“Irish Voices” (Wednesday 3 October 2018): A Cha Reading
www.asiancha.com

STEPHEN

ROWLEY

House of the Dead (1)
by Stephen Rowley
Not much is left of days spent by the grate
The warm hearth, with back pressed against your knees
The soft touch, the whispers, the sighs of ease
That rocking motion of a life come late.
Not much to hold back insidious ticks
Seeping through papered cracks to inundate
Vast place, past space, quick to implicate the
Sorry soul sat numb behind hollow bricks.
Not much, but these are the sum of my share
When a shrewd reckoning must be given
They may shore me against oblivion
Now that the fire be gone, and the grate bare.

Inside
by Stephen Rowley
Inside my mother’s coat
Were warm odours of eau-de-cologne
Folded petals of faded flowers
And nicked cigarettes
A world on the outside
Beamed through a button-hole
Sound dumbed by the body
A hushed boat in a bottle
My head wed to the crater of her hip
Bobbing gently as we walk home
On an inhospitable night
A float on the sea of tranquillity.
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The String-Pullers
by Stephen Rowley
True, Sandy Row never produced many
Prime Ministers, in fact, none
It has produced the weft and warp
Of linen works, the prime combinations
Of a design difficult to discern
For those at the mercy
Of the stabbing shuttle.
Not sharp enough to detect
The mercantile orchestrations
In the name of the Lord above
Too slow to learn that
God is money, not love
That cleanliness is next to godliness
But has more to do with decent plumbing.
My mother cleaned the houses of the grand
And had occasion to examine their facilities
She brought home stories, and leftovers,
Of select dinner-parties
Where, as she waited on the
Lords of industry,
She overheard inspired proposals
For a prosperous province
The workers were of course included
Being dual-purpose
In labour-intensive ventures
Aimed ultimately at expending labour.
You have to take your cap off
To the string-pullers
Not even the Lamb knows

He is a god-send
Set-up in a sub-let
Room of their many mansions
Ready for sacrifice.
Natural to drop the eyes, sir,
In such well-appointed company
Normal to walk with your back to the wall
Juking round corners
Seeing their coast is clear.
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The Hard Men
by Stephen Rowley

Toilet Blues
by Stephen Rowley

There were no hard men in our street
By the time the Stones hit the scene
I mean, the hard men as my da knew them
With braces and broad-buckled belts
Tugged a couple of holes
Too tight round the waist
Steel-capped shoes with steel-tipped heels
Tapping out time for food
On the hall floor tiles
Protecting them from domestic obligation.

My Da and me stood for hours in the shelter
At the back of the house which split in two
On the left, the black coal-hole
On the right, the limed toilet
Neither of us tempted
By the one seat on offer
Night was lit up by the stars
And the rapid eruption
Of a sonic code
Bars of Morse
Audible flashes of cognition
We talked calmly, reverently
Of familiar things
Quiet mouthings to the God
Of incomprehensible doings
Wondering why we were there
Leaning against a toilet wall
Partly exposed to the night

Thin-lipped and thick-limbed
They made an economy of explanation
As they quietly dug the gender trench
Riveted to a malevolent silence
Carried in the piece-box home
From the Yard
Where the right to work
Was coupled with a right to fight
At the Somme
Or any corner of a foreign field
Which remained forever foreign.

My da had been there before
But he was no lover of the brave ballad
Nor one for recrimination
We listened fast
To the fatal whispers and whinges
Of winged missives
Deadly confirmation of the rumours
That there would be firing up the Pass

By the late sixties
The hard men
No longer strutted the streets
Succeeded by nightstalkers
Shadows of the partly bricked-up
Semi-attached shells
Spectres sliding through the dark
To prey upon those
In the wrong place after the midnight
stroke
Popping purple hearts and burping bottled
coke
Not one could honestly pay for.

He glanced at his vigilante stick
Propped against the toilet seat
As the noise increased
He tried to tower over me
To blot out traces of the light
Even though he was a small man
Who knows how long we stood
In that fearful communion
But from the dead of night
Came a silent resolution that
When day would come again
We would never more be found
Exposed in that very private position.

