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For Mum and Dad.

It’s the greatest honour to be your daughter.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

The stories you find within these pages are drawn from the threads of my memory and stitched together with as much honesty and care as possible. Memory, of course, has its own way of telling stories—sometimes clearer, sometimes softer at the edges. Although the heart of every moment is true, some names, places, and details have been thoughtfully changed to respect privacy.

In this book, I’ve chosen to use the Vietnamese spelling for city names to honour the language and culture of Vietnam. However, I’ve opted to retain the English spelling of “Vietnam” for clarity and familiarity for a wider audience.

Some scenes in this book may be triggering or painful to read. For a full list of content warnings, please visit my website www.rachelphan.com.

Thank you for being here with me and giving me the space to share my story.






PREFACE

I inherit trauma the moment I am pulled, disappointingly female, from my mother’s open stomach.

I am never simply just a baby. At birth, I join a new generation of people who will carry the burdensome weight of my family’s history on our shoulders and in our bones. After all, mine is a family that has, on multiple occasions, had its land invaded, been caught in the crossfires of war, and been forced to flee.

First, it is the Japanese who come knocking on our doors in the late 1930s, forcing my grandparents out of their original homeland of China and into neighbouring Vietnam in 1938. Then, just a few decades later, there is a war in Vietnam, the fall of a city, and two teenagers fleeing their home with hundreds of thousands of their brothers and sisters. These two teenagers, Hy Phan and Tran Hoang, leave behind everything they know to become displaced boat people, stateless refugees, and citizens of a strange, foreign land called Canada. It will be more than a decade before they become my parents.

This is only a cursory overview of my family’s history and the intergenerational trauma I inherit on that June day. But there is literal trauma at my birth, too.

My mother is terrified when she first sees me because, unlike her other children and most babies, I am completely, unsettlingly silent. I have no pinched face, no wailing cries, no angry red cheeks.

Instead, I am unmoving. A purplish corpse blue.

After an excruciating beat, I finally squeal, and relief floods my poor mother’s chest. (This relief is later dashed when her mother-in-law—my ah mah—expresses disappointment that a daughter has been born rather than the anticipated, expected son. My mother has failed. She will receive no congratulations that day.)

My mother is alone in that hospital room with her near-stillborn daughter.

My father is nowhere in sight. He isn’t there to give Mum a loving squeeze of her shoulder as she is cut and pried open. He isn’t there, his racing heart matching hers beat for beat, as they wait to see whether I am alive or dead. He isn’t there to collapse against my mother as my slow-coming screams ring through the air, anxiety releasing from his body with each of my tiny, laboured breaths.

He isn’t there because he is at work. Always, always at work. On that June day, and the hundreds of days before and after, work is his top priority, not a second daughter who should have been a son. His accumulation of cash and experience means security for our family. It means food on the table and assurance that he and my mother will never again starve and that their children will be spared the horrors of their dirt-poor childhoods in bombed-out Vietnam. It means the sacrifice and pain of leaving behind their country, their culture, and their home will be worth it if they can just say they’ve made it.

Yet a small part of me—a pointy shard within me—always wonders if he would have been there even if it had been his day off. Who is my father, really, outside of work? Who is my mother?



My earliest memory comes two and a half years later. It’s not a sunny recollection of loved ones cooing and peering over me with warm, happy smiles.

The setting is the same as my birth. I am alone in a hospital room.

I am a toddler and I desperately need to pee, but I see no washroom, no familiar face, no loving hand to guide me. All around me, the steady beep, beep, beep of machines ricochet off the hospital’s white, sterile walls. Visiting hours are over. There’s no one here to help me.

I’m there because I’m a sickly child, with severe asthma and seizures that terrify my mother every time my eyes roll to the back of my head and my tongue threatens to choke me. But in this memory, all that ails me is my brimming bladder and a heavy feeling of being lost.

I crawl out of my hospital bed and find myself alone in a hallway. The bleached whiteness of the room has followed me to this long stretch of tile with its endless doors to mysterious places. Do any of these doors lead to the chi so?

It is overwhelming, this memory. I feel impossibly small and alone in contrast to the seemingly endless expanse of the hallway and its many bizarre and unfamiliar twists and turns. I see no one who looks like me—I see no one at all—and the pressure is mounting, low in my belly.

A tiny, tentative step forward. Pause. Look up. See that no one is coming to take me to the chi so. Squeeze my thighs together to stop the trickle. Alone, alone, alone.

I continue my aimless, desperate walk before deciding on the door that might take me to where I need to go. The door leads only to a dark, musty broom closet.

Before I have a chance to break down into tears, a nurse appears as if conjured by my growing anxiety. Her shoes squeak against the floor. “What are you doing, honey? Where do you want to go?” she says, lifting me up into her arms. That’s when my memory flickers out, not with feelings of hope and relief, but of a stifling, lingering loneliness.

As an adult, I wonder now whether our first hazy memories colour the rest of our lives. Is my life woven from the threads of loneliness and feelings of wrongness that have dogged me from my very first breath, when I arrived not to a celebration but to my mother’s painful solitude and jagged grief over almost losing a child who had already failed to live up to expectations?

At not even three years old, I learned that life is all about opening a series of doors and hoping someone is present enough to ask, “Where do you want to go?” If they aren’t, then it’s up to me to figure it out myself.






1 “MY PARENTS OWN THE CHINESE RESTAURANT.”


I am three years old when I meet my replacement.

Instead of a squirmy, red-faced little thing, what comes to consume my parents’ already scarce time and attention is a quaint red-bricked building in Kingsville, Ontario—a small town where the people are as friendly as they are pale.

It’s a blazingly sunny day in 1991, and our family of five has just pulled up to the back of that red-bricked building in our trusty red Chevrolet Lumina. I remember straining my short neck to look up at this unassuming place my parents kept saying we would make our own.

