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The Reluctant Chinaman 

by Mike Cummins 

 

A baby boy’s plasticine scented little fingers reach up from his pram towards 

the shiny clasps on a box in the luggage rack of the 42A bus; next to him his 

young disinterested mother thumbs a vowel-free message into her mobile 

phone. Two seats behind her two ladies are tut-tutting, occasionally glancing 

over their shoulder towards the back seat of the bus. Across the aisle a 

business man also has his attention distracted by the man with the greying 

stubble sitting on the back seat. The business man does not tut, instead he 

sits quite rage questioning why nobody does something about it; and 

wondering why a good looking young woman is sitting next to the stubbled 

man?   To everybody's relief the door of the driver's cab swings open a few 

inches, the head and shoulder of its occupant leans out, 'You'll have to put 

that cig out, luv,' she shouts towards the back seat. 

There is a moment's tension; the two ladies stare ahead as if unaware of the 

smoke wafting along the bus. The businessman also avoids involvement, 

checking his gold wristwatch without noting the actual time. The stubbled man 

stubs his barely lit cigarette against the melamine wall, there are burn marks 

there where this ritual has played out many times before, and a final vapour of 

defiant smoke rises and vanishes. The bus returns to normal; a steel box of 

strangers with nothing in common but a need to be somewhere else. 

The man on the back seat is Frank Southway, by the calendar fifty-seven; by 

looks sixty-eight; by IQ thirty-four. He is wearing a black tailored suit that has 
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lost its fit over the fifteen years he has owned - and for the most part - worn it. 

The collar is frayed and shiny around the edges from too many scrubs. The 

trouser waist is hidden by Frank's balloon-like belly, pouring over the 

tightened, cracked Italian leather belt that straps him together, contorting his 

bulk in to a shape unintended by nature, like a plasticine man sculpted by a 

one year old. His fingernails are brown and brittle, especially on his right fore 

and index fingers. People used to think he stank of tobacco but since the 

smoking ban this eau du toilette has faded; tonight, like most nights, he stinks 

of cheap Aldi whisky (£7.99 for 75cl, distilled in the Ukraine. Frank doesn't 

care). We're watching him now for a single reason, he's an entertainer, a 

conjurer, a comedy conjurer named Wan Hung Lo to be precise. The name 

used to get laughs by itself, but tastes and humour have moved on leaving 

Frank a working relic of a bygone age. 

As he salvages the concertinaed cig into his jacket pocket he glances at the 

adverts pasted to the dado of the bus: 'Win £1000', '...take part in important 

medical trials', 'Easy Loans', '...become a bus driver'. His eyes rest beneath 

the last advert where his four bruised flight cases are wedged into the luggage 

rack, the child still reaching for the clasp. Which one will he start with tonight, 

thinks Frank?   Sod it, stick to the old routine it’s worked for the past twenty-

one years why change it now. Here is a man scared of change but afraid to 

stay the same; it is a conflict that decided via Ukrainian distilleries. 

In three hour's time he will be totally alone because tonight is Tammy's last 

night as his assistant. He looks at her not with lust or desire but with anger for 

the easy going lifestyle she and her generation seem to have. She has lasted 
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nearly eighteen months, that's good going, but like all of them she is soon off 

to university, this time in Cardiff. Frank knows tonight is her last night in 

showbiz barring a few numbing PowerPoint presentations in a boardroom. 

She may be sitting next to Frank but her iPod, leaking its thumping beats 

takes her to a different place far away from the depressing bus carpeted with 

sodden newspapers along the aisle; shoeprints stomped over photos of 

famous faces. She has straightened her dark shoulder length hair before 

coming out. She does this to avoid wearing the black fringed wig supplied by 

Frank as part of the Oriental themed act. This is an agreed compromised, she 

can leave the wig but the oriental blue silk dress with the sequinned dragon is 

compulsory, part of the act for over thirty years – passed down and altered 

from assistant to assistant - as is the green eyeliner she carries in her makeup 

box. Five years from now she will be practising media law and tonight will be 

looked back on as a marker of how far she has travelled. 

Frank wipes an arc through the germ ridden condensation on the window with 

the back of his hand. It's only 4 o'clock and it's already dark outside, the 

beads of rain clinging to the outside of the window refract the orange passing 

of the street lights. Another six months of this, he thinks, mourning his 

suspended driving license. Suspended, he likes that word it is less 

incriminating than ban. Anyway, he thinks, why can't Tammy drive, she's old 

enough? 

He looks across at her, cut off from the bus in her secluded world pounding 

from the sleek white box of electronics. When the kids have every scrap of 

entertainment at their fingertips who needs a pissed up conjurer?   He feels 
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his breast pocket for his mobile phone, it's still there. He checks it regularly 

but it rarely rings, however today was one of those rare occasions, a brother 

from the Magi putting tonight's gig his way. He might have a text message if 

he knew what one was or how to read it. Apparently he can take photos with 

the phone as well, but of who?   He hates almost everybody, his tepid 

audiences, the judgemental bus passengers, Tammy; but the man he hates 

most is the man in the flight cases, his taunting alter ego and his hackneyed, 

tatty around the edges, scuffed props decades from their prime. He has 

inherited the tricks from a genuine Chinaman, Shi Ji Chun, his last friend and 

mentor. Chun was of the generation that had tricks made for them, when the 

money was good and the acts adored.  

'Hey, watch those cases,' shouts Frank to the young mother as the child flicks 

at the clasp. 

'He's nowhere near your bleedin' cases' 

Tammy sighs, she's seen it all before and knows that there is trouble ahead. 

And here it comes: Frank mouths 'fuck off' as he turns away dismissively, 

more a natural reaction than a considered response; it's a private thought that 

finds its way into public. The two old ladies inhale their shock but worse is to 

come as the young mother, having caught Frank's comment, stampedes 

along the bus. 

