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Brief explanation of The Black Boot 90 Minute Assignment 2008

We called (emailed) a bunch of writers.
They met us in front of the Chinese Theater.
We told them, “Go talk to someone.  Then write about it.  You have 90 minutes.”
We looked at their faces.
They walked Hollywood Boulevard and other streets too.
Some of them were angry.
All of them, except one, who peddles drugs, submitted their pieces.
What follows, in the spaces and the light in the cracks, came from that day.
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Think of old beatnik cafes in Venice and how lonely and faraway they must have been, on the slum 
ocean edge of 1940’s, 50’s Los Angeles, a city that barely even existed. living in the land of oblivion, 
high in the early morning low clouds shrouding the Lincoln Boulevard gas station, dirt lot sand lot 
next to that, Stuart Perkhoff writes Art is God is Love on the wall, which Wallace Berman said, and 
nobody is watching.  But of course the god is always watching and that’s how I am thinking of it.

Open the doors of love.  Take the door off the entrance of love. Love must have no door. It must be 
open. All the time and for all, but oh that is a scary and strange door to keep open when some 
asshole mafi a type in Glendale driving 80 miles an hour almost kills you and your wife. 
Oh for this I must take down the walls of love. Let love out of the room.
Realize fi nally that it was out of the room all along.

Witness the energy of a second grade sock ball game with my daughter as the sun goes down and 
an airplane fl ies by, and the smog and dust and city junk is lit the tender pink of life and death.
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My Father Died
Steve Abee

Dad you have left your body.  

I miss you. Yes. I do.  
But then again, I have missed you for quite some time.
You have been gone for years and the years that you were here, 
Well they weren’t always great.

I should only say lovely things. I should only speak of your greatness 
And to be sure you were great. You were the Oak Tree, the ocean. You were a big man.
You were the fucking sun.  And now you are dead. Now you are dead. 
The sun is dead, the ocean, the big tree. Dead.
We all die, man. That is all there is to it. 
We all die, man.
I am too tired for art. All I can do is write the shit.

I love you. I love you. But what does that mean?
Really, I love you. I love you. I love you.
But what does that mean?

Within your absence a slow roar grows
As if a train, coming from out of the night
To be no more.

It is three days since you died.
Jerry said they went to the next room
And you just didn’t wake up when they 
Came back.  What did you know, old man. What did you know?
So tired, so tired, like bones carrying all of the ocean,
So much in the water that you just couldn’t see 
Anymore land?   What was it like, man?
What was it like? Oh, man, father, your body
Had plans for you that you did not, that none of us do.
What fi nal dream hands came to you, 
Hands made real.

Ha, feel that, feel that all of us.

They go. They go. The ones you never thought 
Would go. They go.

I never thought you’d go. 
I never thought you’d go.
What bullshit. I knew you were going.
I tried to imagine it about a thousand times.
I knew you were dying years ago.
It was obvious. How could anyone think 
Otherwise? The only reason you lived was because
My mom wanted you to live.  She wanted you
To live more than you did. 
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I knew you were dying.
We all did. 
When you slid down the stairs, I thought
That was it. I cried. Read poetry to you.
You didn’t die. I felt gypped.

Now, you did it. Now you went
And
And
And
It’s not what I thought cause
Death is not a thought. 
What is it? Say it Mr. Poet.
It is not a thought.
It is a body without the time
To be a body anymore.
It’s the last page, gone. 
Vagabond Soul
Hummingbird Beloved
King of the Cannery
A Love Supreme
Black Spring

Everyone is dead.
Paul Newman
Kurt Vonnegut.
Great People
The guy who invented something great, I can’t remember what
He died.
A colleague from work’s father, too, last week.
Open the paper. In the back of the California Section.
Right before the weather.
It’s what we do. 
It’s what I am doing.
Body Body Body
Body Body Body
Body Body Body
You are so funny.
I paint you with tattoos and I want a nice stomach.
But you are gonna kill me.
You are gonna fucking kill me.
Why? What have any of us ever done to you?
I like…forget it.
You see, dad, father, Ralph Marvin,
This isn’t about you.
It’s about all of this. 
You made us hamburgers that one time. Thank You.
I met you for dinner at the Old World Coffee Shop,
Santa Monica and 4th street, 1985. I was 17. That was so great.
Eating with you, meeting you, I don’t remember the
Circumstances. Why was I the only one there.
We talked about stuff. I felt old, grown up.
There were lots of shitty things, too.
But, whatever.
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I keep getting this funny feeling of freedom.
Like I am free from your bullshit.
Like you can’t hurt me anymore.
That’s funny. You were so out of it for so long,
But I still felt like I was supposed to do something and
You were always judging or something.

