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Four rooms, nine seats, seventeen people: 

fitting us all in was some Einsteinian riddle. 

One body moving dislodged another, 

a constant shifting equilibrium suspended 

in clouds of Ma-Ma’s Pall Mall smoke  

so thick nothing cut through but laughter. 

 

At Thanksgivings, after the ossuaries 

left on plates and smiling contented teeth, 

we’d escape out onto the street, 

sneaking drags off stolen  

cigarettes or sips of Miller Light;  

conspiring furtively of sex. 

 

Bored again we’d head indoors, 

search Pop’s junk drawer, a black hole full 

of pocketknives, casino chips, an old pistol. 

Hints of our grandfather’s former life in Europe 

fighting Nazis but also a racist joke-book, 

proof he fought men and not ideas. 

 

Where my grandparents’ small apartment squatted 

there’s just asphalt, dotted lines, 

parked cars for the Y. The Downtown 

looks haggard, at dusk, the buildings hug 

themselves tight against encroaching night, 

show their broken teeth, graffiti scars, and rust. 

 

Could we have known our family 

would come undone? The affair,  

the too-soon deaths and drug abuse, 

MAGA rallies, or depression’s subtle cutting? 

At times I think kin are simply strangers 

we’ve known all our lives. 

 

Standing here on Monongahela Street 

I let these thoughts cover me  

and hear the sound of trains, 

see the plumes of coal-smoke slowly settle 

on the tracks like woolen blankets. 

  



 

          

 

 



 

 

 



 

          

 

 



 

 

 



 

          

 

 



 

 



 

          

 

 



 

 

 

 
1 Kenspeckle (adj): According to dictionary.com, this word means, “Conspicuous; easily seen or recognized.” It was Word 

of the Day on that site on December 15, 2023.  
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