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Publisher’s Note

Rendering poetry in a digital format presents several challenges, just as its many forms continue to challenge the conventions of print. In print, however, a poem takes place within the static confines of a page, hewing as close as possible to the poet’s intent, whether it’s Walt Whitman’s lines stretching to the margin like Route 66, or Robert Creeley’s lines descending the page like a string tie. The printed poem has a physical shape, one defined by the negative space that surrounds it—a space that is crafted by the broken lines of the poem. The line, as vital a formal and critical component of the form of a poem as metaphor, creates rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, tension, and so on.

Reading poetry on a small device will not always deliver line breaks as the poet intended—with the pressure the horizontal line brings to a poem, rather than the completion of the grammatical unit. The line, intended as a formal and critical component of the form of the poem, has been corrupted by breaking it where it was not meant to break, interrupting a number of important elements of the poetic structure—rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, and so on. It’s a little like a tightrope walker running out of rope before reaching the other side.

There are limits to what can be done with long lines on digital screens. At some point, a line must break. If it has to break more than once or twice, it is no longer a poetic line, with the integrity that lineation demands. On smaller devices with enlarged type, a line break may not appear where its author intended, interrupting the unit of the line and its importance in the poem’s structure.

We attempt to accommodate long lines with a hanging indent—similar in fashion to the way Whitman’s lines were treated in books whose margins could not honor his discursive length. On your screen, a long line will break according to the space available, with the remainder of the line wrapping at an indent. This allows readers to retain control over the appearance of text on any device, while also indicating where the author intended the line to break.

This may not be a perfect solution, as some readers initially may be confused. We have to accept, however, that we are creating poetry e-books in a world that is imperfect for them—and we understand that to some degree the line may be compromised. Despite this, we’ve attempted to protect the integrity of the line, thus allowing readers of poetry to travel fully stocked with the poetry that needs to be with them.

—Ecco
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I


Gasoline

Shivering in the almost-drizzle

inside the wooden outboard,

nose over gunwale,

I watched it drip and spread

on the sheenless water:

the brightest thing in wartime,

a slick of rainbow,

ephemeral as insect wings,

green, blue, red, and pink,

my shimmering private sideshow.

Was this my best toy, then?

This toxic smudge, this overspill

from a sloppy gascan filled

with essence of danger?

I knew that it was poison,

its beauty an illusion:

I could spell flammable.

But still, I loved the smell:

so alien, a whiff

of starstuff.

I would have liked to drink it,

inhale its iridescence.

As if I could.

That’s how gods lived: as if.



Europe on $5 a day

Sunrise. The thin pocked sheets

are being washed. The city’s old,

but new to me, and therefore

strange, and therefore fresh.

Everything’s clear, but flat—

even the oculist’s dingy eyes,

even the butcher’s, with its painted horse,

its trays of watery entrails

and slabs of darkening flesh.

I walk along,

looking at everything equally.

I’ve got all I own in this bag.

I’ve cut myself off.

I can feel the place

where I used to be attached.

It’s raw, as when you grate

your finger. It’s a shredded mess

of images. It hurts.

But where exactly on me

is this torn-off stem?

Now here, now there.

Meanwhile the other girl,

the one with the memory,

is coming nearer and nearer.

She’s catching up to me,

trailing behind her, like red smoke,

the rope we share.



Year of the Hen

This is the year of sorting,

of throwing out, of giving back,

of sifting through the heaps, the piles,

the drifts, the dunes, the sediments,

or less poetically, the shelves, the trunks,

the closets, boxes, corners

in the cellar, nooks and cupboards—

the junk, in other words,

that’s blown in here, or else been saved,

or else has eddied, or been thrown

my way by unseen waves.

For instance: two thick layers

of blank glass jars that once held jam

we made in those evaporated

summers; a frugal slew

of plastic bags; a cracked maroon umbrella

so prized when new;

a chocolate box with crayon ends

stored up for phantom children;

shoes with the grimy marks

of toes that once were mine.

Photos of boys whose names are lost

(posing so jauntily in front of chrome-

trimmed cars), many of them

dead now, the others old—


everything speckled, faded, jumbled

together like—let’s say—this bowl

of miscellaneous pebbles gathered

age after age on beaches now

eroded or misplaced, but scooped up then

and fingered for their beauty,

and pocketed, space-time crystals

lifted from once indelible days.



Resurrecting the dolls’ house

Resurrecting the dolls’ house

lying dormant for fifteen years,

left behind by its owner,

we unswaddle the wrapped furniture,

wake up the family:

mother and father; a boy and girl

in sailor suits; a frilly baby;

grandmother and grandfather,

their white hair dusty—

all as it should be,

except for an extra, diminutive father

with suave spats and a moustache:

maybe a wicked uncle

who will creep around at night

and molest the children.

No—let’s make him good!

Perhaps a butler, or cook.

He’s the one who can potter over

the real iron stove, with lids,

pour water into the hip bath,

dish up the dubious meals

made of baked Fimo:

the gruesome omelette, the meatballs,

the cake, lopsided and purple.

Now picture the house all neatly arranged,

the way it used to be:

Dad snoozing in his rocker,


tiny newspaper in hand,

Mother supine with her knitting,

the needles as big as her legs,

grandparents conked out on the best bed,

the butler counting up eggs and apples,

the kids at the dinky piano.

Stand back: now it’s a home.

It glows from within.

The welcome mat says Welcome.

Still, it makes us anxious—

anxieties of the nest.

How can we keep it safe?

There’s so much to defend.

There might be illnesses, or shouting,

or a dead turtle.

There might be nightmares.

Lucky if it’s just the toast

that catches fire.

Madelaine is only three

but she knows already

the baby’s too big for the carriage.

No matter how hard you cram it in,

one day, when it should be sleeping,

it will slip through a blank in your memory

and get away.
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