This last summer, you were so weak. I really felt you near the end.
But you were so kind, so aware, alive, your spirit so present and warm.
Even without words or much movement, it was present. 
It’s funny, we don’t really communicate with words or movement.

I’m sorry you died. Not really, but it’s the closest thing to what I want to say.

Body of Father you are no more.
Eyes open, last words to me,
“Oh Okay,”
I SAID “I’m going back to L.A. I’LL SEE YOU THIS WEEKEND.”
And you SAID “Oh, okay.”
I knew I was lying. I had to say something.
You were a man, a child, asleep, waking from dreams 
All the time.  I swear, I thought you had passed a few times while I was
With you. Mouth open, head down, not moving. I had to look close to see
If you were still breathing.  But then I left and fi ve days later, 
You were gone.  God Bless you.  I will freak out, I think, when I see you,
Dead body full of chemicals in the box of oak. 
You oak tree of my life. The antithesis of death, you were the LIFE MAN,
The Penis, which I think you had a big one, The MALE Principal. Rage Man.

Grandma came to Jerry in his mind, he heard her, said, “Marvy Come Home.”
The last thing I said to you
“I’m going back to L.A. dad. I’ll come back this weekend.”
I knew I was lying. I knew that wasn’t gonna happen. 
I could have said something deep.
But what? 

I want to watch TV.
I want to sleep. 
I don’t want to think about any of this.
Oh, but it wants to think about me.

I always say we live forever 
And we do, but the body. It’s gone.
The fi nality, the lastness, that’s 
The hard part. Harder than the sickness.
The sickness is no good, it has to end, but 
The end—it just doesn’t forgive at all.
Shit, we hear about it. 
We say I’m sorry for your loss,
But what are we really saying 
and what the fuck are We pretending?
That this stuff only happens to other people
Those less fortunate, like we live in a good neighborhood
Where people don’t get sick and all those poor sucks
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I feel bad for them and their dying. Too bad they do that. 
Poor assholes.  

I’m sorry that you had to deal with the fact that is this life.
I’m sorry that you had to face the truth and had to stop
The fantasy illusion dream trip of invention and commerce, we
Die, man.  We die. 

Dad, again you are my teacher, primary, primal, always. 
You, chosen by the cosmos to show me the way
In this life.  

BB
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The Steamroller
Steve Abee

I am alive 
And alive is about 
taking turns.
It was my turn to be 18,
And 20 and 27, now 38.
The thing is I thought
I was driving, I was 
Driving the world.
I thought the whole world was at
My bowling alley birthday party,
It didn’t matter what was 
True and real.
Now, now
The steamroller called reality
Is on me, paving streets that
I never heard of.

BB
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You Must Love This
Steve Abee

You must love this.

Love it all, man. Love your sorrow, love your sadness. Love your anger, hatred, 
sorrow, again. Love it. Love it all, man. 

Love the planets that spin their storms through your cosmic battlements, the storms of becoming, 
the storms of being, the storms of end. Love the storms.

Love the things that you have forgotten. All the days your children ran up to you and said things 
and gave you things and looked certain ways and now you can’t remember shit, hardly, maybe one 
tone of voice or image of a face and now they aren’t like that anymore, it is gone. Love that your wife 
has a way better memory than you. Love it. Love forget. Love gone. Love change, man. Love change. 

Love the smelly Chinatown fi sh gut sidewalks. Love them. 

Love the people that look at you like you don’t belong. Love the idea that you don’t belong. Love the 
idea of belong. Love the guy who made that up. 

Love the Macy Street Liquor store and it’s winos, shades made of true western dust. 

Love the prisoners in the Sheriff’s bus, who knows what they might have done or not. Love them.
Love the Sheriff, too, even though he is the slave ship master of the unjust status quo and lost his 
cosmic cable TV connection to the universe of love for a solid middle class income, a house and boat 
and TiVo and that is his problem, but love him.

Love Che Guevara, and all the T-shirts he lives on. Love that he killed people. That he loved while 
he killed and he did it to free the humble, the true, from their humiliation at the hands of the crimi-
nal ruling class and that one of the people he killed was some weird Special Ed. kid’s grandpa and 
the kid’s mom got mad at you for having a Che poster in your classroom and you thought maybe 
Bob Marley’s a better poster to have on the wall cause he didn’t kill anyone, but he smoked a lot of 
weed. Love the confusion of truth and desire and action.