Like so many other Chinese families who have settled in small towns across Canada, our path toward the elusive Canadian Dream would begin with a family-owned business. This building would be transformed from a generic coffee shop into a humble restaurant serving Chinese Canadian cuisine, with my parents at the helm.

To stake their claim on this building, my parents bestow a name upon it. My name. At birth, I was christened Rachel—the Anglo name on my government documents—but to my family, I’ve always been little May May. In Chinese, may or mei can mean “beautiful” or “bright” or “reliant” or even “Chinese plum.” It is a name that takes on different meanings and significances depending on the tone, context, and intentions of the speaker.

With such stunning versatility and range, it seemed a natural fit for my parents to name this new building, this new adventure, this new evidence that they’d finally succeeded in Canada, after me, their youngest child.

They name it the May May Inn.

“What do you think, May May?” My dad crouches down low to meet my eyes. My older brother, John, who is ten, grumbles behind him in typical middle-child fashion, envious that it is my name emblazoned on the restaurant. (“How come you named the restaurant after her? Can you name a dish on the menu ‘John’s jumbo shrimp’?”)

It is a monumental day. The turning point for our family. Finally, my parents have something that is all theirs. They can be their own bosses, set their own hours, make even more money. For two kids who survived bombs and starvation during a pointless war in Vietnam, it is a dream come true.

I didn’t know it at the time, but that unassuming red-bricked building would become my parents’ new baby. I was no longer the only May May in their lives. From that day on, I am a restaurant kid.



The restaurant becomes ours ten years after my parents landed in Canada in 1981, with their infant daughter, Linh, in tow and an unborn baby the size of a plum—my brother, John—in my mother’s womb. They finally have a home after two years of waiting in a Hong Kong refugee camp, where my parents landed after fleeing post-war Vietnam on a too-packed boat of disease and despair.

When they land in Quebec, it is a characteristically cold February day. They marvel and shiver at the sight of the unfamiliar white powder that covers everything they see. It is so completely different from Hải Phòng, where they were born. It terrifies them.

“I had tears in my eyes,” my dad remembers. “I thought, ‘What the hell? We came to Canada and it’s all this? It’s all white.” A thousand questions race through Dad’s head upon landing in this new place they were to call home. How do people live here? How do people work? What are we going to eat? But my dad keeps his anxious thoughts to himself. My parents both speak Cantonese and Vietnamese, my dad can understand Mandarin and some Japanese, but neither know English when they arrive in their new country. What choice do they have but to stay quiet? What choice do they have but to parrot back the same strange words they hear from the same strange people handing them their first-ever winter boots and jackets?

“Snow,” someone says, catching the way my parents’ wide eyes survey the shockingly white landscape before them.

“Snow,” they repeat, feeling how the word wraps heavy and confusing around their tongues.

According to their official landing document, my parents are stateless and the amount of money they had to transfer to Canada was “nil.” They have not a single cent to their names and no other home to speak of that would claim them. Canada would be their saviour, their great hope, their land of possibilities. My dad is twenty-two years old and my mother nineteen—just two young, immature kids already parents to a fourteen-month-old daughter, with another child on the way. They are overwhelmed and frightened.

My parents settle in a small town in southern Ontario called Leamington, also known as the “Tomato Capital of Canada” because of its produce-rich greenhouses and the Heinz factory that made the town smell like ketchup chips on windy days. My mum’s eldest brother had settled there six months before my parents’ arrival.

After the first night in their government-provided apartment, my parents’ collective anxieties ramp up to eleven when they discover their front door frozen shut by a particularly nasty overnight snowstorm. “It’s like being in jail!” my parents wail, their hearts and bodies longing for humid, familiar Vietnam.

Things don’t get much better from there. Following their arrival, my parents pick up odd jobs that no one else seems to want. My mother gets a job sorting through and cutting manure-covered fungi at the mushroom farm, whereas my dad gets a job picking tomatoes and beans. Soon, the days and weeks and years start to quickly blend together—a mix of social assistance, sponsored church visits that end the moment my parents get too busy, and long hours of menial labour.

“Even though we were struggling, we felt really happy,” Dad says, a faraway look in his eyes. “We came from a country with war, but Canada was peaceful. We weren’t scared of bombs or guns here. Even though we were poor, we were still happy.”

Three years after landing, something life-changing happens to Dad: he sees another Chinese person in Canada who miraculously isn’t related to him or my mum. Elated by the familiar set of this man’s eyes and tanned skin that mirrors his own, Dad goes up to this stranger who, to his immense delight, also speaks Cantonese. What luck! The man, Howard, tells Dad that he owns a Chinese restaurant in town called Happy In. Dad, sensing this was his chance to pivot from backbreaking farm work to back-breaking restaurant work, takes his shot. This way, he’d at least be around other Chinese people.

“Are you hiring?” he asks before the two part ways. He is hired on the spot, becoming Happy In’s newest cook.

Dad has to learn everything when he starts his new job because the food he is responsible for making is as foreign to him as it is exotic to the customers. Dishes like the elegantly named “chicken balls,” which are chunks of chicken cocooned inside deep-fried breading and smothered in a violently red sweet-and-sour sauce, are so unlike the braised meats, steamed fish, and stir-fried dishes my family eats. There are so many dishes to learn, including more deep-fried fare like chicken soo guy and lemon chicken. My dad, who grew up impoverished and hungry in Hải Phòng, is given a wok and a trial by fire. Over time, he learns that chow mein is a popular, watery dish made of bean sprouts, though Cantonese chow mein is a crispy noodle dish with vibrant green vegetables and sauce-slicked pork, chicken, and shrimp. He also discovers that restaurant work, though a different kind of grind than greenhouse work, is a grind on his body all the same. At the restaurant, he works six days a week, ten hours a day. For his labour, he is paid $180 every week.

