
Hate Poem 
BY JULIE SHEEHAN 
 
I hate you truly. Truly I do. 
Everything about me hates everything about you. 
The flick of my wrist hates you. 
The way I hold my pencil hates you. 
The sound made by my tiniest bones were they trapped in the jaws of a moray eel hates you. 
Each corpuscle singing in its capillary hates you. 
 
Look out! Fore! I hate you. 
 
The little blue-green speck of sock lint I'm trying to dig from under my third toenail, left foot,  

hates you. 
The history of this keychain hates you. 
My sigh in the background as you pick out the cashews hates you. 
The goldfish of my genius hates you. 
My aorta hates you. Also my ancestors. 
 
A closed window is both a closed window and an obvious symbol of how I hate you. 
 
My voice curt as a hairshirt: hate. 
My hesitation when you invite me for a drive: hate. 
My pleasant "good morning": hate. 
You know how when I'm sleepy I nuzzle my head under your arm? Hate. 
 
The whites of my target-eyes articulate hate. My wit practices it. 
My breasts relaxing in their holster from morning to night hate you. 
Layers of hate, a parfait. 
Hours after our latest row, brandishing the sharp glee of hate, 
I dissect you cell by cell, so that I might hate each one individually and at leisure. 
My lungs, duplicitous twins, expand with the utter validity of my hate, which can never have  

enough of you, 
Breathlessly, like two idealists in a broken submarine. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sonnet 18: Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 
BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 
 
Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 
Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date; 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 
And often is his gold complexion dimm'd; 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm'd; 
But thy eternal summer shall not fade, 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st; 
Nor shall death brag thou wander’st in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st: 
   So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, 
   So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 
 
 

SONNET STRUCTURE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



When Love Arrives 
BY SARAH KAY AND PHIL KAYE 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
I knew exactly what love looked like... 
In seventh grade 
 
[Sarah] 
Even though I hadn't met love yet 
If love had wandered into my homeroom 
I would have recognized him at first glance 
Love wore a hemp necklace 
 
[Phil] 
I would have recognized her at first glance 
Love wore a tight French braid 
 
[Sarah] 
Love played acoustic guitar 
And knew all my favorite Beatles songs 
 
[Phil] 
Love wasn't afraid to ride the bus with me 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
And I knew 
 
[Sarah] 
I just must be searching the wrong classroom 
 
[Phil] 
Just must be checking the wrong hallways 
She was there, I was sure of it 
 
[Sarah] 
If only I could find him 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
But when love finally showed up 
 
[Phil] 
She had a bowl cut 
 
[Sarah] 
He wore the same clothes every day for a week 
 
[Phil] 
Love hated the bus 

 
[Sarah] 
Love didn't know anything about the Beatles 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
Instead 
 
[Phil] 
Every time I tried to kiss love 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
Our teeth got in the way 
 
[Sarah] 
Love became the reason I lied to my parents 
 
[Phil] 
"I'm going to... Ben's house" 
 
[Sarah] 
Love had terrible rhythm on the dance floor 
But made sure we never missed a slow song 
 
[Phil] 
Love waited by the phone because she knew if her 
father picked up it would be 
 
[Sarah (Phil)] 
"Hello ?" (*Heavy breathing*) 
"Hello ?" (*Heavy breathing*) 
"I guess they hung up" 
 
[Phil] 
And love grew 
 
[Sarah] 
Stretched like a trampoline 
 
[Phil] 
Love changed 
 
[Sarah] 
Love disappeared... slowly 
Like baby teeth, losing parts of me I thought I 
needed 
 
 
 



[Phil] 
Love vanished like an amateur magician 
Everyone could see the trapdoor but me 
 
[Sarah] 
Like a flat tire 
There were other places I had planned on going 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
But my plans didn't matter 
 
[Sarah] 
Love stayed away for years 
And when love finally reappeared, I barely 
recognized him 
 
[Phil] 
Love smelled different now, had darker eyes 
 
[Sarah] 
A broader back 
Love came with freckles I didn't recognize 
 
[Phil] 
New birthmarks, a softer voice 
 
[Sarah] 
Now there were new sleeping patterns 
 
[Phil] 
New favorite books 
 
[Sarah] 
Love had songs that reminded him of someone 
else 
 
[Phil] 
Songs love didn't like to listen to 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
So did I... 
 
