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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. 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.

—Daniel Halpern, Publisher
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How to Fly




How to Drink Water When There Is Wine

How to stay at this desk when the sun

is barefooting cartwheels over the grass—

How to step carefully on the path that pulls

for the fleet unfettered gait of a deer—

How to go home when the wood thrush

is promising the drunk liquid bliss of dusk—

How to resist the kiss, the body forbidden

that plucks the long vibrating string of want—

How to drink water when there is wine—

Once I knew all these brick-shaped things, took them

for the currency of survival.

Now I have lived long and I know better.




How to Have a Child

Begin on the day you decide

you are fit

to carry on.

Begin with a quailing heart

for here you stand

on the fault line.

Begin if you can at the beginning.

Begin with your mother,

with her grandfather,

the ones before him.

Think of their hands, all of them:

firm on the plow, the cradle,

the rifle butt, the razor strop;

trembling on the telegram,

the cheek of a lover,

the fact of a door.

Everything that can wreck a life

has been done before,

done to you, even. That’s all

inside you now.

Half of it you won’t think of.

The rest you wouldn’t dream of.

Go on.




How to Cure Sweet Potatoes

Dig them after the first light frost. Lay them

down in a shallow tray like cordwood,

like orphans in a dresser drawer. Cover them

with damp towels. Bring up the heat. In a

closet or spare room, you’ll want it hotter

than the worst summer day you remember

and that humid. A week of this will thicken

their skins, make them last for months

in your cellar, and turn all their starch to sugar.

Bear in mind this is not a cure for anything

that was wrong with the sweet potato

that meant to be starchy, thanks, the better

to weather a winter in cold clay, then lean on its toes

and throw out reckless tendrils into one more spring.

Bear in mind also the ways that you were once

induced to last through the sermon, the meal,

the insufferable adult conversation, all the times

you wanted to be starchy but were made to be sweet.

Recall this surrender when you sit down to eat them.

Consider the direction of your grace.




How to Shear a Sheep

Walk to the barn

before dawn.

Take off your clothes.

Cast everything

on the ground:

your nylon jacket,

wool socks, and all.

Throw away

the cutting tools,

the shears that bite

like teeth at the skin

when hooves flail

and your elbow

comes up hard

under a panting throat:

no more of that.

Sing to them instead.

Stand naked

in the morning

with your entreaty.

Ask them to come,

lay down their wool

for love.

That should work.

It doesn’t.
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