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Michael Leung

Y

at has been living in Hong Kong for almost six years
and always shopped at local street markets for all his
groceries. He admired how those monolithic green metal
boxes transformed into vibrant and multicoloured displays
of fruits and vegetables, and also hubs for neighbourhood
gatherings.1 For Yat a typical weekday would be replying to
emails in the mornings, going out to buy groceries around
11:30am and cooking lunch in his home studio kitchen.
Today Yat is back in London for a group exhibition at
an institute for contemporary arts. He is showing a singlechannel video piece that responds to the new austerity cuts
imposed by the re-elected British government. Valerie, an
artist that Yat once shared a studio with, kindly pulled out
the sofa bed and invited him to stay for a couple of weeks
in her spacious studio in Stoke Newington.
On this rare visit back to the UK, Yat decided to go to
Waitrose, the food division of Britain’s largest employeeowned retailer, on the first day of the exhibition setup.
Walking into the supermarket Yat was overwhelmed
by the number of corporate social responsibility leaflets
that welcomed him at the entrance, the fragrant fruits
and vegetables section, the cleanliness of the meat and
fish counters, the friendliness of the delicatessen staff,
the diversity of jams and honeys on the shelves, the
smell of freshly baked baguettes protruding from handwoven wicker baskets and the subzero temperatures of
the frozen foods section (the cold reminded him of the
air-conditioning in Hong Kong that he still cannot

climatised to).
Whilst meandering through all 19 aisles, he accidently
bumped into a woman dressed in a green waxed-cotton
jacket. He apologised and she walked away. They first made
eye contact at the fruit section whilst she picked up a box of
seasonal strawberries and Yat an avocado. They met again
at the delicatessen counter where she ordered an organic
spinach quiche and Yat, a Scotch egg. Their next encounter
was at the bakery section where they both picked up freshout-the-oven hot cross buns. Yat smiled as he handed her
the stainless steel tongs. She returned the smile, slightly shy,
before putting the sticky bun in the brown paper bag.
A member of staff ushered people towards the automated
checkout counters, where customers operated them
reluctantly. A teenage sales assistant stood in the middle
of the eight counters, constantly troubleshooting confused
customers. As Yat queued up he couldn’t help thinking
that the sales assistant was doing a type of performance, a
Bauhaus dance to the electronic beeps, in an enclosed space
between each automated cashier.2
Yat made sure that he scanned the Waitrose card that
his mum lent him before inserting the total amount of
£6.89. This entitled him to a complimentary tea or coffee
which will go perfectly with his hot cross bun. He waited
for the dancer to get him an empty paper cup. As he waited
patiently he noticed the woman with green waxed-cotton
jacket paying at the counter next to his, and counted in his
head that this was now their fifth encounter.
Yat observed the items that she was scanning: Pink Lady

apple, organic spinach quiche, hot cross bun and a can
of coffee. He hated canned coffee with a vengeance and
blurted out, “Excuse me, I’m really sorry to disturb you
but I have this card and was wondering if you would like
to have a complimentary coffee instead.” Yat wasn’t usually
this outspoken. Before leaving Hong Kong he visited a
community recycling initiative in Yuen Long and decided
to minimise as much waste as possible, whenever possible.
This included cans.
The woman smiled and said, “Thank you, that’s very
kind of you,” put the can aside and suggested that they
could perhaps have their lunch together in the park by the
church nearby. Yat kindly accepted her lunch invitation
before she introduced herself as Amy.
Yat, now with two complementary empty paper cups,
walked with Amy to reception where they made their free
drinks, before walking together to the park.
Towards the end of the lunch hour, Amy brought out
a Swiss army knife and halved the sweet Pink Lady apple
with Yat.
At the end of the week, Amy visited the opening of Yat’s
group show. At the opening, she congratulated him on
the exhibition and told him that she really liked his video,
especially the Velvet Underground song that he used.
Before Amy left, she said bye to Yat and asked him if he
wanted to have lunch with her next Monday. Yat smiled
and said that he’ll bring his Waitrose complementary card.
They kissed each other on both cheeks and were already
looking forward to seeing each other again.
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