[Phil] 
But we found a park bench that fit us perfectly 
 
[Sarah] 
We found jokes that make us laugh 
 

[Phil] 
And now love makes me fresh homemade 
chocolate chip cookies 
 
[Sarah] 
But love will probably finish most of them for a 
midnight snack 
 
[Phil] 
Loves looks great in lingerie but still likes to wear 
her retainer 
 
[Sarah] 
Love is a terrible driver, but a great navigator 
 
[Phil] 
Love knows where she's going 
It just might take her two hours longer than she 
planned 
 
[Sarah] 
Love is messier now 
 
[Phil] 
Not as simple 
 
[Sarah] 
Love uses the word "boobs" in front of my parents 
 
[Phil] 
Love chews two loud 
 
[Sarah] 
Love leaves the cap off the toothpaste 
 
[Phil] 
Love uses smiley faces in her text messages 
 
[Sarah] 
And turns out 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
Love shits! 
 
[Sarah] 
But love also cries 
And love will tell you, "You are beautiful" 
 



[Phil] 
And mean it 
 
[Sarah (Phil)] 
Over and over again ("You are beautiful") 
When you first wake up- ("You are beautiful") 
When you've just been crying- ("You are beautiful") 
When you don't wanna hear it- ("You are beautiful") 
When you don't believe it- ("You are beautiful") 
When nobody else will tell you, ("You are beautiful") 
Love still thinks... ("...") 
 
[Sarah] 
You are beautiful 
 
[Phil] 
But love is not perfect and will sometimes forget 
 
[Sarah] 
When you need to hear it most 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
You are beautiful 
 
[Sarah] 
Do not forget this 
 
[Phil] 
Love is not who you were expecting 
Love is not what you can predict 
 
[Sarah] 
Maybe love is in New York City already asleep 
You are in California, Australia, wide awake 
Maybe love is always in the wrong timezone 
 
[Phil] 
Maybe love is not ready for you 
Maybe you are not ready for love 
 
[Sarah] 
Maybe love just isn't the marrying type 
 
 

[Phil] 
Maybe the next time you see love is twenty years 
after the divorce 
Love looks older now, but just as beautiful as you 
remember 
 
[Sarah] 
Maybe love is only there for a month 
 
[Phil] 
Maybe love is there for every firework, every 
birthday party, every hospital visit 
 
[Sarah] 
Maybe love stays 
 
[Phil] 
Maybe love can't 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
Maybe love shouldn't... 
 
[Phil] 
Love arrives exactly when love is supposed to 
And love leaves exactly when love must 
 
[Sarah] 
When love arrives say, 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
"Welcome, make yourself comfortable" 
 
[Phil] 
If love leaves, ask her to leave the door open 
behind her 
 
[Sarah] 
Turn off the music, listen to the quiet 
 
[Phil] 
Whisper, 
 
[Sarah & Phil] 
"Thank you for stopping by" 

 
 
 
 



I Go Back to May 1937 
BY SHARON OLDS 
 
I see them standing at the formal gates of their colleges, 
I see my father strolling out 
under the ochre sandstone arch, the  
red tiles glinting like bent 
plates of blood behind his head, I 
see my mother with a few light books at her hip 
standing at the pillar made of tiny bricks, 
the wrought-iron gate still open behind her, its 
sword-tips aglow in the May air, 
they are about to graduate, they are about to get married,  
they are kids, they are dumb, all they know is they are  
innocent, they would never hurt anybody.  
I want to go up to them and say Stop,  
don’t do it—she’s the wrong woman,  
he’s the wrong man, you are going to do things 
you cannot imagine you would ever do,  
you are going to do bad things to children, 
you are going to suffer in ways you have not heard of, 
you are going to want to die. I want to go 
up to them there in the late May sunlight and say it, 
her hungry pretty face turning to me,  
her pitiful beautiful untouched body, 
his arrogant handsome face turning to me,  
his pitiful beautiful untouched body,  
but I don’t do it. I want to live. I  
take them up like the male and female  
paper dolls and bang them together  
at the hips, like chips of flint, as if to  
strike sparks from them, I say 
Do what you are going to do, and I will tell about it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Repetition 
BY PHIL KAYE 
 
