work, playground and business. As a child, I felt trapped and obligated to be at the takeaway, but I also recognised the need to help my parents. I would see the two of them on their feet all day and night, working their socks off in order to put food on our table and keep the roof over our heads.


Being surrounded by family members all the time was also a blessing and a curse, building strong family core values from a young age, but also having no life outside of family. The majority of my time was spent there, making it the cornerstone of my life now and for the future I dreamed of. Throughout my childhood, I lived like Cinderella. Whatever I was doing, or wherever I was, I always had to be back and ready to work by 5pm or else my parents would kill me.


Dad luckily wakes up in a good mood for once. He comes down the stairs singing out, ‘Let’s get this show on the road! Ah mui, ah mui, ah muuui! Flip the open sign and turn the lights on!’


Takeaway kids on the counter like me are hard to miss. The counter is another realm from the outside Western world, a peek inside the East Asian immigrant takeaway world. It’s where our regular customers, part-time counter staff and delivery drivers watch my brothers and I grow up behind the counter, like watching exotic zoo animals from behind a partition. The customer: independent and free to do whatever and order whatever. The worker: constrained and chained to the shackles of the takeaway. We’re both humans, the only difference is one is standing on one side of the giant plank of wood running across the room and the other behind it. This makes the us-versus-them divide even bigger, and the counter itself is the symbol of otherness. It’s the first thing customers see when they enter the takeaway, and the last thing they see when they leave.


I sit at the counter with my head down, trying to do homework without my parents’ help, but I’m constantly being pestered by customers with questions. I feel uncomfortable and embarrassed, not knowing what to say; because I can’t run or hide anywhere, I just have to sit there and take it.


‘Alright, pretty little lady? How’s it going, love?’ asks a middle-aged male customer who looks old enough to be my grandfather.


‘Oh! Uh, I’m okay. You know, the usual. I’m just doing some homework. Nothing much.’ I mumble and blush. I duck my head down even further into my books, hoping he’ll cotton on that I really am not in the mood to talk.


‘Aw, maths, is it? Maybe I can help?’ He peers over the counter nosily. ‘I’ll have you know, not only have I got the looks, I’ve also got the brains! Bahaha! Stuck, are you? You’re Asian, you’re supposed to be good at maths, you know.’


‘I’m fine, really. Thank you. I don’t need any help,’ I say sternly, and get up to pretend I’m fetching an order, but in reality I’m going to hide in the kitchen. Annoyingly, I have to run back out the front again because the phone is ringing.


‘What’s yer name?’ he quizzes me, as soon as I put the phone down.


‘Angela,’ I say bluntly and clearly, busy writing down the phone order, wishing he would leave me alone.


‘Angela. Angela. Angela. Such a beautiful name. Angela, my love. Where are you from?’ he bellows out in his thick Valleys accent, every word a sing-song.


‘I’m from Beddau. Here. In Wales,’ I reply, wishing I was anywhere but here and wanting this conversation to end already.


‘No, no, no. I mean where are you really from?’ He continues to cross-examine me and squint at the same time.


‘My parents are from Hong Kong and China, if that’s what you’re asking?’ I reply while rolling my eyes so hard they could fall out of my sockets.


‘Ohhh, Hong Kong. I’ve never been and I’ve always wanted to go. I hear it’s meant to be lush there. Hey, if we ever got married maybe we could go together?’ he asks cheekily, with a grin.


‘But, I’m twelve,’ I reply, looking disturbed and feeling uneasy in my seat.


‘Angela! Order ready!’ shouts Dad from the kitchen. Oh, thank God, I think. Saved by Dad. I leap up from my position and sprint to the kitchen.


‘Here’s your order, sir. I hope you enjoy it.’ I smile weakly.


‘Well, let me know if you ever want to take me up on my offer. I know where to find you and I’ll see you next week.’ He winks at me and laughs, raising his white takeaway bag at me as he closes the door.


I shrug it off, thinking that this is normal friendly customer banter and that to reject men’s advances is all part and parcel of the job. And so, there I sit on my yellow plastic stool, trying to solve algebra equations, popping up like a meerkat whenever somebody walks through the door. Of course, not forgetting to put on a smile and be polite, because the customer is always right (even if the customer makes me feel shitty and irritated on the inside). Always on the frontlines, dealing with whatever comes at me.


Sometimes I would sit on my own, sometimes I sat next to Keen and sometimes I sat next to Cecilia. Cecilia – an old Welsh lady in her late sixties – was our long-serving counter assistant and she had been working for us for as long as I could remember. She had short frizzy grey hair, wore the thickest brown square glasses, hobbled about on a crutch and smoked like a blast furnace. Plus, she only lived five minutes up the road, which was handy for my parents whenever they needed an extra pair of hands to help out, even on her off-days. Cecilia was attentive and caring, but a hothead. She took me under her wing, fended off the drunken customers and was probably the closest thing I had to a grandma. Of course, I had real biological grandparents, but they either died when my parents were young or I wasn’t really that close to them. I would look at Cecilia and often imagine having my distant Nai Nai (Cantonese for paternal grandmother) around instead. She’d be the real brains of this operation; she would boss everyone around and look after us three when Mum and Dad were too busy. I craved the unconditional love of a grandparent, being spoiled without judgement, and Cecilia was the next best thing.


While the takeaway was open, in between phone calls and customers, we would watch EastEnders on the small, boxy TV in the corner that was intended for those waiting for their order. Often, I’d juggle takeaway work with school work, squeezing in any reading and writing before opening and in between the lull during service until close. If I had a big project due or exams the next day I’d be spared from sitting at the counter and was allowed to study upstairs in our bedroom, occasionally being called down to lend a helping hand whenever it was busy. Sometimes my brothers or Cecilia would help me with any questions I was stuck on as my parents were too busy and didn’t understand. In return, I stubbed out Cecilia’s cigarettes when she got up to go into the kitchen to fetch orders (although she didn’t often see it as a favour). I couldn’t stand the smell of smoke and I was constantly coughing around her, plus I knew they were bad for you. When she would return, she’d look me straight in the eye and sternly accuse me, ‘Did you put out my cigarette, Angela?’ to which I would stay silent and play dumb, looking around, hoping someone else would fess up despite there being clearly no one else on the counter except us. She’d get pissed off for a few seconds, then light another one and the vicious cycle would go on.


While I did slightly resent the busy service, it was more of a love-hate relationship than I often liked to admit. Despite the clear negatives of a busy night, I actually liked it when we had nonstop customers because time flew by. At least that way you were so busy you didn’t have time to think and, before you knew it, it was 11pm and another night of service was over. Being bored during service was the worst. You were left with your own thoughts; awkward silences would fill the room, because the conversation between me and Cecilia inevitably ran dry only an hour into service. We would desperately wait for someone to walk through the door, get annoyed by the clock ticking, long for the phones to ring and become increasingly irked by the fridge under the counter humming on and off. Just waiting for time to go by and wishing our lives away. The harsh, bright fluorescent ceiling lighting and the way the television illuminated my face seemed to put me on show for every passer-by to see, a small black-fringed bobbed head sitting behind the counter next to a smoking white grandma, watching Pat Butcher slapping people to get out of her pub.
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