

















well there is that thing impaired:

One year it was bridge,
all Sunday, and one year
infidelity. You have to pay
attention to play bridge.
Things add up, Dummy,
my will wandered off..

"The short line offers many painful turns; seemingly there is less and less to
say. In the next poem the subject remains the same, but the metaphor goes searching
the kitchen cabinets for new terms of expression. “Shelf Life” is, for me, the most
awful of the lot. T am myself a cook, having learned it from my mother, who is an
even finer cook—even as she left my father and destroyed our family, she remained
her own best provider. Bob’s poem hurts me so much I can hardly read it. So let me
move on to the follow-up poem, “Sadnesses”:

His sadness is a mile wide and an inch deep.
It hollows out banks beneath the edge of cornfields,
the stalks toppling like dazed obedient soldiers.

Her sadness is silver broken over rocks in sunlighe,
cascading off granite cliffs, dashing icself into pieces.
She has become a national park of beautiful grief.

Bob pushes the ten-syllable line to brim up and our over into sentences
painfully long—the way a penitential sentence must feel—once begun they must
be served—and I, wary as [ am of this book now in Part Two, begin them with
fear and reluctance. And yet they have a merciful finality about them—the truchs
carried in their metaphors are weights of burden borne over the long march towards
acceptance and a fuller comprehension—and yes, even towards forgiveness:

Mine has disappeared into a field. One day I was sad,

the next I wasn’...

Around pages 38 and 39, the poems turn to new marriage and its joys, new
love, new hopes, new opportunities, a fresh fervor of fun, and the world turns from
relentless gloom and punishment to the happy accidents a happy heart discovers or
reads into any haphazard event. “Accidentals” sounds again like that Bob King at the



bagel factory:

I’ve bought a wrong book to read
at the sidewalk café, mistaking
one Takahashi for another,

Matsuo for Shinkichi, so it’s
an accident. At the corner,
a taxi toots at a dozing car.

Shinkichi, who said once, as a cloud,
“I’m cheerful, whatever happens”
would not honk, but Matsuo, who writes

a man’s tongue “teems with cruel ants,
might honk viciously...

Despite the healingand annealing rurnabout two-thirds of the way through
Part Two, I am eager to plunge into Three, which is called, of course, “Laughing”—
knowing myself how voracious these griefs can become once metastasized. Three
begins with “What It’s Like Now™:

All my first yéung loves are now
old women. Well. One by one

they write to me. I'm getting
smaller, cthey say. Please forget.

te)
sides begging to be forgotten! The second poem in Three is for me the greatest poem

in the book, not only for poets and language scholars but for all students of all the
schools we struggle through as lifelong learners in the book of life. Here are its first
35 lines:

All the poet sides of each of us begging to be remembered, all the people

I love the words of the name red-winged black bird
though my philosopher daughter tells me descriptions
are not real names. And oh I know how the words fail,



turning bright blue prairie blossoms to Spiderwort
a farmer calls Cow Slobber. And I know how lazy
and local we get, talking of buffalo berry, buffalo bird,

buffalo grass, Indian grass or fig. Someone called it
Indian bean, the broad catalpa, a tree I met in Kansas
as a child, that place thar means the wind, wind people,

south-wind people, a tree whose sound meant flowers,
“head wich wings,” in the round mouths of the Creek,
a tree which is Bignonia, imagine, in New Latin, when

we wanted to be neutral as science and hence named
a tree for Abbe Bignon, New Latin librarian
to Louis XIV, hence honoring air again. “Te amo”

my 8" grade girlfriend’s friends dared Jayne to say
which didn’t mean she loved me, since it was
another language. Later, I took Latin and by now

Miss Hixon’s joined Marcus Aurelius who joined,
as he knew he would, three men he names
as learning from and of whom, a footnote says,

“nothing is known” and who, anyway, wrote in Greek
or, for all we know, water. Or the air. Might as well
be air, I've thought, language only a shape of lips.

In Mabel Hixon’s Latin class, Gene sat heavily
beside me in his stained work-clothes, his face
alaborious puzzle over the text, the rest of us

wondering why he read, why he was even there.
At our 40® reunion, he turned out to own
the county’s biggest truck farm, thank you,



planting food in Latin—a union of onions,
the radical roots of the radish—and other tongues,
tomat, batarta, the ancient bha-bha of the bean,

the grains of corn gardeners first called maize,
and the people ate the names and they were good...

This is amazing writing!

Bob King has never been a “professional” poet in the way we are forced to
think of poets nowadays, tethered to institutions and writing programs all vying for
atcention, the best scudents they can get, all to draw in the moths with the money—
but has, instead, like some tumbleweed or freeloader burr riding the High Plains
winds of Kansas and North Dakota and Nebraska and now Colorado (he’s writing
a prose book now about northern Colorado), setting down temporary roots—made
vulnerable thereby—just enough to be nourished by the local and pained too from
its circumstance—thence to be blown far and wide in his own restless, dizzying
spin. He's picked up many cruths and griefs along the way, and now in his seventies
with this book—really his first full gathering of his finest poems— comes ro fruition
and fulfillment without pretension or any investment in public image, no burden
of plaudits, no uniform self-importance, just this roly-poly lunch companion ar
the bagel shop. His laugheer intoxicates even as it is born from the depths of our
collective darkness, and it purifies all it touches. I have not cruly been well since we
last broke bread together at Breugher’s, and this book makes me hunger for him all
the more. His is what poetry needs to be, or always comes down to ac the last, after
all the systems and programs pen it and inoculate it against risk and error, che wit
and play of the wild wind we ride and breathe to be so alive as this man.



