
The Sonnet-Ballad 

 

Oh mother, mother, where is happiness? 

They took my lover's tallness off to war, 

Left me lamenting. Now I cannot guess 

What I can use an empty heart-cup for. 

He won't be coming back here any more. 

Some day the war will end, but, oh, I knew 

When he went walking grandly out that door 

That my sweet love would have to be untrue. 

Would have to be untrue. Would have to court 

Coquettish death, whose impudent and strange 

Possessive arms and beauty (of a sort) 

Can make a hard man hesitate--and change. 

And he will be the one to stammer, "Yes." 

Oh mother, mother, where is happiness?  

 

--Gwendolyn Brooks 

 

  

http://poemhunter.com/gwendolyn-brooks/poems/


miss rosie 

 

when i watch you  

wrapped up like garbage  

sitting, surrounded by the smell  

of too old potato peels  

or 

when i watch you  

in your old man’s shoes  

with the little toe cut out  

sitting, waiting for your mind  

like next week’s grocery  

i say 

when i watch you 

you wet brown bag of a woman  

who used to be the best looking gal in georgia 

used to be called the Georgia Rose 

i stand up 

through your destruction 

i stand up 

 

--Lucille Clifton  



Death of the Ball Turret Gunner 

 

From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State, 

And I hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze. 

Six miles from earth, loosed from its dream of life, 

I woke to black flak and the nightmare fighters. 

When I died they washed me out of the turret with a hose. 

 

  --Randall Jarrell 

  



“Home is so Sad” 

  

Home is so sad. It stays as it was left, 

Shaped to the comfort of the last to go 

As if to win them back. Instead, bereft 

Of anyone to please, it withers so, 

Having no heart to put aside the theft 

And turn again to what it started as, 

A joyous shot at how things ought to be, 

Long fallen wide. You can see how it was:  

Look at the pictures and the cutlery. 

The music in the piano stool. That vase. 

     

--Philip Larkin  

  



I Ask My Mother to Sing 

 

She begins, and my grandmother joins her. 

Mother and daughter sing like young girls. 

If my father were alive, he would play 

his accordion and sway like a boat. 

 

I’ve never been in Peking, or the Summer Palace, 

nor stood on the great Stone Boat to watch 

the rain begin on Kuen Ming Lake, the picnickers 

running away in the grass. 

 

But I love to hear it sung; 

how the waterlilies fill with rain until 

they overturn, spilling water into water, 

then rock back, and fill with more. 

 

Both women have begun to cry. 

But neither stops her song. 

 

--Li-Young Lee 

  



Ode to My Socks 

 

Mara Mori brought me 

a pair of socks 

which she knitted herself 

with her sheepherder's hands, 

two socks as soft as rabbits. 

I slipped my feet into them 

as if they were two cases 

knitted with threads of twilight and goatskin, 

Violent socks, 

my feet were two fish made of wool, 

two long sharks 

sea blue, shot through 

by one golden thread, 

two immense blackbirds, 

two cannons, 

my feet were honored in this way 

by these heavenly socks. 

They were so handsome for the first time 

my feet seemed to me unacceptable 

like two decrepit firemen, 

firemen unworthy of that woven fire, 

of those glowing socks. 

 

Nevertheless, I resisted the sharp temptation 

to save them somewhere as schoolboys 

keep fireflies, 

as learned men collect 

sacred texts, 

I resisted the mad impulse to put them 

in a golden cage and each day give them 

birdseed and pieces of pink melon. 

Like explorers in the jungle 

who hand over the very rare green deer 

to the spit and eat it with remorse, 

I stretched out my feet and pulled on 

the magnificent socks and then my shoes. 

 

The moral of my ode is this: 

beauty is twice beauty 

and what is good is doubly good 

when it is a matter of two socks 

made of wool in winter.  

 

--Pablo Neruda 



Making a Fist  

 

For the first time, on the road north of Tampico, 

I felt the life sliding out of me, 

a drum in the desert, harder and harder to hear. 

I was seven, I lay in the car 

watching palm trees swirl a sickening pattern past the glass. 