I remember the bed just floating there. 
Apart, apart, apart, apart. 
My mother taught me this trick 
If you repeat something over and over again it loses its meaning 
For example: 
Homework, homework, homework, homework, homework, homework, homework, homework, homework 
See, nothing 
Our existence, she said, is the same way. 
You watch the sun set too often, it just becomes 6 PM 
You make the same mistake over and over; you’ll stop calling it a mistake 
If you just 
wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, 
one day you’ll forget why 
Nothing is forever, she said 
My parents left each other when I was 7 years old 
Before their last argument they sent me off to the neighbor’s house, 
like some astronaut jettisoned from the shuttle. 
When I came back there was no gravity in our home, beds floating 
I imagined it as an accident, that when I left 
They whispered to each other “I love you” so many times over 
that they forgot what it meant 
Family, family, family, family, family, family 
My mother taught me this trick 
If you repeat something over and over again it loses its meaning 
This became my favorite game 
It made the sting of words evaporate. 
Separation, separation, separation; 
see, nothing 
Apart, apart, apart; 
see, nothing 
I am an injured handyman now 
I work with words all day 
Shut up, I know the irony! 
When I was young, I was taught that the trick to dominating language 
was breaking it down 
Convincing it that it was worthless 
I love you, I love you, I love you, I love you; 
See, nothing 
Soon after my parents’ divorce, I developed a stutter 
Fate is a cruel and efficient tutor 
There is no escape in stutter 
You feel the meaning of every word drag itself up your throat 
S-s-s-separation 
Stutter is a cage made of mirrors 
Every “Are you ok?” 



Every “What’d you say?” 
Every “Come on kid, spit it out” 
Is a glaring reflection you cannot escape 
Every terrible moment skips upon its own announcement 
Over and over until it just hangs there, 
floating in the middle of the room 
Mom, Dad, 
I am not wasteful with my words anymore. 
Even now after hundreds of hours of practicing away my stutter, 
I still feel the claw of meaning in the bottom of my throat. 
I have heard that even in space; 
You can hear the scratching of a 
I-I-I-I love you. 
 
 
 
Dear Mama 
BY TUPAC SHAKUR 
 
I love you 
I love you 
 
You are appreciated 
 
When I was young me and my mama had beef 
Seventeen years old kicked out on the streets 
Though back at the time, I never thought I'd see her 
face 
Ain't a woman alive that could take my mama's 
place 
Suspended from school, and scared to go home, I 
was a fool 
With the big boys, breaking all the rules 
I shed tears with my baby sister 
Over the years we was poorer than the other little 
kids 
And even though we had different daddy's, the 
same drama 
When things went wrong we'd blame mama 
I reminisce on the stress I caused, it was hell 
Hugging on my mama from a jail cell 
And who'd think in elementary? 
Hey! I see the penitentiary, one day 
And running from the police, that's right 
Mama catch me, put a whooping to my backside 
And even as a crack fiend, mama 
You always was a black queen, mama 
I finally understand 

For a woman it ain't easy trying to raise a man 
(I know it ain't easy) 
You always was committed 
A poor single mother on welfare, tell me how ya did 
it 
There's no way I can pay you back 
But the plan is to show you that I understand 
You are appreciated 
 
Dear mama 
Don't you know I love you? 
Dear mama 
Place no one above you 
(Dear mama) Oh mama, I appreciate you 
Although my shadow's gone 
I will never leave you 
 
Now ain't nobody tell us it was fair 
No love from my daddy cause the coward wasn't 
there 
He passed away and I didn't cry, cause my anger 
Wouldn't let me feel for a stranger 
They say I'm wrong and I'm heartless, but all along 
I was looking for a father he was gone 
I hung around with the Thugs, and even though 
they sold drugs 
They showed a young brother love 
I moved out and started really hanging 
I needed money of my own so I started slanging 
I ain't guilty cause, even though I sell rocks 
It feels good putting money in your mailbox 
I love paying rent when the rent's due 



I hope ya got the diamond necklace that I sent to 
you 
'Cause when I was low you was there for me 
And never left me alone because you cared for me 
And I could see you coming home after work late 
You're in the kitchen trying to fix us a hot plate 
Ya just working with the scraps you was given 
And mama made miracles every Thanksgiving 
But now the road got rough, you're alone 
You're trying to raise two bad kids on your own 
And there's no way I can pay you back 
But my plan is to show you that I understand 
You are appreciated 
 
Dear mama 
Don't you know I love you? 
Dear mama 
Place no one above you  
(Dear mama) Oh mama, I appreciate you 
Although my shadow's gone 
I will never leave you 
 