'What you saying to me?'  Frank looks back at her, uninterested. 'You got 

something to say, say it to me now!   Not so bleedin' clever now, eh?' 

Tammy is in between the two wishing she was elsewhere showing as little 

interest as she can by turning up her iPod. She knows what is coming next, 
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Frank's temper will erupt, he'll blast the mother with a torrent of rage, but it 

won't be enough, she'll start screaming back at him. This will be the third time 

Tammy has witnessed this scene, sure Frank's opponent changes each time; 

in the Conservative Club it was the retired doctor, it seems that Frank can 

bring out the very worst in everybo- 'Who do you think you're talking to you 

worthless scum, sod off back to your screaming kid and teach it some 

manners, I'm not here to listen to your retarded rants, if you don't want to be 

spoken to like filth then don't dress like it, and keep that kid off my stuff-' his 

face is now red, hairline arteries cracking across his cheeks, his tiny pupils 

locked onto his target. The mother screams a response back, their voices 

cancelling each other out - not words just noise Further down the bus the 

baby is screaming, the ladies look on with shocked superiority. The driver 

opens her door once more just in time to see the mother spit across Frank's 

face, instinctively he lunges past Tammy towards the young woman- 

 

Frank is finally on stage, his environment, surrounded by his apparatus. Like 

his props Frank is disguised as a Chinese artefact; he sweats under the ochre 

greasepaint, beads dripping along his glued on bootlace moustache. The 

spotlight is blinding his view of the audience, he adjusts his bamboo hat as if it 

were a sun-visor. Who is out there?   He squints, accentuating his Fu Manchu 

oriental make up, the audience laughs. 

'Clear!' Suddenly his body convulses, he smashes into a wall. Bleep. 'Again,' 

it's the same voice, precise, well spoken. He can see the audience now, all 

Chinese, all convulsed with laughter. Smack into the wall again, he's 
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somewhere else now, a small curtained cubical. The sound is different, 

laughter no longer echoes. The spot light has gone, replaced by a flat white 

sterile florescent glow. Somewhere nearby is a steady rhythmic bleeping. 

Frank becomes aware of plastic tubing growing from the back of his hands 

and tries to remove it, he can't perform a Hindu Shuffle with that in the way, 

but hands restrain him; he struggles, they'll see the palmed joker, but he is out 

numbered. He has been for many years. Reality carries more magic than 

anything he or his brethren can conjour up. Trap doors, folding blades, optical 

illusions, slight of hand, their secret is only a Google away. But around him 

now are apparatus of such wonder, life giving machines, God in a box. Frank 

doesn't even know what they're called to search for them even if he knew 

what a Google was. It seems so unfair; his magic is stolen from him and 

replaced by a technology beyond his comprehension. He knows now that the 

word has moved on and he is left behind, a relic like his tricks, a theatrical 

stereotype of an Englishman. As the doctors and nurses stabilise him, he 

wonders why they bother. 

 

There are a few distant whispers as Frank regains consciousness on the 

ward. It's so quite, no screaming mothers, no A&E panic, no audience, yet the 

metronomic bleeping remains. There is the scent of pine antiseptic masking 

any natural aroma, any germs. In a few moments he realises where he is, he 

looks around for someone. 

'How are you feeling, Frank?' asks a male nurse, Frank rolls over to face him. 

'What happened?' 
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'You've had a heart attack, a big one, you're in Acute Cardiology'  

'Acute?' Frank looks around, there are another seven beds in the ward and 

each of their patients is asleep, guarded over by white boxes on stands 

counting BPMs and other stats gathered from the clip wired to their index 

finger. 'My cases?' asks Frank urgently, 'where are my cases?' 

'We've not got any suitcases' 

'No, not suitcases, flight cases, big metal boxes' 

'Definitely not seen them, I'll ask around' 

'Tammy will have them' 

'Who's Tammy, your wife?' 

'No, she's my assistant, she must have been with me when I had the attack.' 

The nurse flicks through Frank's clipboard, 'no, you came in alone, we'll need 

your next of kin'. 

'Alone?   Well where is she?' 

A young female Chinese doctor approaches the bed, 'how are you feeling 

today Mr Southway?' 

'Mr Southway was wondering if we've heard from his PA,' says the nurse. 

'No, not a PA, an assistant... I'm a magician-' 

'A magician,' remarks the doctor without expression or interest, 'how 

wonderful, when you're feeling better perhaps you could do some tricks 

around the wards?' 

'Perhaps.' replies Franks curmudgeonly, suddenly eyeing the crumpled fag 

inside the clear plastic bag containing his personal belongings resting on the 

bedside table. 
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'I'm sure she'll be in touch,' says the nurse. 

 

Frank's bus has arrived. He leaves the pine scent behind him ahead lies a 

autumnal mid-afternoon chill. He is free again. He wraps his suit around 

himself. Visitors enter the hospital carrying get well gifts in crunched carrier 

bags. All he got was a single card - Get well soon, your stuff's at the bus 

depot. They'll keep if for two weeks. Love Tammy x - postmarked from Cardiff. 

Two weeks. He works it out in his head – that brings him to today. He looks 

around in dizzy confusion. People flow past him, the overlapping voices mix 

into a deafening mix of pre-show audience noise. The world seemed much 

more as it should now be when he was on the ward.  

 

He looks at the passengers on the bus. Most are pensioners, the others 

mainly students. One lot looking backwards, the other not looking at all, and in 

between sits Frank. This question keeps him awake at night: is there any use 

for a magician in a world of science?   He reads the posters 'Give up 

smoking', 'Rent a home', 'become a bus driver'; there are options he realises. 

When he looks up the bus has passed the depot. He has made his choice and 

he smiles.  