My stomach was a melon split wide inside my skin. 

 

“How do you know if you are going to die?” 

I begged my mother. 

We had been traveling for days. 

With strange confidence she answered, 

“When you can no longer make a fist.” 

 

Years later I smile to think of that journey, 

the borders we must cross separately, 

stamped with our unanswerable woes. 

I who did not die, who am still living, 

still lying in the backseat behind all my questions, 

clenching and opening one small hand. 

 

  --Naomi Shihab Nye 

  



“Courage”  

It is in the small things we see it. 

The child's first step, 

as awesome as an earthquake. 

The first time you rode a bike, 

wallowing up the sidewalk. 

The first spanking when your heart 

went on a journey all alone. 

When they called you crybaby 

or poor or fatty or crazy 

and made you into an alien, 

you drank their acid 

and concealed it. 

 

Later, 

if you faced the death of bombs and bullets 

you did not do it with a banner, 

you did it with only a hat to 

cover your heart. 

You did not fondle the weakness inside you 

though it was there. 

Your courage was a small coal 

that you kept swallowing. 

If your buddy saved you 

and died himself in so doing, 

then his courage was not courage, 

it was love; love as simple as shaving soap. 

 

Later, 

if you have endured a great despair, 

then you did it alone, 

getting a transfusion from the fire, 

picking the scabs off your heart, 

then wringing it out like a sock. 

Next, my kinsman, you powdered your sorrow, 

you gave it a back rub 

and then you covered it with a blanket 

and after it had slept a while 

it woke to the wings of the roses 

and was transformed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Auto Wreck 

 

Its quick soft silver bell beating, beating 

And down the dark one ruby flare 

Pulsing out red light like an artery, 

The ambulance at top speed floating down 

Past beacons and illuminated clocks 

Wings in a heavy curve, dips down, 

And brakes speed, entering the crowd. 

The doors leap open, emptying light; 

Stretchers are laid out, the mangled lifted 

And stowed into the little hospital. 

Then the bell, breaking the hush, tolls once, 

And the ambulance with its terrible cargo 

Rocking, slightly rocking, moves away, 

As the doors, an afterthought, are closed. 

We are deranged, walking among the cops 

Who sweep glass and are large and composed. 

One is still making notes under the light. 

One with a bucket douches ponds of blood 

Into the street and gutter. 

One hangs lanterns on the wrecks that cling, 

Empty husks of locusts, to iron poles. 

Our throats were tight as tourniquets, 

Our feet were bound with splints, but now, 

Like convalescents intimate and gauche, 

We speak through sickly smiles and warn 

With the stubborn saw of common sense, 

The grim joke and the banal resolution. 

The traffic moves around with care, 

But we remain, touching a wound 

That opens to our richest horror. 

Already old, the question, Who shall die? 

Becomes unspoken, Who is innocent? 

For death in war is done by hands; 

Suicide has cause and stillbirth, logic; 

And cancer, simple as a flower, blooms. 

But this invites the occult mind, 

Cancels our physics with a sneer, 

And spatters all we knew of dénouement 

Across the expedient and wicked stones. 

 

  --Karl Shapiro  



Traveling through the Dark 

 

Traveling through the dark I found a deer 

dead on the edge of the Wilson River road. 

It is usually best to roll them into the canyon: 

that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead. 

 

By glow of the tail-light I stumbled back of the car 

and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing; 

she had stiffened already, almost cold. 

I dragged her off; she was large in the belly. 

 

My fingers touching her side brought me the reason-- 

her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting, 

alive, still, never to be born. 

Beside that mountain road I hesitated. 

 

The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights; 

under the hood purred the steady engine. 

I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red; 

around our group I could hear the wilderness listen. 

 

I thought hard for us all--my only swerving--, 

then pushed her over the edge into the river.  

 

--William Stafford 

  



The Red Wheelbarrow 

 

so much depends 

upon 

 

a red wheel 

barrow 

 

glazed with rain 

water 

 

beside the white 

chickens. 

 

--William Carlos Williams 