Pour out some liquor and I reminisce, cause 
through the drama 
I can always depend on my mama 
And when it seems that I'm hopeless 
You say the words that can get me back in focus 
When I was sick as a little kid 
To keep me happy there's no limit to the things you 
did 
And all my childhood memories 
Are full of all the sweet things you did for me 
And even though I act crazy 
I gotta thank the Lord that you made me 
There are no words that can express how I feel 
You never kept a secret, always stayed real 

And I appreciate, how you raised me 
And all the extra love that you gave me 
I wish I could take the pain away 
If you can make it through the night there's a 
brighter day 
Everything will be alright if ya hold on 
It's a struggle everyday, gotta roll on 
And there's no way I can pay you back 
But my plan is to show you that I understand 
 
You are appreciated 
Dear mama 
Don't you know I love you? 
Dear mama 
Place no one above you  
Oh mama, I appreciate you 
Although my shadow's gone 
I will never leave you 
 
I appreciate you 
I love you 
I need you 
Oh mama 
I love you 
Appreciate you 
I need you 
Oh mama 
 
I appreciate you 
I love you 
I need you 
Oh mama 
I love you 
Appreciate you 
I need you 
Oh mama 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ode to Thanks 
Pablo Neruda - translated by Ken Krabbenhoft 
 
 
Thanks to the word 
that says thanks! 
Thanks to thanks, 
word 
that melts 
iron and snow!  
The world is a threatening place 
until 
thanks 
makes the rounds 
from one pair of lips to another, 
soft as a bright 
feather 
and sweet as a petal of sugar, 
filling the mouth with its sound 
or else a mumbled 
whisper. 
Life becomes human again: 
it’s no longer an open window. 
A bit of brightness 
strikes into the forest, 
and we can sing again beneath the leaves. 
Thanks, you’re the medicine we take 
to save us from 
the bite of scorn. 
Your light brightens the altar of harshness.  
Or maybe 
a tapestry 
known 
to far distant peoples. 
Travelers 
fan out 
into the wilds, 
and in the jungle 
of strangers, 
merci 
rings out 
while the hustling train 
changes countries, 
sweeping away borders, 
then spasibo 
clinging to pointy 
volcanoes, to fire and freezing cold, 
or danke, yes! and gracias, and 

the world turns into a table: 
a single word has wiped it clean, 
plates and glasses gleam, 
silverware tinkles, 
and the tablecloth is as broad as a plain.  
Thank you, thanks, 
for going out and returning, 
for rising up 
and settling down. 
We know, thanks, 
that you don’t fill every space- 
you’re only a word- 
but 
where your little petal 
appears 
the daggers of pride take cover, 
and there’s a penny’s worth of smiles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Thanks 
BY W. S. MERWIN 
 
Listen 
with the night falling we are saying thank you 
we are stopping on the bridges to bow from the railings 
we are running out of the glass rooms 
with our mouths full of food to look at the sky 
and say thank you 
we are standing by the water thanking it 
standing by the windows looking out 
in our directions 
 
back from a series of hospitals back from a mugging 
after funerals we are saying thank you 
after the news of the dead 
whether or not we knew them we are saying thank you 
 
over telephones we are saying thank you 
in doorways and in the backs of cars and in elevators 
remembering wars and the police at the door 
and the beatings on stairs we are saying thank you 
in the banks we are saying thank you 
in the faces of the officials and the rich 
and of all who will never change 
we go on saying thank you thank you 
 
with the animals dying around us 
taking our feelings we are saying thank you 
with the forests falling faster than the minutes 
of our lives we are saying thank you 
with the words going out like cells of a brain 
with the cities growing over us 
we are saying thank you faster and faster 
with nobody listening we are saying thank you 
thank you we are saying and waving 
dark though it is 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
You Go to School to Learn  
BY THOMAS LUX 
 
You go to school to learn to 
read and add, to someday 
make some money. It—money—makes 
sense: you need 
a better tractor, an addition 
to the gameroom, you prefer 
to buy your beancurd by the barrel. 
There's no other way to get the goods 
you need. Besides, it keeps people busy 
working—for it. 
It's sensible and, therefore, you go 
to school to learn (and the teacher, 
having learned, gets paid to teach you) how 
to get it. Fine. But: 
you're taught away from poetry 
or, say, dancing (That's nice, dear, 
but there's no dough in it). No poem 
ever bought a hamburger, or not too many. It's true, 
and so, every morning—it's still dark!— 
you see them, the children, like angels 
being marched off to execution, 
or banks. Their bodies luminous 
in headlights. Going to school. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Cartoon Physics, part 1 
BY NICK FLYNN 
 
