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            Q. What is the difference between a duck?

            A. One leg is both the same.

            – A joke my father liked
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               The Hero

            

            
               
                  Snapshots remember those far days for me:

                  days when the camera doted on me

                  and could not keep its eye off the little hero.

               

               
                  Behold the squirm of newness and fragility

                  in my mother’s arms, as she stands on a lawn

                  I do not recognise, with a picket fence

                  and the hills of Hong Kong in a faint haze behind her.

                  Small, slender, spryly poised

                  in a pair of low-heeled, two-tone shoes,

                  she returns the gaze of the photographer,

                  while I, her first-born, her prize exhibit,

                  appear to be keeping my thoughts to myself

                  with a smile so cryptic you might call it smug.

               

               
                  Big-headed centre of attention!

               

               
                  In later shots, as crown prince

                  of a realm from which I am destined to be exiled,

                  I take my first steps, swagger in nappies,

                  fondle the muzzle of Butch, our bull terrier,

                  ride a four-wheeled wooden horse,

                  look scared of the sea, and throw a quoit

                  on the deck of a boat going heaven knows where –

                  none of which I could now recall

                  were it not for photography’s eternal present.

               

               
                  A present with a future in it –

                  seventy years of future, and counting –

                  hidden from the questing infant hero

                  ever more deeply as time goes by.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Shut-eye for the Old Man

            

            
               
                  Afternoon naps plunge deeper, deeper,

                  swallowing the listless sleeper,

                  dragging him down to regions where

                  woes and worries disappear

                  and seventy years are borne off on

                  currents of oblivion.

               

               
                  Like a baby in a cot

                  left out in some shady spot,

                  index finger pressed to lips

                  for comfort, blithely supine, he kips

                  an hour or less on the settee.

                  Please don’t disturb him. Let him be.

               

               
                  His withdrawal is so profound,

                  he may appear as good as drowned;

                  yet all too soon the interlude ends

                  when he resurfaces with the bends,

                  jolted groggily into light

                  from daytime’s false but friendly night.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Language of Babies

            

            
               
                  Or, more strictly,

                  languages, plural.

                  For every baby

                  is its own tribe

                  and speaks its own language,

                  which nobody taught it

                  and which it makes up

                  as it goes along.

                  Problems of communication

                  naturally arise,

                  between them and us,

                  between one baby and another.

                  You’ve seen some infant

                  introduced

                  to a potential ally:

                  their mutual suspicion

                  like that of ambassadors:

                  respectful, at best,

                  gravely watchful and silent;

                  at worst, setting off

                  wails of alarm.

                  Parents and the rest of us,

                  in our inability –

                  unwillingness sometimes –

                  to grasp what babies are saying,

                  too often provoke

                  that state of war

                  when they start to bawl,

                  go red in the face,

                  wriggle violently,

                  thrash out and knock

                  their food to the ground.

                  How much happier they seem,

                  left to burble to themselves.

                  Eventually, at first

                  by faltering stages,

                  then more rapidly,

                  they learn how to speak to us:

                  a good and necessary

                  development, no doubt,

                  but what is sad

                  is that they altogether forget

                  the language they first knew,

                  with its cries of various

                  pitches and volumes,

                  its sputterings and gurglings,

                  its vocables

                  that were the inspiration

                  of a single moment,

                  uttered once

                  and now lost forever.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Over My Head

            

            
               
                  Ah Fook, my amah,

                  wheels me out in my pram,

                  to meet her friends and clock

                  an hour of gossip and banter

                  in Cantonese.

               

               
                  Quick swat and swap

                  of conversational shuttlecock,

                  while I am

                  the net that fails to catch

                  what flies above me

                  with such zest and ease.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Alphabet

            

            
               
                  My friends were a real dog,

                  a dog on wheels,

                  a teddy and a monkey,

                  but my favourite had three legs:

                  a small blackboard

                  propped on an easel.

               

               
                  The alphabet ran deasil –

                  that is, in clockwise order –

                  around the edge.

                  Printed in white,

                  it served as both border

                  and system of coordinates

                  for the black space at the centre.

               

               
                  A black space of infinite depth,

                  which the child could enter,

                  clutching in one hand

                  a stick of chalk,

                  and in the other, a damp clout

                  for rubbing out.

               

               
                  Easel, as you probably know,

                  is from the German for donkey.

                  There has been no end

                  to the travels begun on the back

                  of this stalwart friend.

                  Will you join me?
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