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Introduction

In the western suburbs of Sydney, where the smell of fresh

baguettes meets the heavy rumble of the CityRail trains and the

chatter of a dozen languages, ordinary dreams take root every day.

This is the story of one such dream—quiet, determined, and

undeniably Australian.

Lan Nguyen was born above the clatter of a Parramatta banh mi

shop. Her parents, Thi and Van, arrived in Australia as refugees

with little more than the fierce hope that their children would inherit

a better life. What they built was far more than a sandwich shop. It



became the foundation of a family’s ascent from survival to success,

bridging the gap from sticky milk crates behind the counter to a

polished lawyer’s chambers just streets away.

This novella follows Lan’s journey across three decades. From a girl

wiping sauce-stained tables and memorizing case law between

lunch rushes, to a wife, mother, and founder of her own legal firm.

It is a tale of sacrifice, of balancing two often-clashing cultures, and

of the quiet pride that fills a brightly lit suburban shop when a

daughter’s achievements are finally pinned to the wall beside the

menu.

The story you are about to read was inspired by a single wholesome

Reddit post—a customer’s candid snapshot of a glossy poster

hanging in a banh mi shop, celebrating a young Vietnamese-

Australian woman who had opened her own legal practice. In that

image, and in the thousands of comments that followed, lived the

essence of the immigrant Australian dream: not glamorous, not

without its silent struggles, but real, tangible, and profoundly worth

celebrating.

Lan’s story is unique to her family, yet universal to the landscape of

western Sydney. It reflects the lived experiences of countless

families who turned street kebabs, dumplings, curries, and banh mi

into powerful launchpads. These small, hot commercial kitchens

became the engines that propelled the next generation forward,

funding the heavy textbooks and university degrees that allowed

their children to become doctors, engineers, and lawyers. It is

fundamentally about the patient, back-breaking work of building a

legacy that outlasts the builders themselves.

This is The Parramatta Precedent.



Chapter 1: The Scent of Home

In the pulsing, restless heart of Parramatta, where the shimmering

glass high-rises of Sydney’s second CBD cast long, cooling shadows

over terraced rooftops and baking concrete footpaths, stood a

modest shop. Its hand-painted sign, the red and yellow paint

peeling slightly at the edges, proudly read “Mum’s Banh Mi – Since

1985.” The sensory experience of the shop began long before you

stepped through its glass doors. By five in the morning, the heavy,

metallic screech of the roller door being pushed up would echo

down the quiet street, soon followed by the golden, buttery aroma

of baking bread. It was a smell that wrapped around the chilled

morning air like a warm blanket.

As dawn broke, casting an amber, honeyed glow over the western

suburbs, the shop awakened in a symphony of sounds and scents.

The aroma of sharply pickled carrots and daikon radishes—a biting,

vinegary tang—mixed harmoniously with the earthy, verdant burst

of fresh coriander and the rich, gelatinous scent of sizzling, slow-

roasted pork belly. This fragrant cloud drifted onto the street every

morning like an irresistible invitation, cutting through the exhaust

fumes of early commuter buses. For over two decades, Thi and Van

Nguyen had poured their lifeblood into this shop. They had arrived

in Australia as refugees from Vietnam in 1982, carrying little more

than a fierce, desperate hope, a few heavy gold taels sewn into the

lining of their worn clothing, and the stubborn belief that their

children would never know the hollow, gnawing hunger they had

known.

Their daughter, Lan Nguyen, was born in 1995 in the sterile,

brightly lit maternity ward of Westmead Hospital, just a short,

rattling bus ride from the shop. From the time she could stand on a

faded blue plastic milk crate to peer over the glass display cabinet,



Lan was put to work. Her world was painted in the vibrant colors of

the ingredients: the blinding white of the daikon, the vivid, fiery

crimson of the bird’s eye chillies, the pastel pink of the liver pâté,

and the deep, rich amber of the roasted meats. She learned the

exact, satisfying crunch a perfectly baked baguette should make

when squeezed, a sound like dry autumn leaves shattering. She

learned to slice cucumbers so paper-thin that the fluorescent

overhead lights shone right through them, and she learned to smile

brightly at customers even when the dull ache in her feet crept all

the way up to her knees.

“Study hard, con gái,” her father would say in his thickly accented

English, his voice a low, comforting rumble over the hiss and spit of

the flat-top grill. He would press a warm, crusty roll into her flour-

dusted hands during the rare lulls in the lunch rush. “This shop is

for us. Your future is bigger.”