Children under, say, ten, shouldn't know 
that the universe is ever-expanding, 
inexorably pushing into the vacuum, galaxies 
 
swallowed by galaxies, whole 
 
solar systems collapsing, all of it 
acted out in silence. At ten we are still learning 
 
the rules of cartoon animation, 
 
that if a man draws a door on a rock 
only he can pass through it. 
Anyone else who tries 
 
will crash into the rock. Ten-year-olds 
should stick with burning houses, car wrecks, 
ships going down -- earthbound, tangible 
 
disasters, arenas 
 
where they can be heroes. You can run 
back into a burning house, sinking ships 
 
have lifeboats, the trucks will come 
with their ladders, if you jump 
 
you will be saved. A child 
 
places her hand on the roof of a schoolbus, 
& drives across a city of sand. She knows 
 
the exact spot it will skid, at which point 
the bridge will give, who will swim to safety 
& who will be pulled under by sharks. She will learn 
 
that if a man runs off the edge of a cliff 
he will not fall 
 
until he notices his mistake. 
 
 



 
 
 
Mother to Son 
BY LANGSTON HUGHES 
 
Well, son, I’ll tell you: 
Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 
It’s had tacks in it, 
And splinters, 
And boards torn up, 
And places with no carpet on the floor— 
Bare. 
But all the time 
I’se been a-climbin’ on, 
And reachin’ landin’s, 
And turnin’ corners, 
And sometimes goin’ in the dark 
Where there ain’t been no light. 
So boy, don’t you turn back. 
Don’t you set down on the steps 
’Cause you finds it’s kinder hard. 
Don’t you fall now— 
For I’se still goin’, honey, 
I’se still climbin’, 
And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If I Should Have A Daughter 
BY SARAH KAY 
 
If I should have a daughter, instead of Mom, she's gonna call me Point B, 
because that way she knows that no matter what happens, 
at least she can always find her way to me. 
And I'm going to paint solar systems on the backs of her hands, 
so she has to learn the entire universe before she can say, 
"Oh, I know that like the back of my hand." 
And she's going to learn that this life will hit you hard in the face, 
wait for you to get back up just so it can kick you in the stomach. 
But getting the wind knocked out of you is the only way to remind your lungs how much they like the taste of 
air. 



There is hurt here that cannot be fixed by Band-Aids or poetry. 
So the first time she realizes that Wonder Woman isn't coming, 
I'll make sure she knows she doesn't have to wear the cape all by herself. 
Because no matter how wide you stretch your fingers, 
your hands will always be too small to catch all the pain you want to heal. Believe me, I've tried. 
"And, baby," I'll tell her, "don't keep your nose up in the air like that. 
I know that trick; I've done it a million times. 
You're just smelling for smoke so you can follow the trail back to a burning house, 
so you can find the boy who lost everything in the fire to see if you can save him. 
Or else find the boy who lit the fire in the first place, 
to see if you can change him." 
But I know she will anyway, so instead I'll always keep an extra supply of chocolate and rain boots nearby, 
because there is no heartbreak that chocolate can't fix. 
Okay, there's a few heartbreaks that chocolate can't fix. 
But that's what the rain boots are for. 
Because rain will wash away everything, if you let it. 
I want her to look at the world through the underside of a glass-bottom boat, to look through a microscope at 
the galaxies that exist on the pinpoint of a human mind, because that's the way my mom taught me. 
That there'll be days like this. 
♫ There'll be days like this, my momma said. ♫ 
When you open your hands to catch and wind up with only blisters and bruises; 
when you step out of the phone booth and try to fly and the very people you want to save are the ones 
standing on your cape; 
when your boots will fill with rain, 
and you'll be up to your knees in disappointment. 
And those are the very days you have all the more reason to say thank you. 
Because there's nothing more beautiful than the way the ocean refuses to stop kissing the shoreline, no matter 
how many times it's sent away. 
You will put the wind in winsome, lose some. 
You will put the star in starting over, and over. 
And no matter how many land mines erupt in a minute, be sure your mind lands on the beauty of this funny 
place called life. 
And yes, on a scale from one to over-trusting, I am pretty damn naive. 
But I want her to know that this world is made out of sugar. 
It can crumble so easily, 
but don't be afraid to stick your tongue out and taste it. 
"Baby," I'll tell her, "remember, your momma is a worrier, and your poppa is a warrior, and you are the girl with 
small hands and big eyes who never stops asking for more." 
Remember that good things come in threes and so do bad things. 
And always apologize when you've done something wrong. 
But don't you ever apologize for the way your eyes refuse to stop shining. 
Your voice is small, but don't ever stop singing. 
And when they finally hand you heartache, 
when they slip war and hatred under your door and offer you handouts on street-corners of cynicism and 
defeat, 
you tell them that they really ought to meet your mother. 
 