Maybe if the hard men had spoken…
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MICHAEL

O’ S U L L I V A N

EXTRACT ONE: LOST MEMORY
I’m taking a five-litre tub of white masonry paint out to the old pebbledash wall a few doors down from
Hennessy’s old home. A dividing wall between our driveways up on Stream Hill in Dillons Cross. No bigger
than a child. Waist high on our side, chest high on the neigbours. Those cowboy builders sold me the lie the
wall was saturated. Told me the garden was soaking up water and the water running into its foundations. I
never did get his real name. Mick he said call him. Never a surname. Surnames were like dirt between friends,
between Corkmen. Later on my friends said they were the Hanleys, a well-known family from the Travelling
Community. Others say they were from Ballyvolane.
He’s standing at the wall, his face a dirty brown, his belly tight under the faded navy polo-shirt. His hair a
tight, frizzy brown.
-Didn’t Thomas feckin’ put up those concrete supports on his side. Too afraid to come near ye so he was.
Sure didn’t he think you were a bit uppity. C’mere to me. I don’t like to be saying now but sure it’s the word
around. They never feckin’ see ye. You’re always away foreign. The only solution. Lose the garden.
-You’re saying I should lose the whole thing?
-The whole feckin’ thing. It’s feckin’ saturated. It’s a feckin’ sponge.
He walks down to the end of the path and stares down the narrow hill as if he’s waiting for something. He
kicks a bit of loose concrete on the path with his worn work boot, already destroying our property.
-Are ye married out there?
-I am yes.
-To a foreign girl?
-Yes, a Hong Kong woman.
-Would she come back? Back here?
-Well, we’re discussing it. The plan was ye see…
-Would ye leave her if she wouldn’t?
-Well…
No one has ever asked me that. I try to get back on track.
-So it’s 4 for the path, is it?
-Ah, Mike, Mike. Don’t be coddin’ me.
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Before I respond, he moves down along the path, the tongues on his caterpillar boots flapping. He stops in
front of the house. He starts picking a bit of the loose pebbledash off the front wall.
-See that. D’ye see that. The rain gets in there now, freezes and pushes out the plaster. All has to be replaced.
We could do a job for ye on that. Skim the whole lot. Scaffold up here. Scaffold there. I’m telling ye. Do the
path and the front o’ the house. You won’t know yerself.
-So, ye said it was 4 for the path.
-Mike, I’m telling ye, don’t be coddin’ me now. Are ye feckin’ serious. Are ye? 10 for the path and garden.
Are ye feckin serious?
-10? You said 4 yesterday. There’s no way I can do that. That’s way beyond what ye told me. Look we better
stop the whole thing.
He starts leaning on the plaster of the house. He’s looking down at the ground as if he’s steadying himself.
-Look it. Mike. Mike. I’m not coddin’ ye. I’m going through a feckin’ divorce. The bitch left me. Took a
house for a millun. Brand new house for a millun. Broke me back so it did. Left me with the 6 kids.
-I’m sorry. I’m sorry to hear it. It must be a real shock.
He starts moving off again down the path towards the road.
-I’m off Mike. Big job down in Ballyvolane. Tomorrow
With the phone pushed into his big, sweating head he’s already walking backwards down the hill.
-Seamus will ye feckin’ tell them I’m coming.
We haven’t agreed anything and there’s a lump off my front wall and my path.
Before we could talk again they had a JCB digger in the driveway and half the garden dug out.