With Mum making a similar amount and two young children to feed, clothe, and shelter—I wouldn’t arrive for another four years—my dad picks up part-time seasonal work as a worm picker between April and June. During these months, he works at the Happy In until 2 A.M. and then heads over to the manure-rich land outside the mushroom farm where Mum works. There, he trawls through dirt and soil in the dead of night in search of worms to sell as fishing bait or super-secret ingredients in beauty creams. He is paid $30 for each full pail—in reality, old Heinz ketchup cans. On his first night, the ground surges and crawls with moving worms. Dad, scared but brave, grabs them by the handful and fills seven cans with their squirming bodies. At the end of his shift, when he gets his $210 in cash—under the table so he doesn’t get taxed—it is like striking gold. The overflow of bills in his pocket makes his fifteen-hour workday and subsequent trek home at 6 A.M. bearable. Once at home, with the early dawn breaking outside, he catches what little rest he can before he is back in the restaurant kitchen again.



I am born in 1988, seven years after my family’s arrival in Canada. My parents, feeling more secure in their new country and less-than-stellar but stable jobs, want to try for another boy. We all know how that turns out.

My first three years of life in Leamington are marred by frequent hospitalizations, asthma attacks, and seizures. Aside from my lonely hospital memory, I remember very little from this time. What I can recall comes to me in bits and pieces, some so small that I hesitate to call them real. Did I dream up the memories of my dad crying on the couch after a particularly nasty fight with my mum? Do I actually remember my mother putting her finger in my mouth so I wouldn’t choke on my tongue during my seizures? Or are these all stories that have been passed over to me as an adult?

In my mind, my life didn’t really begin until the move to the apartment above the new restaurant in Kingsville. When my memories start accumulating for real, the treasure trove that contains them is in the shape of the May May Inn.



After seven years of working in the Happy In kitchen, Dad meets a man named Frank, who owns multiple buildings across Essex County. One of the businesses, a coffee shop in the nearby town of Kingsville, Ontario, has failed and is closing, he tells Dad. Would my dad—who has since taken on his own Anglo name of George—be interested in renting the building and turning it into a Chinese Canadian restaurant? Frank tells him it is an opportunity to get out of someone else’s kitchen and own his own business. This is his chance to be a better man, a better provider, for his wife and kids. “Do you want to try it out?” Frank asks.

“Yes,” Dad immediately responds, thinking he can try it out for a couple of months. If it doesn’t work, there’s always the Happy In to fall back on.

On the day of the restaurant’s grand opening in 1992, the people of Kingsville flock to the new exotic restaurant on Main Street, with its fiery red sign—very auspicious—and bold white letters in the classic wonton font—very “Chinese”—urging them to try the Cantonese and Szechuan food advertised underneath the name May May Inn. (For years, we’ll get calls from confused tourists asking, “Does the May May Inn have any rooms available?”)

As soon as my parents turn the “Closed” sign to “Open,” it is mayhem. A family friend’s daughter is scheduled to help out as a waitress but ends up sleeping in—and my poor mother, who spent ten years working at the mushroom farm, has no idea how to take orders or be a waitress. To make matters worse, neither of my parents has a strong grasp of the English language yet.

The responsibility falls on Dad to make it work. It was, after all, his decision that led our family down this path. That day, he is the cook, the server, and the person fumbling through English and math to settle bills. He is a man possessed, driven by an impossible dream.

“May May was packed that afternoon,” he says. “It was hard, but after that day, we knew we were going to make it. Even though we fucked up, we saw the people and the customers, and that gave us hope.”

While my parents scramble to learn the ins and outs of running a restaurant, I’m learning lessons, too.

I learn fairly quickly that when you’re a restaurant kid, you’re never really alone even though you always feel a little lonely. You’re constantly trying to get out of the way of your family members who are busy working or you’re being doted on by a waitress when she has a moment to spare or you’re making polite chit-chat with the regulars who help keep your family’s business afloat. Your entire life is marked by the constant thrum of the restaurant’s hubbub. The restaurant is always the centre of attention, never you. The restaurant quickly becomes your entire world. It’s never just a restaurant—it’s evidence your parents, who gave up everything for a chance at a new, safer life, have succeeded. They’ve made it. The restaurant was, and is, everything.

It is our family room, with the TV blaring in the kitchen during slow hours. We play music videos of Dad’s favourite songs—he sings along to “Eternal Flame” by The Bangles on repeat—or make our way through piles of Chinese dramas on VHS tapes. “What’s he saying?” I ask, and Dad translates from Cantonese to English while he puffs on a cigarette in between the rushes of lunch and dinner. I love these quiet moments best because it almost feels like I have my parents to myself. I don’t have to compete with the customers at table five who are waiting for their dinner for three.

Once, when it is dead inside, Dad takes me outside and asks if I want to sit on his shoulders. I quickly say, “Yes,” pleased by the novelty of his attention. But the moment my stumpy little legs bracket his neck, I want off. I am not a child who takes to playing naturally, my earliest years punctuated by so many hospital stays. I never learned how to play freely with a careless, reckless abandon, because I always had to be so careful. Rather than seeking thrills, I learned to prize stability and security.

I am so frightened by my feet parting ways with the ground that I grab fistfuls of my dad’s hair and shout, “Down! Down! Down!” The nervous flipping in my stomach prevents me from enjoying even ten seconds atop my dad’s shoulders. My dad, laughing, listens to my desperate pleas to be put down before rushing back into the kitchen.

Later, when I’d feel like a ghost in my busy parents’ lives, I’d wonder why I didn’t relish that moment with my dad more. It wasn’t often that he gave me the full weight of his attention, not when there were so many chicken balls to make and the wok to attend to at all hours of the day. In those moments when I’d feel the ache of my parents’ absence, I would wish for retroactive bravery and the ability to hold firm to my dad’s head and shoulders, trusting that he would never let me fall, willing him to never leave me, believing he would always keep me elevated on a pedestal.