By the time Lan was in high school at Parramatta Girls, the grueling,

rhythmic routine was etched deeply into her bones. Her mornings

were a blur of navy blue school uniforms hidden beneath a grease-

stained white apron. The air in the shop was thick with the scent of

soy sauce and the bitter, dark roast of Vietnamese coffee dripping

slowly through aluminum Phin filters. Her afternoons were spent

with heavy, dog-eared textbooks balanced precariously on the cold

stainless-steel counter, her highlighters leaving trails of neon yellow

and bright pink across pages of history and legal studies. She read

between the endless chorus of orders: “One pork roll, extra chili!”

“Chicken, no mayo, thanks mate.”

Evenings brought a different kind of sensory overload. The harsh

fluorescent lights hummed a low, electric buzz while her mother

taught her how to navigate the chaotic, colorful aisles of the local

markets. Lan learned to haggle amid the deafening shouts of



vendors, her fingers brushing the damp, green leaves of Thai basil

and the rough, purple skins of fresh shallots. The shop became far

more than a business; it was the family’s beating heart. Regulars—

tradies in high-vis shirts of blinding neon orange and yellow, office

workers in crisp gray suits from the nearby council chambers, and

Indian families from Harris Park smelling faintly of toasted cumin

and sweet cardamom—knew Lan by name. They watched her grow

from a shy girl with dark pigtails to a determined, sharp-eyed young

woman who could confidently debate constitutional law while deftly

wrapping a lunch special in crisp, white paper.

One unseasonably warm spring evening in her final year of school,

the air thick and heavy with the promise of a thunderstorm, Lan

stood at the shop’s front window. The neon 'OPEN' sign buzzed

angrily, casting a blood-red hue over the pavement. She watched

the silver trains rattle past on the elevated tracks, a rhythmic clack-

clack, clack-clack that vibrated through the soles of her shoes on

their way to the glittering city. The Higher School Certificate exams

loomed over her like a sheer, unscalable mountain. Her ATAR goal

was an intimidating 98+. Her parents never demanded it outright,

but their quiet, desperate expectation filled every shadowy corner of

their modest fibro house in Merrylands.

That night, after the metallic screech of the roller door closing, her

father sat at the corner table, counting the faded, colorful polymer

bank notes under the dim, yellowed light of a single bulb. Her

mother was wiping down the laminate tables, the sharp, chemical

scent of lemon bleach masking the lingering smell of fish sauce.

“We left everything behind, crossed a black ocean in the dark, so

you could stand tall here in the light,” her father said softly, his

rough, calloused hands pausing over a stack of twenty-dollar bills.

Lan walked over and hugged him tightly, burying her face in his



shoulder. She inhaled the deeply familiar, comforting scent of him:

a mix of toasted sesame oil, stale sweat, and the exhaustion of a

fourteen-hour workday. In that quiet, dimly lit moment, surrounded

by the hum of the old refrigerators, she finally understood the true,

crushing weight of the immigrant dream. It was not a chain holding

her down, but a sturdy, lovingly crafted bridge meant to carry her

across.

University acceptance arrived in January, in an email that lit up her

phone screen with a brilliant, blinding white glare in the early hours

of the morning. Law at the University of Sydney. Her parents wept

right there in the shop, their tears mingling with the steam rising

from the bain-marie. That day, they joyously served free pork rolls

to anyone who walked through the door, the shop ringing with the

sounds of congratulations and joyous laughter. The poster that

would one day hang proudly beside the bright red menu board was

still years away, but its foundation was already being poured in the

sweat on her father’s brow and the soft, pillowy dough of steamed

buns.

Lan promised herself she would never forget the scent of this place,

not even as she stepped onto the freezing, air-conditioned train

each morning. Wearing her stiff, new black blazer, she hurtled

toward a pristine world of echoing marble foyers, leather-bound

books, and whispered Latin phrases. The suburb of Parramatta

moved and shifted around them—new, glittering glass

developments piercing the sky, the chatter of international students

filling the streets, and the slow, inevitable gentrification that

brought the smell of roasted avocado on sourdough right next to

the rich, star-anise-scented steam of traditional phở. Yet, Mum’s

Banh Mi endured. It was a small, vibrant Vietnamese anchor in a

rapidly changing Australian landscape. Lan carried that anchor with



her, the unmistakable, savory scent of pickled vegetables and

roasted pork clinging stubbornly to her dark hair as she walked

across the manicured, emerald lawns of the sandstone quadrangle

at USyd, forever wondering how she would ever repay the immense,

back-breaking sacrifices that had bought her this very chance.
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