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Preface

We like to think we create the combinations of words that make up our sentences and more. This is true, but all of us have been exposed to multitudes of words that may influence our choice of an adjective, the decision to place a conjunction here rather than there, or the idea that rhyming a particular pair of words will work better than a dozen alternatives.

 We may be unaware of these connections, but it seems fair to acknowledge the debt we owe to the authors and poets whose words have lifted our spirits and sometimes changed lives across years and even centuries. I also want to thank my parents, for a house with plenty of books and encouragement to learn everything, and the teachers of English and literature and drama who fostered appreciation and awe at what precision and imagination could achieve.

 For this particular book, I warmly thank Brian and Tricia Swinehart for making it possible. I am also grateful to the New Rochelle residents and others who came to public readings over the last few years, at the public library and coffee shops and elsewhere, and laughed (at least sometimes) at the right places. For the section on valentines, all of which and a good many more were written for my wife, Sandra, during our half-century together, my gratitude will be apparent on every page.

 I hope readers will feel an urge to read some of these verses to a friend or family member. While my first title, “Some Smiles to Share,” had already been used, the sentiment remains.

 	—James W. Swinehart
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A Dilemma On The Ark

A single earthworm, fully grown,

Can reproduce although alone,

Because the organs of both sexes

Reside within its solar plexus.

Thus it may not need to mate

In order to proliferate.

So Noah asked, “Should I take Two?

For the worms just one should do,

But no one mentioned an exception

For hermaphrodite conception.

To follow orders yet be fair,

Should I choose one or take a pair?”

He thought the former, then the latter,

But in the end it didn’t matter.

Whatever number went aboard

Was bound to satisfy the Lord:

Whether single or a deuce,

Worms were sure to reproduce.

Since either choice left Noah vexed

By overpopulated decks,

He felt that future holy texts

Should warn that worms are oversexed.





The King Speaks

“Pray take this purse, and hie thee thither,

Procuring at once a gooseberry pie.

Return anon, hastening hither,

Tarrying not until thou art nigh.

“Taste not the pie along the way,

Lest it arrive here less than whole.

Mark me well, or rue the day

And forfeit both thy life and soul.

“A pie that’s rendered incomplete

Hath less appeal than one untasted.

Sirrah, thy transit must be fleet.

Thou cans’t not let an hour be wasted.”

The king hungered for pie yet he feared indigestion.

He mused, “To eat, or not to eat – that is the question.”

(The King Speaks: Postscript)

The pie came on time and was eaten with dinner.

The king, with surprise, said “It made me no thinner!”

Dieticians who proposed that pie should be eaten

Were promptly dragged off to the dungeon and beaten.

Alas, although kings have the power to ransom,

Pies are unlikely to make them more handsome.

Despite having freedom to eat what they please,

Their bodies profit more from carrots and peas.

Still, royals get pie while the masses get bread.

We distinguish the two by the way they are fed.

Though kings seldom diet, we ought to forgive them –

The odds say we peasants may well outlive them.
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Thank You For Waiting, Your Grace

Hamlet, a prince, once famously said

“The time is out of joint.”

Happenings in England now

Would seem to prove his point.

The press says Queen Elizabeth Two,

Now ninety-four, may rule forever,

So the current prince may get the crown

Around the first of never.

The Duke of Cornwall, Prince of Wales,

Heir apparent since the age of three,

Has grown up anticipating

A reign that he may never see.

Charles, now seventy-two,

Some years past the age of retirement.

He’s learned that for the position of King

Experience is not a requirement.

The prince is said to be patient,

But is finding it hard to believe

That he’s spent a lifetime awaiting

A job he may never receive.

Though the Queen does not doubt his judgment –

Not at iota, a whit, or scintilla –

She may have asked friends if a rational man

Would trade a Diana for a Camilla.

Whatever the reason, she may keep the crown;

At least that would seem her intention.

She continues to enjoy being the Queen,

And says Charles can live well on his pension.





A Small Change

I’m not sure why, but it seems a crime

That a nickel is twice as big as a dime.

If you were going just by touch

You’d value it at twice as much.

Perhaps someone could drop a hint

To officials at the U.S. mint:

The use of graduated dies

Would let value correspond to size.

Alas, these people, as you’ve heard,

Do something you may find absurd:

They pay two cents to make each penny.

Does that make sense? Hardly any.

So I won’t wait for larger dimes

Or nickels to get somewhat smaller.

Though sanity may come in time, 	

By then these coins may cost a dollar.





Lines


 Words across a parchment page

 two centuries ago

  ...that all men are created equal...

 Words of youth and strength

 on a cold January day

  ...We will bear any burden...

 Words of vision and hope

 to overcome exclusion and fear

  ...I have a dream...

 And more than words

 Lines of markers, starkly white

 on endless fields of green

 in Arlington and far beyond.

 Lines of names on a granite wall

 to touch and remember.

 On election day, by twos and tens,

 then thousands, and millions,

 the lines in places large and small

 spoke their own truth

 about our debt, and our promise:

 One nation, indivisible.

 From many, one.







You Slay Me

The news of recent executions

That were botched or went awry

Have led proponents to avow

That they would diligently try

To find a way that worked each time

So punishment could fit the crime,	

A way that was confirmed as lawful

But not leave viewers feeling awful.

Chemical cocktails, it’s undeniable,

Have proved to be unreliable.

Although to some it seems insane

to make these killings more humane,

Proponents say they’re civilized

When victims are anesthetized,

And all agree we should make certain

That when they drop that final curtain

It must be demonstrably clear

That the person is no longer here.

Since this problem can’t be ignored,

Alternatives must be explored.

One way would be to give the nod

To employment of a firing squad.

That works but one flaw gives us pause:

It violates noise abatement laws.

Or surround the felon with some folks

Who are masterful at telling jokes;

The comics might find they were thrilled

To learn that they had really killed.

Or the sentence could be carried out

In another way that leaves no doubt:

Transport him to a distant land

Inhabited by a primitive band

Of cannibals who would ask the sinner

If he would please drop by for dinner.

If a jury says, “Off with his head!”

That’s one way to make sure he’s dead.

To manage that, as some have seen,

We could resurrect the guillotine.

No victim ever has complained

That it
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