To my horror, the restaurant is also my parents’ battleground. When restaurants are busy, the people being run ragged in the kitchen are never at their best. Tensions are high, curse words fly off the tip of your tongue without a thought, and no one’s personality is sparkling. That all becomes ten times worse when your spouse is constantly in your space. You never get a break.

When my parents fight, nothing is off-limits. During their frequent kitchen blow-ups, Mum and Dad throw chicken balls hot out of the deep fryer at each other while cursing in Cantonese. A veritable smorgasbord of items are thrown at the other, from the expected—dishes, cutting boards, mushrooms—to the surprising and downright dangerous—knives of various lengths and sharpness, whole plates of cooked food.

“Diu lei!” they yell at one another, faces red and forehead veins near to bursting. “Diu lei lo mo!” Fuck you. Fuck your mother.

My mother calls Dad a puk gai—asshole—and they curse each other’s families (ham ga tsan!) as if our family unit isn’t impacted by such curses thrown out so casually.

My siblings and I cower in the dining room, my sister paralyzed by anxiety and willing herself to disappear while my brother rocks back and forth, his left leg bouncing with nerves. As the baby of the family, I am given the unenviable task of defusing the situation with my charm and elevated status. As the youngest and smallest, I need to be protected and cared for the most. That is the expectation, at least.

“Go in there, May May!” my brother and sister say. “Tell them to stop!”

Pushed into the kitchen, into the eye of the storm, I yell with the full force of my little lungs. “Stop fighting! They can hear you all the way in China!” That is always my go-to line. It usually works and leads to tenuous peace between the two warring factions until the next time a grenade is thrown.

Sadly, we aren’t always just collateral damage. Sometimes, the belligerents fix their destructive gaze on us.

There are three early memories I can barely conjure now, partly because of how young I was and partly because of the pain:

I am three or four and my parents are new restaurant owners. There’s something I want my mother to see—maybe a drawing or a cut finger—and I pull at the black apron tied around her waist.

“Mama, Mama,” I plead for her attention. “Look!” My tiny fingers clutch at and grasp for her waist. Each tug is met with an exhausted sigh, but I am undeterred. Persistent. “Look, Mama!”

Suddenly, my mother rips her apron from my desperate hands and grabs my delicate wrists.

“Aiyah, May May, move!” she snaps. Her tone is harsh, final. She is done with me. I can see it, the way her back is already turned, her attention cast down to the giant colander of rice she is washing free of starch in the sink.

Her dismissal stings, but I take to heart the lesson it brings. I must never get in my parents’ way when they are working. Their attention during those many long hours is not mine to take.

Another memory: it’s slow in the restaurant and my dad—I still called him Baba then—spots me picking at my nails.

“May May, not in the kitchen!” he yells. “Do you need to clip your nails?” I shake my head, feeling obstinate the way children sometimes do. He sighs. “I can see you picking at your nails. Come on, let’s go outside and I’ll cut your nails for you—they’re so long!”

For some reason, the thought of having my nails trimmed fills me with dread and terror. “No!” I cry. “I don’t need to, Baba!” He ignores my cries and grabs me gently by the hand to lead me outside. “Give me your fingers,” he says expectantly. My face twists and contorts in distress, and I shake my head.

“No?” His face, usually a cool river, is also twisting into something new. Dangerous. My mother often talks about how the Phan family is mercurial by nature. She says there is a blackness inherent in our blood that makes us prone to sudden changes in mood. I see that shift in my dad’s face too late.

“No?” he repeats. I shake my head and hide my hands behind my back. My nails are mine! Why do I need to cut them?

When Baba slaps me across the bottom, swiftly and hard, I have no choice but to unclench my resisting fists. When another slap follows, just as hard, I offer him my hands freely without a fight. The pain and shock spreads, and I soon forget why I resisted in the first place. Resistance, I learn, comes with dire consequences.

One final formative memory: Baba is at the sink, rinsing a pot. I’m peering up at him, but he doesn’t notice I’m there. I am suddenly filled with a reckless desire to do or say something that will get him to divert his gaze from the hot running water to me. Get his attention, no matter what it takes.

“I love Mama more than I love you, Baba,” I say. Kids can be unexpectedly cruel and cutting, and I am no exception.

My hurtful words are swallowed by the sound of the water pouring out of the faucet. At least, I assume they are because my dad doesn’t bat an eyelash in response. He doesn’t look at me at all.

That’s how it is for me, living life on the periphery. Since my siblings are old enough to help Mum and Dad in the restaurant, I while away the hours by myself in our apartment. My twelve-year-old sister, Linh, handles the front of the house, from cash to phones to bartending, while ten-year-old John oversees the deep fryer and cuts chicken.

To get to our three-bedroom, one-bath apartment from the restaurant, one has to go outside and walk up a long flight of stairs. Our apartment is technically not above our restaurant, but above the store next to it—a jewellery store called The Jewellery Box. It’s where I spend hours marvelling at shining, gem-encrusted trinkets and delicate porcelain figurines, while Mary, the woman who owns the store, patiently tolerates the smudged fingerprints I leave on the glass display cases. I always have too much time on my hands and no one to notice when I’m gone too long.

One day, I am talking to Mary about birthstones and whether Mum would like a necklace proclaiming her to be the “#1 Mom,” with all five of our family members’ stones casting a sparkling line around a solid gold heart.

“Yes, absolutely,” she says. “Your mom is so lucky to have a daughter who loves her so much.”

I don’t tell her how I feel like I miss my mother all the time even though she is never far from me, frantically scribbling down table number six’s order and rushing back to the wok to make their fried rice.



Our fortunes changed when my parents bought and started the restaurant. No longer at the mercy of employers paying them below minimum wage under the table, my parents were suddenly flush with cash, and there was, gloriously, no one swooping in to take a share of their profits. Dad says it was the first time they felt “loose.” Mum says it was the first time in their entire lives they had a lot of money. I no longer have to wear my brother’s hand-me-downs in their drab, boring boy colours.