 



 
 
A canner, exceedingly canny, 
One morning remarked to his granny. 
A canner can can, 
Anything that he can, 
But a canner can't can a can, can he? 
 
 
My neighbor came over to say, 
Although not in a neighborly way, 
That he'd knock me around, 
If I didn't stop the sound, 
Of the classical music I play. 
 
 
I'd rather have Fingers than Toes, 
I'd rather have Ears than a Nose. 
And as for my Hair, 
I'm glad it's all there, 
I'll be awfully said, when it goes. 
 

 
Limericks I cannot compose, 
With noxious smells in my nose. 
But this one was easy, 
I only felt queasy, 
Because I was sniffing my toes. 
 
 
There once was a man from Peru, 
Who had a lot of growing up to do. 
He'd ring a doorbell, 
then run like hell, 
Until the owner shot him with a .22 
 
 
An ambitious young fellow named Matt, 
Tried to parachute using his hat. 
Folks below looked so small, 
As he started to fall, 
Then got bigger and bigger and SPLAT! 



21 
BY PATRICK ROCHE 
 
21. My father is run over by a car. 
He is passed out in the road with a blood alcohol content 4 times the legal limit. 
I do not cry. 
 
Four months later, 
The nurses lose his pulse, and I wonder whose life flashed before his eyes. 
Rewinding VHS tapes 
Old home videos 
 
20. 
 
19. I haven't brought a friend home in four years. 
 
18. My mother sips the word "divorce". 
Her mouth curls at the taste like it burns going down. 
 
17. I start doing homework at Starbucks. 
I have more meaningful conversations with the barista 
Than with my family 
 
16. I wait for Christmas Eve. 
My brother and I usually exchange gifts to one another early 
This year, he and my father exchange blows. 
My mother doesn't go to mass. 
 
15. I come up with the theory that my father started drinking again 
Because maybe he found out I'm gay. 
Like if he could make everything else blurry, 
Maybe somehow I'd look straight. 
 
15. My mother cleans up his vomit in the middle of the night 
And cooks breakfast in the morning like she hasn't lost her appetite. 
 
15. I blame myself. 
 
15. My brother blames everyone else. 
 
15. My mother blames the dog. 
 
15. Super Bowl Sunday 
My father bursts through the door like an avalanche 
Picking up speed and debris as he falls 
Banisters, coffee tables, picture frames 
Tumbling, stumbling. 
I find his AA chip on the kitchen counter. 



 
14. My father's been sober for 10, 
Maybe 11, years? 
I just know 
We don't even think about it anymore. 
 
13. 
 
12. 
 
11. Mom tells me Daddy's "meetings" are for AA. 
She asks if I know what that means. 
I don't. 
I nod anyway. 
 
10. My parents never drink wine at family gatherings. 
All my other aunts and uncles do. 
I get distracted by the TV and forget to ask why. 
 
9. 
 
8. 
 
7. 
 
6. I want to be Spider-Man. 
Or my dad. 
They're kinda the same. 
 
5. 
 
4. 
 
3. I have a nightmare 
The recurring one about Ursula from The Little Mermaid 
So I get up 
I waddle toward Mommy and Daddy's room, 
Blankie in hand, 
I pause. 
Daddy's standing in his underwear 
Silhouetted by refrigerator light. 
He raises a bottle 
To his lips. 
 
2. 
 
1. 
 



0. When my mother was pregnant with me, 
I wonder if she hoped, 
As so many mothers do, 
That her baby boy would grow up to be 
Just like 
His father 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By Shel 
Silverstein 



Ballads for Beginners  
Structure and tone. 
The core structure for a ballad is a quatrain, written in either abcb or abab rhyme schemes. In general, lines 
range in length from 6-10 syllables, but your syllables tend to remain consistent throughout the poem. 
 
The second ingredient is the story you want to tell. It can be about you, someone you know, a relationship, or 
an experience – good, bad, triumphant, or tragic. 
 