Love the people fi ghting at the next table. Love when you are the people fi ghting at the next table. 
Love fi ghting. That we must fi ght. That we feel like shit enough to pass it around. Love it. Love that 
it all boils up and out of us and across the table and street and into our bellies and veins or mus-
cles, the fi ghting shit, the anger, the piss, the unhappy with this shit and the fucking fuck you, the 
fi ght and I don’t know why. Love it. 

Love the anger in your children. 
Love the anger in your wife.
Love the anger in your own hands, heart, belly, throat, eyes and ears.
Love the anger in everything.
Love the spiritual blindness in everything. 
Love the Spiritual Spiderman Lucha Libre masks on Olvera Street, that they are the beautiful 
masks of the mind, fi ghting clowns of the mind, 
searching for the true fi ght of love. Love their blind desire. 
Love the Spanglish spoken here. The Spanglish of the mind. 
Love the city that has been lost to us forever. The city of the mind. 
Love the societies and cultures that lay beneath our streets.  The streets of the mind.
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Love that they have been lost. Love that things will never be like they were.
Love that there are layers and layers of streets that will lay over us.  All of us. 
All of us of the mind.

Love the jasmine that blooms.
Love the tourist and his bus.
Love the hustler bum asking you for dollars, getting mad cause you said no. Love No. Love that 
there is a No, a Universal No. The Not. Love Not. That it is there. The other door of the mind, you 
can’t have it.

Love the murder. Love the suicide.
Love what you cannot love.
Love that you cannot love it.
Love the impossibility of the task of love.
Love the impossible mission of our nature.
Love our imperial failure.
Love all our broken gods.
Love the mystery and the shower of light.
Love the darkness we spin in our minds. 
Love our pointless defi ance against, self, god and nature.
Love Homework. 
Love your plate and all that it holds.
Love your rage.
Love your repetition. Love that there is really only one or two things to say, but you keep thinking 
there are more and you keep saying them, but they are really only the same one or two things you 
already said. 
Love your embarrassment.
Love your insanity, that you threw a kids ice-cream cone at work today. Who cares why? You did it. 
Love it. 
Love how you disappoint your wife and children with your juvenile displays of inappropriate and 
irrational emotion, rage, throwing an ice cream cone, fi ghting teen obesity and diabetes in Hispanic  
Ghetto youth culture. Love the Hispanic ghetto youth culture and their 7am MacDonald’s Ice Cream 
smart ass saying “It’s better than nothing.” Love the Hispanic ghetto youth culture in your own 
mind that wants to eat tasty shit all day long and fl ip off the white dude teacher man, hey mister. 
Love it, them, all the thems, within you and with out you.

Love how frightened you are by them, the ghetto culture of violence and poverty, any ghetto, all 
ghettos, all is a ghetto, prefab heads of state nuclear ghetto violence and poverty of heart and mind,  
the youth culture of extroverted soulless desperation, soul crying desperation, with no power other 
than the power to hurt themselves and they know it. Love it. 

Love the frightened poor,  the frightened poor within you, the frightend poor that believe in posses-
sion as security and the shallow powers of lust and rage.  Love them. 

Love your own love of lust and rage. 

Love the fi st that wails fi re, sun, at the sun, at the pain, in pain. The lost  demon  protector against 
demons it cannot fi ght. Love the walls it hits and builds at the same time. Love the fi re it fi ghts with 
fi re, burning everything. Love the face and bones it makes and the ones is destroys. Oh love them, 
love it, lost hand of fi re. 
Fucking sad Lost hand of fi re. Love it. 

Love remorse, your remorse at being a fuck up, a fucked up parent, husband, you’re trying now, 
but you fucked up. Love it. Love the fuck up. Love the guilt and shame. Love knowing it was your 
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fault, your problem, your own broken house of bitter windows, your own toxic mind shafts, love 
them, your own dirt lots of sad dogs and rape that you refused to escape because you were sure 
that there was gold, oil, a couple-a-bucks, a shiny something something in that dirt lot car lot weed 
patch hundred million year old personal family dinasour junkyard of try and love, but you don’t 
know how, but that is how. 