My family, like many other Chinese families, is a superstitious lot. Many of my elders place a high premium on luck, fortune, and blessings from our pantheon of gods. We believe in things like auspicious colours—red and yellow—and lucky numbers. It’s why Mum will never pick the number four if we’re playing a game (“four” and “death” in Cantonese are pronounced similarly: sei) and why my birth year of 1988, which has two lucky number eights and is the lucky year of the dragon, is considered doubly fortuitous. My parents were uneducated former refugees from a country that had been torn apart by war, famine, and colonization. Now, as luck would have it, they were the owners of a thriving business in one of the world’s safest, most prosperous countries. The gods had clearly bestowed their favour upon us. With so many blessings raining down on our family, it seemed logical to my parents to push the limits of their luck. Just how much would the gods bless us?

Before the restaurant, Mum and Dad had no money or time to go to the casino. This changes after Lady Luck turns her beautiful face in their direction. Not long after the restaurant opens, my parents decide to make the forty-five-minute trek to the casino in Windsor. Their fun doesn’t begin until they complete their laundry list of tasks: feeding the last customers, closing up the restaurant, packing away the food, tallying up the bills and counting the cash, making their hungry children dinner, eating said dinner, sweeping and vacuuming the kitchen and dining room, showering their oil-slicked skin, putting on fresh clothes that still always smell like grease, and then, off they go. It’s well after one in the morning when they leave.

Three months after my parents’ fateful first trip to the casino, Mum wins $17,000 on the slots. They’re hooked. They start going for all-nighters once or twice a week to unwind and enjoy their new money. They chase after lightning and try to bottle it.



I didn’t know it then, but other kids had large backyards and front lawns and even special rooms devoted just to their play. To them, our small apartment might have seemed like a place of confinement, but to me, it was a sanctuary from the chaos and tension of the restaurant.

Without physical space to take up, I retreat inwards and find adventure and life in my rich interior world.

During those early days—and all the days following—my sister, Linh, who is nine years older than me, becomes my sun, the star around which I orbit. While my parents settle into their routine of working twelve-plus-hour days, I start looking to my sister as the closest thing to an adult in my life. I follow and stay close to her like a shadow, or a parasite, and endeavour to be just like her. It helps that we share a bedroom, so I never have to go long or far without her comforting presence.

Linh, who always has her nose in a book, fills the bookcase in our bedroom with Harlequin romances and book series she quickly outgrows, like The Baby-Sitters Club and Sweet Valley High. One day, when I am four years old, my sister starts teaching me the fundamentals of reading, but we are interrupted when she is called down to work. To pass the time, I make it my mission to complete the lesson on my own. I hole myself up in our room with a ninety-six-page novella from her overflowing bookshelf and will the confusing black lines and swirls to unjumble themselves and make sense. As time passes, I feel fizzy and buoyant each time a cloud of understanding descends over my head. That novella is the very first book I ever read—kickstarting a lifelong obsession with the written word, which would be my form of escapism, play, and companionship. The loneliness I feel living on the sidelines of the restaurant simmers to a dull ache when I go on whimsical adventures with Mr. Tumnus, discover masturbation with Deenie, and join Margaret in asking God if he’s there.

I have just adjusted to this quiet life as a full-time restaurant kid when I am suddenly thrust into a new, scary world: junior kindergarten.

My sister puts me in a tight floral off-the-shoulder dress: a bold, over-the-top choice for a four-year-old. The soles of my feet are imprisoned in the stirrups attached to my leggings. I make a mental note to complain about it to my sister later, so she’ll cut them off for me.

I am led down a flight of stairs to the awaiting class, the warm sunlight slowly disappearing behind me as we descend. The sounds of high-pitched singing float up to greet me midstep. When I reach the bottom, thirty new faces stare back at me. These strangers are all wide eyes and bright teeth and white skin. It frightens me.

I want nothing more than to race right back up those stairs and cry into my mother’s apron, even though she’ll likely just swat me away and say, “Aiyah! Go back to school—Mama is working,” in familiar Cantonese.

“Class, this is Rachel,” one of the four teachers says gently, her hands on my bare shoulders. “Can we say hi?”

A shrieking “hi” greets me in unison as I am ushered to a spot on the floor. It is on that floor that I meet the cast of my childhood—the four Ashleys, three Amandas, and a handful of Ryans. But no other Rachels. My little head swims with all the names and faces.

One of the teachers, a white woman with short brown hair and a kind face, crouches down beside me and smiles, her warm brown eyes glinting with something like sympathy.

“Rachel Phan,” she pronounces my last name incorrectly, like fawn. “What a beautiful name. Welcome to our junior kindergarten class. Is there anything you’d like to share with us?”

I gulp, my little heart racing. When my breathing becomes laboured, my fingers grasp air, reflexively reaching for my puffer that isn’t there. Old asthmatic habits die hard.

“Share? With the class?” I stammer dumbly. I am too young to be mortified. Instead, I’m just confused.

The teacher nods. “Something about yourself that you want others to know.”

Understanding and relief hit me, and I nod. This is the easiest question in the world. I might have said, “I love to read,” or “My best friend is my big sister,” but the first thought that crosses my mind is neither of those things.

“My parents own the Chinese restaurant,” I announce. Already, the restaurant is a core part of my identity. So many of my waking thoughts revolve around it: What are my parents doing? Is it busy? Can I go down and sneak a snack? Who is working? Are Mama and Baba fighting? Can the customers hear them? Do I need to go in and beg them to stop?

The teacher claps her hands together. “Wonderful!” A boy in my class gasps and shouts, “I love chicken balls!” His vocal eagerness leaves no doubt that he does, in fact, love chicken balls.

I beam and stand up taller, rocking back and forth on the balls of my feet as if pure energy radiates through me. I feel seen, acknowledged. My nerves and fear are replaced with tentative excitement.