To begin, sketch out the tale. Don’t worry about beats per line, rhyme schemes, or stanza breaks. Simply write 
the story you want to present as a ballad. Once you’ve written the narrative, pare down the length and strike all 
words that don’t drive or describe the action. This bit of editing will make the conversion process much easier. 
 
Hook your reader. 
Now, look at your piece and listen for the beat. Re-form your language into balladic form, making sure to open 
with a stanza that sets the table for the story to unfold: 
 

As I walked into the coffeehouse, 
I spotted her sipping tea. 
She looked up with her forlorn eyes, 
Her sadness clear to me. 

 
This particular stanza could take the story in two directions: an elegiac tale of how she became sad and can’t 
overcome it or a hopeful story of how interaction with the narrator can lift her from her malaise. Present a plot 
that can unfold in a number of ways, and you’ll hook your reader’s imagination and heart. 
 

She invited me to take a seat, 
She had a story to tell, 
About the day her husband left, 
The day love turned to hell. 

 
Tell your story. 
Finish setting the stage in the second quatrain, and then unfold the story with crafty emotion, letting the natural 
rhythm of the ballad seep from your mind and heart onto the page. 
 

She gave him everything she had, 
Her body, soul and heart, 
His old habits got the best of him, 
He relapsed; she fell apart. 
Off he went on a bender, it seems, 
 
A blur of drugs and drink– 
When she confronted him, he said, 
"Fine," and took off–just think 
Of the pain it caused this woman, 
 
Her eyes folded into her face, 
Tears so sharp, bitter and fierce 
They’re salting her in place. 



Close with authority. 
As your ballad winds toward its conclusion, you can retain the rhyme scheme for the closing stanza or go 
off-beat with an envoi, or refrain. Either way, use the penultimate quatrain to make the turn for home and the 
final quatrain to close the poem with authority. 
 

Yet she turns up at the coffeehouse, 
Loneliness not her style, 
Through those sad eyes I can tell 
She’s yearning for joy, while 
Dealing with the tragedy of losing 
 
A man once very sweet, 
A man now lost in his shadows, 
Her sadness under his feet. 
From banal to mystical. 

 
As you develop your narrative, remember the ballad’s focus on music and narrative. Even if you write the most 
banal story about going to the grocery store, the music could transform your story into a mystical piece. So as 
you revise your story into the ballad form, hone the rhythm and rhyme, making surprising connections with 
word-sounds. Focus on the language, and you’ll surely write something to sing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
7 Years 
BY LUKAS GRAHAM 
 
Once I was seven years old my momma told me 
Go make yourself some friends or you'll be lonely 
Once I was seven years old 
 
It was a big big world, but we thought we were bigger 
Pushing each other to the limits, we were learning quicker 
By eleven smoking herb and drinking burning liquor 
Never rich so we were out to make that steady figure 
 
Once I was eleven years old my daddy told me 
Go get yourself a wife or you'll be lonely 
Once I was eleven years old 
 
I always had that dream like my daddy before me 
So I started writing songs, I started writing stories 
Something about that glory just always seemed to bore me 
'Cause only those I really love will ever really know me 
 
Once I was twenty years old, my story got told 
Before the morning sun, when life was lonely 
Once I was twenty years old 
 
I only see my goals, I don't believe in failure 
'Cause I know the smallest voices, they can make it major 
I got my boys with me at least those in favor 
And if we don't meet before I leave, I hope I'll see you later 
 
Once I was twenty years old, my story got told 
I was writing about everything, I saw before me 
Once I was twenty years old 
Soon we'll be thirty years old, our songs have been sold 
We've traveled around the world and we're still roaming 
Soon we'll be thirty years old 
 
I'm still learning about life 
My woman brought children for me 
So I can sing them all my songs 
And I can tell them stories 
Most of my boys are with me 
Some are still out seeking glory 
And some I had to leave behind 
My brother I'm still sorry 



 
Soon I'll be sixty years old, my daddy got sixty-one 
Remember life and then your life becomes a better one 
I made a man so happy when I wrote a letter once 
I hope my children come and visit, once or twice a month 
 
Soon I'll be sixty years old, will I think the world is cold 
Or will I have a lot of children who can warm me 
Soon I'll be sixty years old 
Soon I'll be sixty years old, will I think the world is cold 
Or will I have a lot of children who can warm me 
Soon I'll be sixty years old 
 
Once I was seven years old, momma told me 
Go make yourself some friends or you'll be lonely 
Once I was seven years old 
 
Once I was seven years old 
 
 
 
 
 
