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Picking Plums
Variations on Hong Kong Nursery Rhymes

our little Jenny
stole a little penny
to buy a bun
muck instead of make-up
crack-pot on her head
just for fun

run run run

run down the road
and pick a plum
sweet sweet plum

good road to run

ginger and coconut sandwich
a dozen kinds of scrambled egg
granny next door—baking a bun
“smell good, son?”

say no, get a smack—on the bum

run run run
run down the road
and get a rhyme
funny funny rhyme

good road to run

little master Jackie

bought some sugarcane, gone all yucky
bought some biscuits, gone all holey
always at the midden getting brooms

in the midden getting strange strange dreams

2004
Translated by Brian Holton
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The Human-faced Olive*

bitter green skin gripping the self tight
and always attracting incoherent encounters
unwilling to be mistaken for olive or cloudberry

always wanting to tell its own flavour

hugs and knocks leave black stripes behind
on the plate they suffer gentle steaming
no longer bothered by slowly-stretching skin

exposing the world-weary face on the kernel

softer and gentler, but they’re summer’s sourness still
infecting a thousand dishes and being infected again
reviving these many years numbed appetites

still looking for a fresh start beyond the banquet

1999
Translated by Brian Holton

* Also known as Chinese dragonplum
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Green Salad

naked strands pour layers of time over green threads
freshly washed, bright n shiny and crisp

search for a curled leaf in the greasy din

open its perplexing colour to find resentment

listen closely and know sadness—

no longer in love with the colour? the pieces too tough
sit here quietly drinking up life, loneliness

taste this tender leaf, so mild and captivating

yesterday’s passion is now an empty seat

as if the purple has rusted into a new colour

swaying shadows are a noise of red-sauce

layer upon layer—and what else is there

sharing a table could mean not sharing the way home
clusters of dew on dawn leaves are worlds apart
banquet blossoms bloom and fade—this we know

carved in gold and jade words can never say it all

knife and fork pick up the strands of age-old entanglements
lean red fat green diluted bitter cabbage

shaggy shoots of bamboo love the yellow pepper

not fond of sweet and glutinous, there’s hot and spicy
cloves of human relationships hide you and me

on a road so long oranges taste like durian

separated by acres of corn we meet here again

light and shadow dancing—stop this glass, this wine

shallow plates teach us how to chew deeply

dabs of rouge revive an old-time grandeur

new and upbeat sounds chattering all around

neon lights a thousand leaves as the conversation turns cold
when you speak soundlessly of licorice of almond yellow

an experience from thick to thin is slowly re-tasted

these days, more than ever, I love this fresh bitterness

holding so many broken pieces in no particular order

1988  Translated by Luo Hui
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