Over the coming days, weeks, and months, I learn to relish the chance to get away from the restaurant, with its loud noises and the air of tension that always hangs over us like the filmy layer of oil on a fatty dish. I welcome the chance to be around other children. To play and be a regular kid for a few hours a day. To not have to retreat inwards for escape.

School gives me a glimpse into new worlds and realities I had never known before. I learn that other kids exist, and none of them live in a restaurant like me. I learn that summer camps and after-school dance lessons and swimming in gigantic pools are all real things that people my age get to experience on a regular basis. I learn that families have movie nights together, and that mommies and daddies tuck children in while reading them bedtime stories. I learn that when I ask other kids how often their parents go to the casino, they don’t even know what a casino is. I learn that no one else knows what it’s like to have to raise their voice above the sound of the sizzling wok or the din of a packed dining room day after day, night after night, just to be heard. To them, going out to eat at a restaurant is a special treat. They envy me and think it’s so cool that I get to drink as many pops as I want, whenever I want. But there is nothing special about it to me.

Whereas other children have bedtimes, no one enforces such limits on me. After a long day of working in the restaurant, cooking, and serving, Mum and Dad need to pivot to cleaning, cutting, and preparing for the next day of service. There are no breaks when it comes to the restaurant, not even for parenting. The few rules that are established come from my siblings who, absorbed in their own lives, lack the teeth and spine to strong-arm me into listening. I often stay up well past midnight to watch David Letterman and Jenny Jones with Linh and John, who do not reprimand me.



Waking up is a struggle in the morning. Why is it always so cold and dark? Most days, I wake up and watch Bobby’s World in my brother’s room while enjoying a bowl of sugary Corn Pops cereal before we make the short walk to school.

But sometimes, I’d squeeze my eyes tight, force a cough, and say, “Mama, I’m sick. I can’t go to school.” She’d pause, weighing her options in her head—put up a fight, call my bluff, and force me to go to school; or take the path of least resistance, cuddling me close and offering to make me healing congee. She’d usually be too tired to do anything but the second option.

On those days, I’d crawl into bed with my parents and cuddle with them as they rested, savouring this unexpected time with them. I don’t think about how odd and sad it is that I need to skip school to spend time with my parents. I am just a child, happy to have both of my parents’ limbs wrapped around me and luxuriating in the all-too-fleeting safety and security I find there.



As the baby of my family, I learn that there are certain allowances I get that my siblings don’t. Although they are expected to devote their weekends and after-school hours to working at the restaurant, my hands remain unburdened, soft and callous-free. I don’t have to puzzle over bills and make the numbers add up the way my sister does. I also don’t have to learn how to make martinis as a pre-teen the way she does. (“They sent it back because it tasted like gasoline! I’m only thirteen—what do they expect?”) While everyone works to the bone behind me, I can stand at the bar and just be charming and useless. I ask customers how they eat their egg rolls and delight in learning that everyone has their own strategy and vocabulary when it comes to this cuisine that has brought us all together.

I tell customers all about how I smother mine in Dad’s homemade plum sauce before cutting it in half, eating the insides first, and saving the deep-fried shell for last.

“You call it a shell? I call it the crust,” a customer says.

“The crust? It’s the skin!” another chimes in.

“It’s very clearly the wrapper,” someone else contributes.

While these fiery debates are taking place, my sister is frantically answering phones and my brother is being yelled at in the kitchen by my parents. They’re trying desperately to keep up with all the orders. I ignore all that. I’m just happy to be talking to someone.






2 “WHY DO YOU LOOK LIKE THAT?”


By the age of five, my life as a restaurant kid settles into a comfortable, predictable rhythm.

When I’m not reading books at our little employee table in the dining room, where I occasionally help waitresses fold napkins or make wontons, I’m in our apartment, losing myself to TVO and YTV. In between episodes of Arthur, Art Attack, and The Hit List, I’m reading my sister’s books and treating her Harlequin romances as personal contraband.

There are endless days when I opt to read my books in the dining room. I learn that hanging out in the restaurant means Mum and Dad are more likely to make a little bit extra when customers order. On very good days, they’ll give me little bowls of excess honey garlic spareribs, beef lo mein, or fried rice. I eagerly accept these scraps with outstretched hands.

During the seasons when playing outside is possible in Canada, I happily explore the area behind the restaurant. It’s a rocky parking space full of dangerous things, like the sharp gravel that skinned my knees when I fell while chasing crickets or the exposed nail that pierced through my flip-flops and taught me the word “tetanus.” When I’m not being maimed by my environs, I am digging through the pebbles and grimacing with disgust at the desiccated corpses of flattened frogs that line the street in the spring and summer. My fascination with dinosaurs means I never stop hoping I might get lucky and find a fossil buried somewhere beneath the gravel.



It’s out there, on a sticky, hot day, that I make my first real friend.

Being nine years younger than my sister and seven years younger than my brother means that much of my time is spent in my own company. Although my siblings try their best to nurture me and keep me entertained, they just don’t have enough time in the day for their little sister—not when there is the cash register and customers to tend to, vegetables to chop, and English homework to puzzle through during their informal, unpaid shifts. Even if they could conjure up more time, I am five years old and they are teenagers. They don’t want to spend their free time playing with me when they could be stealing moments with friends at sleepovers or swaying awkwardly at school dances on the rare occasions they don’t have to work.

Since my parents neither know about nor think to enroll us in summer camps or extracurricular activities, it is my responsibility to fill the interminably long summer months on my own.

Just a stone’s throw away from the restaurant is a four-storey building called the Town Square Apartments, which even then looked archaic. The building’s one saving grace was that its apricot trees would grow new life in the warmer months, offering their golden-hued, fuzzy-skinned progeny to us in round, sticky spades.

I find myself on the edge of discovery amongst these tiny stone fruits. With the sun beaming its radiant rays down on me, I chance a look upwards to the sky and am greeted by a pale flash on one of the apartment building’s three balconies. A kid.