* Now I’m going out with the tin of paint the first sunny day in May. Rain clouds start gathering with half
the wall still to paint. Gusts of wind pass along the wall buffeting the dust cloth pinioned to the driveway
with the 5 spare paving blocks they left behind. The sun spears the clouds and the new coat of white suddenly
lights up. I’m enjoying the novel sensation of warm Cork sunshine when my father joins me.
-Painting is relaxing. I’m like you Dad painting the huge gable wall in Mayfield each year.
I say it again thinking I might have been unclear.
-I’m like you Dad painting that huge gable wall in Mayfield each year.
-What’s that? What wall? Sorry. No. Sorry.
-That big wall you used to paint every few years with a five-inch brush. You painted it cream.
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He stares down at the base of the wall, trying to recover some vague memory of what I describe.
He looks up again as if to admit defeat. His eyes weary. It’s as if he’s been accepting this a long time to
himself.
-I’m sorry. No. It’s gone.
I try to make as little of it as possible.
-Do you want to do a section? Do the top. Mind your clothes. I need to stand up for a second.
I hand him the brush. I wanted to get Dad thinking about all the painting he’d done all through his life. In
the houses in Sidcup, Bray, Glanmire, Mayfield, Montenotte. I give him the brush. He steps forward and
takes it up. He’s slow to start but then he’s dancing with the brush, drawing it back and forth in wide
brushtrokes with great flair and skill. He’s like a child painting for the first time, the strokes getting more
pronounced. Soon the top of the wall is all finished. I can see the relief on his face. Surely he’s reliving the
feeling of having painted before. Maybe he even remembered that wall in Mayfield. That gable wall. It was a
wall I kept returning to because of Dad’s perseverance in a housing estate where we went hungry and got
targeted. Made to crawl on our hands and knees with all the lights round the house so the boys of the estate
wouldn’t think we were inside. It was Halloween and we didn’t want any trick or treating. All because my
mother spoke different. So I go back to Dad working the long hours on that wall as a gesture of defiance.
Knowing there would be graffiti on it in the morning. Him at the top of the wooden ladder, his back to the
whole estate. Silver heights Avenue falling away behind him to the valley below and the long road down to
Tivoli and SilverSprings. He’s coming in after a long day of painting with spots of cream all through his
auburn hair and across his face and hands like marks of battle. The hairs of the 5-inch brush in his hand are
curved like a scimitar from the shape of the wall and the hard yards of pebbledash. Now as I watch him paint
our wall at Stream Hill I’m sad for the memory he can’t recall. A memory only I have now, a memory breaking
free from the clutches of collective memory even as I harness it here to the page and run it into the ground
until it sticks. What happens when memories that bind us die? Does part of me also die off with a memory
no longer shared? Time comes along like the JCB of those cowboy builders. I can see Mick now in the
driver’s seat. His feral passion driving the jaws of the digger into the rich soil of our garden. Prestige Paving
they called themselves. Time comes along like them and piston drives the century old loamy sods apart,
reducing them to mounds of black soil, cracked concrete slab, and weed ready only for compost for another
man’s garden.
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EXTRACT TWO
Rick Feather
“Good” ‘GOOD” “GOOOOOD”
Pointed Yip Waiming
On KLM Flight F6765 Amsterdam to Hong Kong
At Rick Feather’s New Zealand Organic butter cartridge,
Trying to get conversation going with the only
English word he knew.
Feather eventually worked out the intent
And dutifully peeled back the foil cover of the cartridge,
Dug his cheap plastic fork in,
And lathered butter on the disemboweled bun
For the entire economy carriage to see.
Smiling back at Waiming with a, “Ho sic, Ho sic”.

Waiming almost fell backwards through his economy seat,
Hearing Cantonese from the lips of a gweilo,
Rub it in, don’t give in now
-‘moisi ngoi dee guandonghua ‘m ho
Waiming fell backwards again
Gesticulating at his good wife
Like a man drowning and flailing for his life,
Fell backward into his 4 extra inches of economy legroom,
Inches he had worked long hours of overtime for,
Cutting miles of sheet metal
On the site of Dongguan’s former sex trade,
Converting former massage parlours
Into reinforced concrete mausoleums for the nouveau riches
Or 雅皮士 Yǎpíshì,
Or what they call in Hong Kong, locusts;
Smiling manically at his wife beside him,
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He finally found language again,
That word of English that had won him
Such favour from incomprehensible gweilos,
“Good” “GOOD” “GOOOOOD”.

Rick tried a new place for breakfast
The morning after he landed -Dan, dosti, Gafe
-Sanwichy?
-Together?
-Dan, dosti, gafe?
What is the feckin Cantonese for scrambled?
I’m feckin’ scrambled meself
-Dan mixie, mixie-uppy!
-Sandwichy, together.
-Hai, hai
Just give in,
Take the feckin’ togethery sanwichy,
- Okay, sanwichy togethery.

The Hong Kong road trip movie is waiting to happen.
Rick Feather must make it happen.
He can picture it like it’s already out of
Post-production.
Circles of infinite regress
And burning heat,
A steering wheel like a curled hot poker,
Too hot to handle.
The endless road movie down the Sai Sha Road,

8

“Irish Voices” (Wednesday 3 October 2018): A Cha Reading
www.asiancha.com

Taking in the infinitesimal, incremental differences
Of villages along the Sap Sze Heung,
The gradations of colour and custom,
Taking us from rural Hong Kong to Mainland China,
The subtle interstitial points on the politometer
From relative freedom to serfdom.

On the Luk Chung Weung Road,
First stop on the tour
From Sai Kung side,
Rick Feather hiked
High to the summit near the mobile towers,
Crickets chirping like an insect orchestra
For the start of day on June 10th, 2017.
He makes for a path off the main fork
Where two roads lead to separate
Routes of the Maclehose Trail.
The tessellated grey concrete of the road comes to
An end at a clearing of mud and new shoots
Of grass spearing out of the still moist soil.