Love your rape. Love that they hurt you. The big they, all of them. Big hands of the faceless nobody 
thus Everybody left lane super market schoolyard grandpa grandma mom and dad, Uncle, too, all 
of them fucking hurt you. Love your hurt. Love hurt. Love it. Love that shit freaking hurts. That this 
body is all about hurt, that is gets hurt, body mind belly love hurt the very thing you love. 
Love your own brutal humiliation at the hands of your protectors beneath a sun that would not 
shade you from them, that would not shade them from themselves. Love too bad. Love the one that 
hurt you. Love that man. Those boys. It’s all you can do. Love that is not possible. Can’t happen. 
Love that, too.

Love your own souls degradation at the hands of your broken incarnations, murderer of innocents, 
violations of the heart, the ravings of the empty fi re trying to build his light by blinding the sun. 
It can’t happen. 

Love the sun and its unforgiving heat.
Love the sun that does not shade but burns us to our own purpose pure and full of bones made of 
water and water turned to breath and empty light.

Love the holy empty, the bones, the darkness, the water, the house that time has built for your 
underwater schooling.

Love them. 

Love the water that surrounds you.
Love the unskillfull anger that erupts like molten fl owers from this pool of hurt.
Love its fi ngers craving sunlight, water, pure now, salvation, craving to stop the wings of pain 
helicopters beating the brush of the mind, looking for snipers. 
Love them, the snipers. 

Love those who have left you. 
Love those who have died.
Love that your parents left you, that they died, took their lives and fucked you up, love that they 
were so broken they couldn’t fi t into this skin and bones and drive the car to work and love you and 
themselves at the same time.
Love that they have left you.
That they abaondoned you. That it wasn’t your fault. That they did it and couldn’t not do it. That 
that is the way it goes, the way it went and there is nothing that anyone can do about it, that’s it, 
there is nothing anyone could have done about it, not you, not them, not me, not nobody, mister. 
Love abandoned. Love left. Love gone. Love leave, that things leave, that they don’t stick around, 
that they can’t, that they need to but don’t. Love that we are things that come and go, that get here 
and leave, that this is all there is to it. Love it. 

Love death. Love that we die and end and yes, though we are spirit mostly, yes, we will never wear 
these clothes again, and learn these things that we learn here, we will never be here, right here, 
again, in this mouth of time and body, being swallowed by the handsome clothes of this life, right 
now. Love right now, that this is the only this we know, the only this we can start from. Love never 
again. Love the one and only. Love the one and only and over and done, and done poorly, yes, 
perhaps, but this is the only one of these, the only name like this, these letters, this language, this 
face, that I’m ever gonna see. 
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Love everything that is and isn’t. Should and shouldn’t, love sucks and doesn’t. 
Love what you can and what you cannot love.

Love the haters, love those who love hate, who hate you, love what you hate, love that you hate. 
Love hate. Love it’s broken winged pride sputtering toxic gasoline falling angel tattered sail in the 
end of time ocean, trying so hard to be right, to be right, to be right, knowing that it can never be 
right, is never right, is always wrong, oh sorrow of hatred, forever doomed, fated, menacing power of 
world and mind, power of steel sky or concrete river, power fueled by unseen sorrow and fear, power 
needing to fi ll what cannot be fi lled, sorrow that horror, fear, gnashing teeth and screaming rivers of 
mind cannot be calmed by gnashing and screaming heaven, so sad the wrong heaven of hatred, the 
non-heaven of hatred.

Love wrong. Love sad. Love that wrong sad heaven.

Love the heaven that is not in us. 
Love the heaven that sits and waits.
Love the heaven that can’t be had in this life.

Love the shit that falls from your asshole. Love that it falls from you asshole. Love that you need to 
create waste in order to survive. Love the ineffi cient and fl awed creation that you are. 

Love that you love eating greasy chicken  alone at Zankou Chicken in Hollywood, without the wife 
and kids and friends, with no one at all, just you and too much food, love that you ordered too 
much food. Love that the chicken you are eating used to be alive, that it was slaughtered inhumane 
mechanized factory of chicken death, love that you are eating inhumane chicken death with garlic 
lard sauce and loving it, love that the chicken along with a handful of other animal species have 
supported this line of society going back 100,000 years or something and it just keeps getting worse 
for them. Love that we kill so much just to keep the air-conditioning on and the computer running.
Love our lost need. The garlic sauce. The hummus. 

Love the commercial exchange of shitty goods for shitty purposes, love the mind fuck shitty purpose 
of blind greed need fuck that is never satisfi ed, love never satisfi ed. 
Oh love it. Love it, cause it made us, built this very house, this wall, this street, robbed the bank, 
killed the native, made the slave, in us all. 