I squint my eyes in the sunlight in an attempt to sharpen the image and inhale sharply at the sight. A kid! Her hair is mousy brown and her skin is the sort to easily burn.

I wave up at the girl, who pokes her head over the brick balcony to peer at me with reciprocated curiosity. I shade my eyes with a hand to get a better look.

“Hi!” she shouts, her voice a high, cautious squeak.

“Hi,” I reply, my voice cracking from lack of use. I’m so used to speaking with adults at home in alternating Cantonese and English that speaking to someone my own age feels foreign and exhilarating.

“What’s your name?”

I know to give my Canadian name to this girl over my Chinese name. “Rachel,” I say, leaving May May behind.

“I’m Talia,” she responds. “Don’t go, ’kay? I’m coming down!”

Sweat trickles down my temples as I wait for her to reappear. A few minutes pass and then she’s there, so close I could reach out and grab her bony elbow. She’s taller than me and gangly, all limbs and knobbly knees. I’m instantly captivated by the light dusting of freckles that cover her nose and cheeks, challenging me to start counting and daring me to discover as many different shapes and constellations on her face as I can find.

“I’m six,” she says. “How old are you?”

I tell her I’m a year younger, and she pauses a moment before nodding, as if to say Five. I can work with five.

She gives me an appraising look up and down, and I lean forward to make it easier for her to assess me with her critical eye. I want nothing more than to know what she’s thinking when she looks at me. What does she see? I suddenly care very much what this girl thinks. Is she judging the hack-job mushroom cut my sister gave me under the bright bar lights by the restaurant’s cash register? Is she as taken by my face as I am hers?

It turns out she is.

“Why do you look like that?” Talia asks. “Your eyes are different. They’re small and like this.” She places her fingers at the corners of her eyes and yanks back so they become slits on her face.

I don’t know it yet, but it won’t be the last time someone does this gesture to me. Because it hasn’t become a painful pattern yet and because I don’t know how harmful this can be, I just shrug and say, “I don’t know. I’m Chinese.” I say it simply. I say it without expectation. I haven’t yet learned that saying this truth is enough to elicit a barbed response or taunt. I still say it without immediately tensing up. I say it without fear or shame.

And because she’s still young and hasn’t learned what “Chinese” or “race” is or what it means to be “white” and “not white,” she just gives me a shrug back and says, “Oh, okay! Do you want to play?”



That’s how the Summer of Talia begins.

Those long days bleed into each other, full of pure golden sunshine. Talia and I play with her dolls in her messy apartment while “Step by Step” and “Please Don’t Go Girl” by New Kids on the Block play on cassette tape. One day, Talia drops the volume of her voice to a low, harsh whisper. “There’s a song I’m not allowed to listen to, but my mom listens to it sometimes when she thinks I’m sleeping. Do you want to listen?” she asks conspiratorially, eyes looking past my shoulder at the locked door behind me. Her mother isn’t home.

I nod my assent, equal parts eager to do something bad and stressed to bits about misbehaving. Talia rifles through the plastic tapes before finding her forbidden treasure. She shoves the tape into the boom box.

A series of “Oh, oooh, ooohs” blasts over the speakers. Talia starts to dance and shout along to the lyrics. She grabs me by the hand and pulls me closer to her. “This song is called ‘Let’s Talk About Sex,’ ” she says breathlessly in between her hollering. She’s completely tone-deaf, but I love it anyway.

I am five and don’t really know what sex is, aside from what I’ve caught glimpses of on television and in my sister’s sex education books. My interest is piqued.

“Rachel, do you know what sex is?” she asks me, while Salt-N-Pepa raps about how to make any man’s eyes pop. I nod shyly.

“It’s what husbands and wives do, right?” I ask the question like I’m on a game show. Is this the right answer? I look at her earnestly, desperately wanting to learn a new thing I can pull out whenever I need to impress or show off.

Talia smiles at me, showing off the gaps where some of her baby teeth had once been. “Almost, but it’s not just husbands and wives,” she says. I nod sagely, rich with newfound wisdom. This vital piece of information is logged accordingly in my brain.

“Come on, let’s play house.” She grabs my hand tightly, undeterred by the clamminess that greets her palm. “We’re wives now.”

I quickly learn that “playing house” with Talia is my favourite thing to do in the whole world. There’s nothing I love more than holding her hand and pretending to be wives. I get a fizzy sensation in my belly whenever we do, a feeling that tells me I never want to play with anyone else or do anything other than this. No Polly Pockets or Barbies could ever, ever compare to the feeling of our palms pressed flush together.

Later in the summer, while we run around the apricot trees behind our apartments with the sun high in the sky, Talia says, “My darling wife, let’s play Truth or Dare.”

By then, I had learned that whatever Talia says goes. I was happy to let her take the lead on our playtime as long as she never stopped being my friend. Plus, she was older than me by one full year, and I had it drilled in my head that I must listen to my elders. Usually, what she wanted to do was what I wanted to do anyway, so I didn’t fight against the expectation.

“Okay,” I say, my hand gripped tightly in hers. “Truth.”

“Tell me the truth,” she says. Her face is covered in an even darker smattering of freckles than when we first met at the start of summer. “Do you want to see my butt?”

Without hesitation, I smile widely and nod my head. I flush with pleasure when she gives me a toothy grin in response. She is pleased with my answer.

“Then I dare you to kiss my butt!” she squeals, releasing my hand to pull her dress up and her underwear down.

It’s there and then that I kiss her butt and she kisses mine, and I feel a pure, shocking joy in that warm golden glow of sunlight.

Sadly, our friendship doesn’t last. I learn at school that first graders don’t play with kindergarteners. We grow apart. I discover that girls shouldn’t kiss each other’s butts and that wives and husbands are the norm, not wives and wives. I try to forget how buzzy and happy being with her made me feel.

