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Reviewed by John Zheng

FSBODJT�8FTMFZ�"MFYBOEFS�T�I Reckon is a collection of thirty-five hai-
bun, eighty-two haiku/senryu, and fourteen photographs about the 

QPFU�T�DPNJOH�PG�BHF�JO�4BOEVTLZ�0IJP��*U�JMMVNJOBUFT�NFNPSBCMF�NP-
NFOUT�JOTFQBSBCMF�GSPN�IJT�MJGF�BOE�JOTQJSBUJPOBM�GPS�IJT�DSFBUJWF�FYQSFT-
sion. 

"MFYBOEFS�UJUMFT�IJT�CPPL�I Reckon to honor Mrs. Effie McNair, a care-
HJWFS�PG�IJT�XIP�XPSF�DPSOSPXT�	i"�SJWFS�PG�CMBDL�ĔPXFE�EPXO�IFS�CBDLu
�
BOE�XIPTF�DBUDIQISBTF�XBT�BMXBZT�i*�SFDLPO�u�"MFYBOEFS�BMTP�UJUMFT�UIF�
first haibun “I Reckon.” The poem is a series of questions about the moon 
and stars he gazes at, not romantic but imaginative and realistic. The 
speaker wonders whether the worlds out there harbor life; whether they 
are like humans in this world; whether they have their singers like Beyon-
cé and Jessie J; whether they have nations, wars, religions, or competitions 
in sport; and whether they ride unicorns. However, the key question is 
whether the outer world beings look like him—“a two-legged being liv-
ing on a street in a community he is proud of, in a city that provides him 
lifetime memories of a marvelous state, within a wonderful country, on 
a vast continent." Yet the concluding haiku brings the stargazer back to a 
cruel reality: 

brutally cold night
the stars far too distant
for homeless warmth
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ăF�JSPOZ�JT�UIBU�JG�UIJT�DPME�XPSME�	UIF�IVNBO�XPSME
�DBO�U�HJWF�XBSNUI�
UP�UIF�IPNFMFTT�IPX�DBO�UIF�TUBST�JO�UIF�PVUFS�TQBDF�	UIF�OBUVSBM�XPSME
�
QSPWJEF�JU �"MFYBOEFS�NFOUJPOT�CFJOH�IPNFMFTT�BHBJO�JO�BOPUIFS�IBJCVO��
“I took the amusement park job to keep from being homeless. The corpo-
ration let its workers stay in one of the dorms for less than fifteen dollars a 
week, which suited me fine.” This outside world is the reality or environ-
ment he has to face, but his inner world helps see him through. 

"MFYBOEFS�NJOFT�B�MJGFUJNF�PG�NFNPSJFT�PĕFO�UP�JOUFSFTUJOH�FĈFDU��*O�
i"�4DIPPM�%BZu�FBDI�QSPTF�QBSBHSBQI�TFFNT�UP�DPOTJTU�PG�B�GFX�IBJLV�BOE�
the colon placed after the first phrase of each sentence seems to serve as a 
cutting word to trigger the brain for associative thinking or internal com-
QBSJTPO��'PS�FYBNQMF�i1FSGVNF�TDFOU��BĕFS�UIF�CFMM�SJOHT�UIF�BOOPVODF-
ments come” and “That click clack sound: running back to our seats be-
fore the teacher enters” in paragraph one; “Flash card game: before I see 
the numbers, my foe answers” and “Sudden sunshine: grinning that my 
school project was accepted” in paragraph two; and “Warm breeze: that 
elated feeling of releasing a shout” and “School bell rings: the sound of 
teachers shouting and the scurry of feet” in paragraph three. 

"MFYBOEFS�T�CSJFG�QSFGBDF�MJLF�OPUF�FYQMBJOT�UIBU�IJT�IBJLV�BSF�NFBOU�UP�
help readers relate to their own haiku moments. When I read this haiku 
of his—“Summer afternoon / the dragonfly skims / along the railroad 
USBDLTu�B�NPNFOU� JO�NZ� DIJMEIPPE�CFDPNFT� SFGSFTIFE��0OF� FWFOJOH�
after a summer shower, I walked along a drainage ditch with tall weeds to 
DBUDI�ZFMMPX�ESBHPOĔJFT�BOE�UIFO�MFU�UIFN�HP��8IBU�T�NPSF�"MFYBOEFS�
delights the reader with tangible images and fresh imagination. Consider 
“badminton / with each chirp from the front / a backyard response.” Its 
DIBSN�BQQFBST�JO�UIF�DBMM�BOE�SFTQPOTF�FYDIBOHFE�CFUXFFO�UIF�TIVUUMF-
DPDL�BOE�UIF�CJSE��0O�UIF�POF�IBOE�UIF�CJSE�SFBDUT�UP�UIF�ĔJHIU�PG�UIF�
feathered shuttlecock and to its bouncing sound from the two racquets. 
0O�UIF�PUIFS�UIF�GFBUIFSFE�TIVUUMFDPDL�TFFNT�UP�CFDPNF�B�CJSE�BT�XFMM�UP�
respond to the chirp of the real bird. This haiku shows that the interac-
tion between human nature and nature, as well as the transference be-
tween visual and auditory images, challenges a reader to think creatively 
and visually so that he or she can gain in aesthetic taste. 
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4JHOJđDBOUMZ�"MFYBOEFS�T�IBJLV�DBSSZ� USBDFT�PG�IJT�"GSJDBO�"NFSJDBO�
culture, especially black music:
 

Hot summer nights
the Motown sound
dancing in the streets. 

"MFYBOEFS�T�IBJLV� BMTP� SFWFBM� UIF� JOĔVFODF�PG�"GSJDBO�"NFSJDBO�IBJLV�
USBEJUJPO�� 'PS� FYBNQMF� POF� PG� IJT� KB[[� LV� FDIPFT� B� IBJLV� CZ� 3JDIBSE�
8SJHIU��"MFYBOEFS�T��

TBYPQIPOJTU
weaving jazz sounds
into blue and red streams 

and Wright’s from Haiku: This Other World: 

From a tenement,
The blue jazz of a trumpet
Weaving autumn mists. 

Both poets create an effective haiku moment through the visual and audi-
tory transference; both use the verb “weaving” to help the reader visualize 
the music and the color “blue” to suggest a mood; both challenge the 
SFBEFS�UP�BDDFTT�BFTUIFUJD�FYQFSJFODF�UISPVHI�UIF�XPSLJOH�PG�UIF�TFOTFT��

5P�DPODMVEF�"MFYBOEFS�JT�B�QPFU�XJUI�B�TUSPOH�JOOFS�XPSME�BOE�TFOTJ-
bility. Though a few haibun seem to be a little too narrative or verbose, he 
is able to make palpable and poignant his lifetime memories of relatives, 
GSJFOET�HBNFT�OBUVSF�NVTJD�BOE�QMBDFT��"MFYBOEFS�T�CPPL�*�SFDLPO�JT�
a joy to read. 


