Seldom do journalists hit stop on the Dictaphone and think “bloody hell, that was easy,” yet my interview with former Neighbours actor Michelle Ang is just so.  There are no awkward pauses, one-word answers or, worse, the knowing tap-tap of the watch as our discussion nears the end of its allotted time.  Instead, she chats openly for an hour on a variety of subjects, from her chocolate addiction to life in front of the Neighbours cameras and her fears about the impending Black + White shoot.


“It’s this Monday, and I must admit I am a little nervous about it,” says Ang.  “In fact, I’ve been on a strict diet.  “So why take the plunge?  “I’m the sort of person who is game for anything, and I’d left Neighbours, and thought it was a good opportunity to bump up my profile while I take some time out.”


Unlike many of her predecessors on the show, who used Network Ten’s long-running soapie as a springboard to pop stardom, Ang left the show to return to university.  “I’d only signed up for nine months,” she says,  “because I knew at some point I would have to finish my degree (in science and commerce).”  “Which explains why Ang is on the phone to me from her student flat in Wellington, in her native New Zealand.  “I know, I know, It’s a bizarre way to forge an acting career,” she laughs, “but I am determined to finish my studies first and then think about my next move.  Don’t forget, I’m still only 19.”


Perhaps it’s Ang’s confident telephone manner, or her eloquent responses, but she seems a lot older than her years.  Then again, she has been a performer for most of her life.  As a child she trained with the Royal New Zealand Ballet and was a regular on McDonald’s Young Entertainers, a Kiwi Young talent Time.  Then came a lengthy stint on the post-apocalyptic teen drama The Tribe, and her role as Akemi in the climactic final episodes of the cult series, Xena: Warrior Princess.  “I guess I was destined to be involved in performing in some way.  As a child I was always singing songs and dancing.  I just love the freedom of expression it allows – a form of escapism, if you like.”

Despite her success on Neighbours, Ang is unsure whether acting is the career for her.  “I’m at an interesting crossroads in my life,” she says.  “I want to finish my degree, but I have so many other interests that I’m not sure what to do this evening, let alone as a career.  I definitely want to go travelling, I know that, but I also want to do a feature film, learn about photography, launch my own [fashion] label.  And, somewhere in the mix, squeeze in time to have a boyfriend.”


For the moment, though, Ang is content with the progress she has made with her acting.  “I honestly never though I would be on Neighbours, but when I heard one of their producers had come over to check out some Kiwi talent I jumped on an overnight train to Auckland, and arrived at the audition looking dishevelled and without even having a shower.”  And as luck would have it, Jan Russ, assistant producer on the show, decided it was bleary-eyed Ang that she wanted, and cast her as Lori Lee a few months later.


“I thought she had a wonderful natural quality, and looked great on camera,” says Russ, “and she repaid my faith in her.  In fact, she did wonderfully well during her time with us, and we were very sorry to see her go.”  Ang is equally glowing in her praise of her former employers.  “Meeting all the cast and crew for the first time was surreal.  I remember watching the show as a kid, and I had to pinch myself when I walked on set for the first time.”


Fortunately for her, she wasn’t the only new kid on the block.  Fellow New Zealander Jay Bunyan, who played her on-screen boyfriend Jack Scully, had been on the set only a week before her arrival.  Naturally they hit it off – eventually sharing an apartment together.  “Jay was a big help during my time in Melbourne.  He helped me with my lines, and understood if I didn’t feel in the mood to chat.  It was also helpful that it wasn’t just me who was the butt of the sheep jokes.”


Though the recognition and the money were plusses, the best thing about Neighbours, says Ang, was the opportunity to see the techniques of her more experienced actor colleagues.  “I learned a lot from working with Janet Andrewartha [Lyn Scully] and Ian Smith [Harold Bishop] – they passed on some very helpful tips.


There were a few negatives along the way, however.  As Ang got more involved in the show’s storylines – including losing out to Delta Goodrem in a love triangle and being temporarily paralysed – she grew increasingly frustrated with the fast turnaround of the filming process.  “While it was very professional, there was not as much creative stimulation as I would have liked, and that was frustrating.  I felt, at times, that we were churning it out rather than getting it perfect.  I’m my own worst critic, you see, and would find it incredibly frustrating that I couldn’t re-shoot something that was already airing to the nation.”


Ang denies that this was a factor in her decision to leave, pointing out that the show’s scriptwriters have left it open for her return.  “It was nothing like that, I just felt it was the right time to leave.  So they came up with the pregnancy storyline.”  (Lori conceives after a drunken fling with Irish cad Connor and, conveniently, returns home to NZ to have the baby.)


Though her last episodes screened in mid-July, Ang still has to contend with being recognised in the street.  “I often get the double-take, which I find hilarious.  And, like last night when I was out partying with friends, I also get guys coming up and giving it the ‘aren’t you off the telly?’ chat-up routine.”  Her reaction?  “Depends on what they’re like!  If they’re good-looking I will get them to buy me a drink, but they’re sleazy no-hopers I just flash them my best ‘do I know you?’ smile.


Though she has two years of her degree to complete, it seems unlikely that Ang will be able to stay out of the spotlight for long.  “I did an interview with the BBC recently and there was mention of me being linked to a part on the next Harry Potter film, which I find hysterical!” she laughs.  “I am more likely to be on tv’s biggest bloopers after flipping over the handlebars of my bike on my first day filming on Neighbours.  I know it’s going to come back and haunt me at some point.”