WING$ 
BY MACKLEMORE feat. RYAN LEWIS 
 
I was seven years old, when I got my first pair 
And I stepped outside 
And I was like, momma, this air bubble right here, it's gonna make me fly 
I hit back-court, and when I jumped, I jumped, I swear I got so high 
I touched the net, Mom I touched the net, this is the best day of my life 
Air Max's were next, 
That air bubble, that mesh 
The box, the smell, the stuffin', the tread, in school 
I was so cool, I knew that I couldn't crease 'em 
My friends couldn't afford 'em, Four stripes, some Adidas 
On the court I wasn't the best, but my kicks were like the pros 
Yo, I stick out my tongue so everyone could see that logo 
Nike Air Flight, but bad was so dope 
And then my friend Carlos' brother got murdered for his fours, whoa 
See he just wanted a jump shot, but they wanted to start a cult though 
Didn't wanna get caught, from Genesee Park to Othello 
You could clown for those Probings, with the Velcro, those were not tight 
I was trying to fly without leaving the ground, 'cause I wanted to be like Mike, right 
Wanted to be him, I wanted to be that guy, I wanted to touch the rim 
I wanted to be cool, and I wanted to fit in, 
I wanted what he had, America, it begins 
I wanna fly 



Can you take me far away 
Gimmie a star to reach for 
Tell me what it takes 
And I'll go so high 
I'll go so high 
My feet won't touch the ground 
Stitch my wings 
And pull the strings 
I bought these dreams 
That all fall down 
We want what we can't have, commodity makes us want it 
So expensive, damn, I just got to flaunt it 
Got to show 'em, so exclusive, this that new shit 
A hundred dollars for a pair of shoes I would never hoop in 
Look at me, look at me, I'm a cool kid 
I'm an individual, yea, but I'm part of a movement 
My movement told me be a consumer and I consumed it 
They told me to just do it, I listened to what that swoosh said 
Look at what that swoosh did. See it consumed my thoughts 
Are you stupid, don't crease 'em, just leave 'em in that box 
Strangled by these laces, laces I can barely talk 
That's my air bubble and I'm lost, if it pops 
We are what we wear, we wear what we are 
But see I look inside the mirror and think Phil Knight tricked us all 
Will I stand for change, or stay in my box 
These Nikes help me define me, but I'm trying to take mine, off 
I wanna fly 
Can you take me far away 
Gimmie me a star to reach for 
Tell me what it takes 
And I'll go so high 
I'll go so high 
My feet won't touch the ground 
Stitch my wings 
And pull the strings 
I bought these dreams 
That all fall down 
I started out, with what I wear to school 
That first day, like these are what make you cool 
And this pair, this would be my parachute 
So much more than just a pair of shoes 
Nah, this is what I am, what I wore, this is the source of my youth 
This dream that they sold to you 
For a hundred dollars and some change, consumption is in the veins 
And now I see it's just another pair of shoes 
 
 
In Praise of Their Divorce 



Tony Hoagland, 1953 
 
 And when I heard about the divorce of my friends, 
I couldn’t help but be proud of them, 
 
that man and that woman setting off in different directions, 
like pilgrims in a proverb 
 
—him to buy his very own toaster oven,  
her seeking a prescription for sleeping pills. 
 
Let us keep in mind the hidden forces 
which had struggled underground for years 
 
to push their way to the surface—and that finally did,  
cracking the crust, moving the plates of earth apart, 
 
releasing the pent-up energy required 
for them to rent their own apartments, 
 
for her to join the softball league for single mothers 
for him to read George the Giraffe over his speakerphone 
 
at bedtime to the six-year-old. 
 
The bible says, Be fruitful and multiply 
 
but is it not also fruitful to subtract and to divide? 
Because if marriage is a kind of womb,  
 
divorce is the being born again; 
alimony is the placenta one of them will eat; 
 
loneliness is the name of the wet-nurse; 
regret is the elementary school; 
 
endurance is the graduation. 
So do not say that they are splattered like dropped lasagna 
 
or dead in the head-on collision of clichés 
or nailed on the cross of their competing narratives. 
 
What is taken apart is not utterly demolished. 
It is like a great mysterious egg in Kansas 
 
that has cracked and hatched two big bewildered birds. 
It is two spaceships coming out of retirement, 
 



flying away from their dead world, 
the burning booster rocket of divorce 
                                 falling off behind them,  
 
the bystanders pointing at the sky and saying, Look. 
 