Love the slave in us all. Love the beaten and exploited and used and the broken and unlived, 
petty, jealous and treacherous life in all of us, love the hurt that it comes from, the beaten soul that 
writhes up poison, the beaten soul that belongs to this life, this planet, this light, to all lights, seen 
and unseen, felt and unfelt.  Love the poor mind that made these chains, that makes them, that 
won’t take them off.

Love the shitty ads on Sunset Blvd. American Apparel that blast pedophile porno images of lost 
chicks in a the rec room of lost chick sick man fantasy land. Love the T-shirts they sell. Love the 
hand bag happy americana mythology of cheap pussy that we buy. 

Love the people that are better than you, all of them, the millions of them.
Love that you cannot stand them.
Love the need to be better. Love worse. Love the absurd power of jealousy.
Love the poison of hierarchies. That you are addicted to the vertical scale, the pointless
scale of ideas and desires, the idea that somehow being good or bad or better or known and not 
known will mean anything to anyone, to your eternal lightbulb, to your cosmic can of tomato sauce, 
to the billions of galaxies fl oating in your eyeball.  Who cares? Love who cares.
Love the teenage boys that walk tough ass laughing at your middle aged softness. Love softness, 



13
Black Boot

love being fragile, love being so delicate the wind of passing cars hurts you, the rustle of city planted 
tree frightens you, love your softness, your not belonging in the hard world of hurt and harm. Love 
your anger that arises from this, your misplaced fl ower box of life. Who put me here and why? And 
why am I always so scared and mad? And what do I want and need and what I am after? Love the 
soft questions, the soft answers, 

Love that you can’t stop thinking about how much you suck and how much it all sucks and how 
much you love it and it doesn’t matter cause it’s all so fucking beautiful and it sucks and it’s gonna 
end and that’s beautiful.

Love that you can’t come up with a better way to say it. 
Love the bodies that you share. Love the trap of family and commitment.

Love that your wife moans disgusted and starts to cry frustrated and desperate when you move to 
kiss her, trying to get with her at night in your husband and wife bed. Love that sex is not easy, is 
frustrating, that you want it for all the wrong reasons and she knows it, but they are the only rea-
sons you have. Love your broken reasons. 

Love that you are stuck in this love and so is she. Love the genius of stuck. No choice. Love no 
choice. The wisdom of the no choice train.  Love that  this whole life deal is a no choice train.  You 
must grow old and learn the sorrow of the body.  You must learn the joy and sorrow of the body, of 
life and no life, of here and not here. Love that you get to touch things, man, want things. Love it. 
Love want. Love desire. Love hunger. Love need. Love all these things that can’t be fi lled or stopped.  
Love the craving hands that shape  your dewy bones, that give your wanting clay it’s broken fi re.  
Love the fi re that turns this muddy wheel. 

Love the wisdom of the trap. Love that it is all a trap, that it all taper off into the fugitive jungles of 
disappointment because you cannot do with a body what the spirit desires and needs. 

Love.

Love that your love, when all is said and done will have loved much and hard and soft and vast and 
huge and small and plain and there and not there and things that couldn’t be but are and shouldn’t 
be, but had to. Love what you cannot love. Love what you cannot love. Love can’t. Love limit. Love 
stop. Love edge, end, over. Love the river that loses your name and that’s it, into a million other 
ended names, an ocean of ended names. Love this limited mind and the rest of the universe that 
just doesn’t think like that, lose it, man. Love it. Love what you cannot love, just love it. 
That’s all you can do.

BB
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From “Anyone?  Anyone?” by Nathan Troutman

This is it.  This is how you are going to do it; someone other than yourself dangling a deadline over 
your head like a guillotine.  This is the only way. Lord knows you can’t do it yourself.  Just park 
the car and walk over there.  Don’t think about it.  Don’t fear it, there’s nothing to be afraid of.  For 
God’s sake, you’re a goddamn adult.  You don’t even have to come up with the subject matter; it’s 
going to be provided for you.  A subject and a deadline on a silver platter.  Pick up your fork and eat 
it.

You hope they are specifi c.  Real fucking specifi c.  Not some broad creative writing  class warm-up 
bullshit.  Something that requires a bit of research perhaps.  Probably not though.  This is probably 
going to be agony.  You could have a fl at tire.  You have a fl at tire.  You can’t make it.  You’ll text in 
a fl at tire.  You’ll apologize and quip about such poor luck in a neatly packaged text.  You love tex-
ting.  Oh, the brevity.  The effi ciency of language combined with such sweet freedom of any respon-
sibility.

