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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.

—Dan Halpern, Publisher




Dedication

For Helen





Epigraph

As if one needed eyes in order to see

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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Some Birds Chirp

Others have nothing to say.

You see them pace back and forth,

Nodding their heads as they do.

It must be something huge

That’s driving them nuts--

Life in general, being a bird.

Too much for one little brain

To figure out on its own.

Still, no harm trying, I guess,

Even with all the racket

Made by its neighbors,

Darting and bickering nonstop.





Hide-and-Seek

Haven’t found anyone

From the old gang.

They must be still in hiding,

Holding their breaths

And trying not to laugh.

Our street is down on its luck,

Its windows broken here and there

Where on summer nights

We heard couples arguing,

Or saw them dancing to the radio.

The redhead we were

All madly in love with,

Who sat on her fire escape

Smoking late into the night,

Must be in hiding too.

The skinny boy

On crutches

Who always carried a book,

May not have

Gotten very far.

Darkness comes early

This time of year

Making it hard

To recognize familiar faces

Among those of strangers.





Blind Fate

Grabbing someone in the street,

Letting another go scot-free,

Like that crazy old woman

With something urgent to say

You couldn’t make any sense of,

Who hooked you by the arm,

Till you tore yourself away,

Only to bump into a beggar

Scattering coins from his cup

And having to listen to him

Chew you out and curse you

In front of all these people.

What comes next, you’ll never know.

Blind fate here runs the show.





Come Closer and Listen

I was born--don’t know the hour--

Slapped on the ass

And handed over crying

To someone many years dead

In a country no longer on a map,

Where like a leaf in a tree,

The fair weather gone,

I twirled around and fell to the ground

With barely a sound

For the wind to carry me away

Blessed or cursed--who is to say?

I no longer fret about it,

Since I’ve heard people talk

Of a blind lady called Justice

Eager to hear everyone’s troubles,

But don’t know where to find her

And ask her the reason

The world treats me some days well,

Some days ill. Still, I’d never

Be the first to blame her.

Blind as she is, poor thing,

She does the best she can.





The Old Orphan

For Andrew Periale

The sparrows in the gutter knew you

And hopped out of the way,

The trash being blown about

By the wind gusting did as well.

A few scenes from your life

Were about to be performed

By a puppet theater in the park,

When it started to rain hard,

Making the great trees panic

Along with mothers and children,

Who ran shrieking for cover

Wherever they could find one,

Except for you, already seated

In a long row of empty chairs,

Waiting for your angry stepfather

To step out from behind a curtain.
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