---

Whitewashing was the new black in Hong Kong,
Whitewashing was on tram sidecar posters,
On MTR property posters of Legendria Pavilion,
Where a white man and a white woman and a white child
Prowled separately in market combat poses,
In some digitally manipulated interior floorspace

9

“Irish Voices” (Wednesday 3 October 2018): A Cha Reading
www.asiancha.com

On some imagined 57th floor of real estate heaven,
Towering above the furnaces of congested living in Choi Hung,
Where Rick liked to wade during the humid rainy seasons
Of June and July
Cloaked in an extralarge LLBEAN windsheeter stolen from an American girlfriend
That covered nearly all his white flesh.
He liked walking up real close behind queues of the working poor
Squelching home through the puddles off the buses at Choi Hung
Into their public housing estates and dai pai dongs,
Smelling the sweat and nicotine fumes, inhaling the Cantonese,
The indistinct incomprehensible babble he told himself
Became more comprehensible day by day,
Eating their minced pork and their chickens’ feet soup,
Trying to prove to himself that if caught by the powers that be
The people would at last see that here was one whitey who ain’t doin’
No whitewashing y’hear in this here fine establishment sir. No siree.

Rick’s second stop on his grand tour of Hong Kong,
Followed the route of the exiled Tang Dynasty poet Han Yu in 819.
Legend has it that sitting on the summit of Hong Kong’s CastlePeak or Tuen Mun Shan
He wrote some of his finest prose.
Feather recited aloud the only lines of Han Yu that spoke to him
“In light rain, Heaven Street is moist like butter,
The grass is green from afar, but not nearby”.
They reminded him of the Irish poetry his grandfather reeled off:
“Is glas iad na cnoic I bhfad uaim”
Far away hills look green.
He thought back to the first peoples of Hong Kong, the Ches,
How he had taken up residence in the ancient village of Che Ha for 3 years.
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On his first day the wife of one of the village elders showed him the village well,
“This well goes back 27 generations”.
Feather liked to jog past it each morning
After he rose from another hot night of troubled sleep.

Feather’s third stop on his
Road trip of Hong Kong,
Followed the route of the fleeing Sung Dynasty in 1277 to what was the Kai Tak Airport,
A region now called Sung Wong Toi or the Sung Emperor’s Terrace,
Ancient shady spot of the penultimate Sung Emperor Duanzong,
Where from the 11th moon of 1277 Kowloon and the “uninspiring island to the south”
Were part of a united China under Kublai Khan ruled from Beijing.
The 11 year-old Sung Emperor taking his rest under the giant rock
that later had his characters carved into it,
The young boy staring up into the care-worn faces of his guardians,
“There truly are eight mountains here under which eight dragons must sleep”
Only for the one sycophantic guardian to reply,
“No your majesty, there are 9; you are the ninth”
- Gau Lung, 9 dragons, Kowloon Tall tales to humour a boy emperor passed on as lore to silence a people.

Duanzong, lazing in the fields and bamboo groves of Kwun Foo Cheung,
Dreamed of his former home in Hang zhou
With his brothers round him and the lakes leaning towards the South China Sea glistening at sundown,
Unaware of the dying Empire hanging round his neck,
Daily being hunted by Kublai Khan and his bloodthirsty Mongols,
Imagining how one day the mountains about him might rise with the flames of dragons,
Never knowing how to populate his dream
With the dragon-jets and towering-skyscrapers of Heung Geung the flagrant harbor
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Into whose water he would fall as he made his last escape for Lantau Island on the royal barge.
His last inglorious steps off the land of Kowloon one rainy November day in 1277
Marking the last steps of a Sung Emperor on the Mainland of the Middle Kingdom.

Rick Feather read the lines of the collapse of his own family
In the characters on the stone lintel preserved from the Emperor’s Resting Place,
Crammed in under towers of hospital wards and wire netting.
Rick Feather knew what it was like to lose a family, to lose a father, to lose children.
A 50-something US expat who had done the rounds in Asia as a sundown cowboy
After his wife of twenty years had left him back in Berkeley mid-levels,
He had put family behind him to discover how to live independently
As a part of the problem, as part of the whitewash or shitewash,
In an Asia the West just couldn’t put down, or get, or imitate,
Or molly-coddle, or fool, or cheat, or bomb, or fear any longer.
He was going to travel the lengths of this patch of Asia,
Bathe in its nature, it’s sweat-inducing nature, and bring out for himself,
Not for no one else but himself, its enduring, mind-ensnaring tenacity and order.
He wanted to get it for himself if it was the last thing he did,
So help me God!
Far from the betting halls, and the casino wheels, and the dancing girls, and the drugs,
Far from the ladyboy beaches and the lazysusan banquet halls,
And the sharksfin soup and the ivory chopsticks,
And the rhino horn heels and the wild-pig tusk mobile phone covers,
And the bespectacled nation of machine-like kids
With their indolence and innocence being shoe-horned into channels
Of learning like the MTR tracks taking so many of their young lives.

12