But you want to write, you are convinced that you are fucking fascinating and a writer is his own 
boss, makes his own way.  A writer wakes up in the morning and goes to bed at night and in be-
tween does what he wants to do.  A writer makes his mark on the world.  A writer declares that he 
exists on this planet and tells everyone what it smells like.  A writer has amazing sex with all sorts 
of exotic women.

You’re almost there now.  Tourists everywhere.  It could be worse.   Breathe.  There they are.  Keep 
walking.  Smile.  This is the beginning of the beginning.  Everyone seems so calm.  Say hello, meet 
all the people, sit down.  You did it.  You are here.  Soon the gloriously specifi c subject will be re-
vealed and this gathering of like-minded souls will inspire you to laugh in the face of that empty 
screen and furiously fi ll it with sentences brilliant.  Rejoice, you will soon be free of your chains!

From “Conversations ...” by Larry Milburn

I copped a buzz off a stand-up comic I know who swears he looks like a young Denzel Washington.  
Good California weed has a way of sneaking up on you and I was starting to feel human again but 
just as I hit the boulevard I realized that long pants and a long-sleeved shirt in the middle of July 
was not a real smart move.  Great.  Any minute the internal faucets would kick on and I’d start 
fl ooding like the Ninth Ward.  Yes, the place in New Orleans that is still a heaping rat-infested hell-
hole ignored by the Bureau-Cats in Washington choking on oil prices and the rest of us mourning 
the loss of yet another Starbucks.

I want to live in Ah-Mey-Ree-Ka!!

It was three minutes before eleven.  My contact was one of these corporate dropouts who thought 
he’d be more effective on his own.  You can always tell a guy like that needs the balance of a 9-to-
5 day to stay sane ‘cause waking up in the morning would become too painful without having the 
same place to go day after day.  Shit.  I’d rather chew glass than punch a time card for the rest of 
my life.  So when the poor sap says he’s gonna meet you at 11:00 am in front of Grauman’s Theater 
he really means ten fuckin’ fi fty-nine and fi fty-nine Goddamn seconds.

With those extra minutes to burn I got busy checking out these two blondes that were kneeling on 
the ground giggling about the size of some movie stars’ feet.  Isn’t that every guy’s dying wish?  To 
have beautiful women fawning over us long after we’ve shuffl ed off this mortal coil?

The 90-Minute Assignment



15
Black Boot

Regular
Elaine Howell

He sat in the cinema with his girlfriend and made a quiet apology to his brain. He was sorry, he 
thought/said, not only for subjecting it to this fi lm but for his past abuse, for the antidepressants—
drugs—he’d taken in the attempt to feel happier. No, it wasn’t only to feel happier but to change 
some elemental part of himself, his core. He wanted to be someone else, and he thought perhaps 
these small, harmless pills that came in the colors of Sweet Tarts would change him. It would be 
that simple.

But it wasn’t. There was never a dramatic effect—none that he could notice—except on the negative 
side. He lost a certain excitement for life, the sexual excitement, which was one of the few things 
that had propelled him along before the pills came. He had always fallen back on sex and thoughts 
of sex, fantasies, when nothing else was going well. It was like being hungry; it gave him purpose 
and direction. The pills took that away. They also made other systems in his body malfunction. 
There was no other way to put it: he felt like he was retaining waste. He was no longer what his 
mother used to call, a long time ago, “regular.” Something had sewn him up. 

This was symbolic, he was sure. 

“Did you see that?” his girlfriend, Claire, whispered to him. “I think I saw the boom.”

She was a movie person, much 
to his disdain. He had grown up 
obsessed with classic fi lms like 
It Happened One Night and I 
Cover the Waterfront, but since 
moving from the Midwest to Los 
Angeles 10 years ago, he had lost 
these feelings. And many others. 
The fi lm culture was pervasive. 
Everyone was either a part of it 
or wanted to be a part of it. Even 
the most unlikely people could 
be overheard talking about A-list 
premiere parties. Janitors ar-
gued about character arcs and 
plot points. 

But there was something about 
Claire, he had thought when he 

met her in art class, something melancholy and real. She was attracted to the fi lm business, yes, 
but she was also repulsed by it.

“Can you believe how sloppy people can be? Look at that microphone hanging over his head.” She 
turned away from the screen to face the faux art deco, low-glow lamps on the walls. The fi lm had 
obviously lost Claire; they might as well leave early. But they wouldn’t. It was easier to stay seated, 
remain paralyzed under buckets of popcorn. 