Without Talia’s company, I go back to hovering on the sidelines at the restaurant, waiting for delicious leftovers. While there, I get to know our eclectic regulars.

There is John the Tailor, the older man who runs the clothing alterations shop across the street, who talks to me about the books I’m reading and challenges me with riddles and puzzles. Sometimes, he buys me books for the two of us to pore over together. He is impossibly kind and easygoing, always giving Dad “chef’s choice” powers over his lunch. Many years later, when a much-older Linh is in a panic because our parents are too busy to drive her back to university, he’s the one who steps in to take her the three hours to Waterloo.

There is Janette, a woman who only eats at our restaurant a few times a year. She’s from Grand Rapids, Michigan, and takes such a fancy to me that when she visits, she brings me boxes full of toys, games, and letters signed, “Your godmother.” She’s the most glamorous woman I’ve ever seen, with highly teased and hairsprayed blonde hair and elegant cursive writing that surpasses the penmanship of even my teachers. I love her and count down the days to when a new box will arrive, just for me. The shine of our arrangement dulls when she starts bringing boxes for my cousins, too. I feel less special after that, hating that this is something I must share.

And then there are the Waldmans. Family patriarch, Jack, and sons Jay, Henry, Peter, and JJ sit at the large round table and drink endless cups of coffee. These men are large and boisterous and fascinating. Even as a child, I take note of how much space they take up—literally, they claim that big, round table in the dining room for hours—and how life to them seems to move at a luxuriously slow pace. They are never rushed or hurried, which is so unlike my parents, whose to-do lists only get longer, never shorter.

Once, while chatting with Peter, I notice a soft, fleshy nub at the base of his neck. Too young to know about decorum or boundaries, I point to it and ask, “What’s that?!” Before he can respond, my childlike curiosity gets the better of me, and I grab the lump with my fingers and pull with the force and power of all our gods and ancestors combined. To my horror and awe, the skin gives way, pulling apart from poor Peter’s neck in a flash of crimson. His shocked face tells me I have just done something very, very bad, but his good-natured laughter, and the laughter of his brothers and father, ease my anxiety.

“Thank you, Rachel, I was looking to get that removed,” he says, patting my head and keeping any pain he feels off his face even though I literally just ripped his skin tag clean off his neck. We give him a Band-Aid and he gives us a tip on the way out, cementing his place in Phan family lore for all time.

Despite appearing rough, with their grease-stained jeans and calloused hands, the Waldman men are kind and soft. I watch them when I should be reading. I am pleased when they ask me questions. Because I am a weird kid, I descend on their table the moment they leave in the hopes that by doing so, I can somehow absorb their way of life—a life where one can sit for hours with family and just talk and enjoy one another. I sniff their seats out of desperation, already missing their presence and hoping for their return. I don’t know how to explain why their departure would sometimes cause a piercing ache to run through my gut, except that it felt like my substitute family had also left me behind.

When that inexplicable gnawing pang gets to be too much, I retreat to my books or to my siblings or to the endless number of white women who float in and out of the restaurant as May May Inn waitresses, and in and out of my life as a result. There is Lisa, and Anne-Marie, and Bonnie, and Nathalie, and Michelle, and all of them teach me something about patience and kindness. These temporary mothers show me that parenting needn’t always be a full-time job, but one that can be accomplished in shifts.

Instead of camp counselors or piano teachers, these are the adults who shape me and are etched into my memory as I grow up.



As we settle into a routine at the restaurant and Kingsville becomes home, we learn that there are few things people in our town love more than hockey.

Parents will bring their children, most often sons, to the restaurant after their hockey games. Wins are celebrated with incessant, open-mouthed chattering over steaming plates of food, whereas losses are a more sullen, quieter affair.

Customers will come in asking us if we watched the big game. If we say no, we are met with incredulity. Suspicion. Don’t we know that hockey is the top way to perform Canadianness? No, of course we don’t, just look at us. It isn’t long before Mum and Dad’s Chinese movies are replaced with Hockey Night in Canada and my mother’s exasperated cries of “Are you kidding me, Toronto?”

Since we are so close to Windsor, which shares a river with Detroit, most people are part of two warring factions: Toronto Maple Leafs fans and Detroit Red Wings fans. There was never any doubt about which team we’d choose. Even though the Leafs are probably cursed, having gone decades without lifting the Stanley Cup, and even though the Red Wings at the time were the much better team, we never questioned who we would root for.

Toronto’s rivals on the ice become our sworn enemies in our hot kitchen as we stand around the TV, our hands clenched into fists, our shoulders hunched toward the screen like it’s the North Star. Mum even makes up her own jingle for the Leafs to the tune of “The Muffin Man.”

“I hate Detroit!” we say with rabid intensity. We are entranced and invested. Our blood boils with the righteous fury that comes with being long-suffering Leafs fans.

“I hate Boston!” Mum says during other games. She pronounces it “Bossington.”

No matter how many first-round playoff series the Leafs lose, we remain committed to them as a symbol of our unwavering commitment to Canada. We commiserate with customers who also foolishly bleed blue and white. We discover the Toronto Raptors and Toronto Blue Jays along the way. We fall in love with tennis, and later, Mum adopts Canadian athletes Denis Shapovalov, Felix Auger-Aliassime, Bianca Andreescu, and Leylah Fernandez as her children. We root for Canadian teams on the international stage.

Although none of us plays sports, we fall in love with the games, the team spirit, the community. We cherish the ability to hold a conversation with our customers, to feel like we belong.




The first time a teacher asks me for a parent’s signature, I bring the document home, hoping I might catch my parents during a slow moment. I have been raised to respect my elders and their rules, so I feel an excruciating push-pull between not wanting to bother my parents and doing what my teacher asked.

“Just forge it,” my brother tells me while I patiently wait for Mum to finish her kitchen prep and clean-up.
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