They watched clichés struggle to rise from the dead. People clapped. The story survived on snappy 
one-liners, breasts that shone like armor, and glib facial expressions. They all just sat there. Claire 
always had to read the credits, all the way down to the copyright symbol. 

Nancy Popp
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“Ugh. Seamsters Post-Production House. They are crooks.”

People staggered up the aisles, rubbing their eyes, stepping on popcorn and candy that had escaped 
from packages and jumped to the fl oor. People got stuck and clotted the aisle, right next to him. 
There was no room to move.  Something was wrong.

He began to panic, thinking that this might be the entryway to the life he always knew existed, the 
one underneath the life he experienced each day. All the time, driving around, listening to the ra-
dio, drawing, painting—all the time, he could feel this other life underneath, waiting to be occupied. 
And he was afraid of it. He didn’t know where the entrance was, but he knew once it found him, he 
would never get back out. And as dissatisfying as this life was, right here, it was utopia compared 
with the Other Life. 
Who knew, maybe there were layers of Other Lives, each one more terrifying than the previous. He 
could spend the rest of his years trying not to make a misstep and fall. Maybe he already had fallen.

Shuffl ing occurred a couple rows ahead of him. And shouting. Two men in polyester red vests that 
said “MovieHouse” on the backs ran down to an elderly woman in one of the seats. He saw now that 
the woman was slumped over, as if she were looking for something she had dropped.

But she was looking for nothing. The MovieHouse men unfolded her body on the aisle fl oor, a few 
feet away from Claire and him, and listened for breath at her mouth. 

“Nope,” one said. “Where’s the damn ambulance?”

The man placed hands in the middle of her chest and pushed rhythmically. It was clear now that 
sometime during the fi lm, this mediocre and formulaic fi lm, this woman had died. He wondered 
which scene it was, exactly, that was her last. The sex scene with the big-breasted warrior and the 
robot? The one where the mother ship blew up and scorched all the monsters? One of the slow 
scenes, where people marched down stainless steel hallways to board meetings, with many shots of 
leather Florsheims?

Claire had grabbed his arm so hard that it was beginning the prickly descent into sleep. He eased it 
away from her.

Scores of people stood around them, in back of them, staring down at the woman. 

She looked about 75, in good health, one of those older ladies who were quite self-suffi cient. She 
probably had a nice apartment somewhere nearby with champagne-colored shag carpet and large 
windows. She walked here for the late afternoon show. She had outlived her husband and was 
surprisingly happy with her group of close friends and her menu of television sit-coms. Perhaps she 
even read books and exercised. Ate Marie Callendar’s frozen meals for dinner. The chicken pot pie is 
delicious!

Paramedics covered her with a projection-screen-white sheet and carried her out. People watched 
her as if she were a continuation of the movie, a 3-D element that had fl oated out at the end. Was 
she real?

So that’s it, he thought. She lives her life, probably a decent and semi-interesting one, and dies dur-
ing a bad movie one evening. Strangers all around.

“It’s sad,” he said, wincing at the inadequacy of this statement and thinking, even then, that he had 
recited a bad line. 

“Let’s go to Formosa,” Claire whispered. “Get a drink.” They would sit in the dark vinyl booths, 
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underneath signed headshots of movie stars who’d been dead for decades. Drinking martinis, tell-
ing people the big story of today—narrating the last moments of this woman’s life for entertainment 
purposes—and the very meaning of a human soul leaving the earth would be lost in a fl urry of 
drunken verbs and adjectives.

He felt the popcorn moving through his intestines, where it would stay for weeks, probably, since 
this medicine made him so constipated. A reminder of this incident, as if he needed one.

And here were the police, with clipboards and pencils, asking questions of audience members. Did 
you know her? Did you see anything?

They all shook their heads. He wished he could have said something helpful; he wished he could 
explain how and when this woman died, and why here. But he couldn’t, and as they walked out the 
door he could see the light from the projectionist’s booth above them, still oddly running, casting a 
dusty gold ray down into the theatre. It may as well have been the sun, illuminating its own dark 
Earth and the people on it. 

“You know, I could feel a weird 
energy in the theatre during act 
two,” said Claire, already craft-
ing her tale. “I wonder if that 
was the exact moment she died.”

She said his name then, and he 
took her hand. Only because 
of that. He wanted to grab her 
hand out of love, or out of need 
for human connection during 
the upset. But it was just be-
cause she said his name; it was 
a command, and he obeyed. He 
was no longer living his life; it 
was living him. He let go.

In the lobby, people were beginning their stories. Claire waved to two co-workers—fellow splicers, 
she called them—and cleared her throat. I just knew something was going to happen! The three of 
them clasped hands and shouted out their stories at the same time. I almost sat next to her!

He considered stopping but kept walking. Through the glass doors, out onto the sidewalk, past 
people having dinner at small bistro tables, past a drag queen sitting in the window of a bookstore, 
advertising his memoirs. He found Claire’s Saab—she had the keys—and tucked a note under her 
windshield wiper, written on the back of a receipt: “Sorry. K.” 

But he wasn’t sorry.

The city’s white eyes opened across the sky: fl oodlights announcing more movie premieres. He 
turned down the alley and headed home.

BB

Nancy Popp
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Shadow
Deja Gworek

beer rockets launched by calloused human hands.  stars circling our heads like haloes.  maybe 
once we could’ve been cartoon characters in pete and trixie’s foster house of horrors but now we are 
merely shadows. useless, penniless, mindless, hopeless.

eruptions of fi re from a dragon’s mouth. ducking, running, hiding, lying.  broken limbs, broken 
dreams, broken hearts, broken homes. some dumb ass from my last school once told me, “better 
broken than none at all” but he’d never been in the system. so i gave him a broken nose.

once you’re in it there’s no getting out, no going home, not unless you want to make your own 
home. bobby told me that the fi rst night when i couldn’t stop whimpering. he’d lived with pete and 
trixie the longest. he taught me all the rules in the fi rst day i arrived and the tricks in the second, 
and then he disappeared out the back, leaving me in charge.

BB
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Ballad of a Skinny-Jeaned Man
Bob Ast

I arrived at the club before everyone else from the offi ce, which meant that I had to watch the open-
ing band, whose members had apparently been driven to such neurochemical ecstasy by songs 
they’d defi nitely practiced at least six times before that they could no longer stand up under their 
own power or move about in a proper fashion; third-rate No Doubt can do that to you, I suppose. 
My coworkers had not yet showed up when the demographic shift began toward the end of the set, 
when into the ranks of fourth – (or fi fth? I forget) generation “punks” who could perhaps be for-
given for not knowing better trickled the men and women with tote bags from Whole Foods and the 
Strand.  The rock n’roll karaoke was about to begin.

I was still alone when Paul the patent lawyer was making the most of the opportunity to say “moth-
erfucker” during “Moonage Daydream” and the girl from the band came over to my table.  After 
a few moments it was obvious that the beautiful little idiot thought I was some sort of A&R man, 
which was both fl attering (obviously I was cooler than the average slightly balding man at the show) 
and insulting (but certainly no musician).  She clearly had no idea that I have been in some of the 
greatest almost-bands in history; in fact, she seemed to have no idea what I was talking about.

“Please note,” I said, “that I am not referring to bands that were critically or commercially underap-
preciated or that broke up right on the cusp of stardom or that never made their one great album—
anyone can do all that.

“Exhibit A.  I will grant that rock critics are generally not so smart, which is, however, more or less 
irrelevant, since we all have what cognitive scientists call ‘confi rmation bias,’ in which we bend so-
called reality to suit our own preconceived notions: criticism means that people just don’t get your 
band, research that contradicts your beliefs is methodologically fl awed, etc.  Of course I was already 
pretty au courant with this stuff—but you should maybe check out Mind’s Lie: Why Everyone Is 
Full of Shit; great read.

“Exhibit B. Your high school guidance counselor lied to you: potential is bullshit.  Life is not about 
realizing your full potential; life is about winnowing the near-incalculable options of a child down to 
an adult’s intractable, immutable few: work in this fi eld, live in this city, marry this person.  Do you 
realize that every smug, single-independent-clause answer to the question ‘What do you do?’ neces-
sarily involves admitting to a virtually infi nite number of failures.  You may be a doctor, but you are 
not a lawyer; you may play guitar, but you are not an administrative assistant (for example).

“Here’s my point.  From Exhibit A we can see that reviews, album sales, illegal downloads, etc. are 
basically meaningless, just data that can be manipulated by the brain.  Exhibit B shows us that 
any so-called success is, when viewed appropriately, virtually microscopic.  Obviously our con-
ventional language about failure—either the supposedly undeserved kind, in which everyone feels 
vaguely sad that Big Star wasn’t bigger, or the kind exemplifi ed in the unnecessarily derogatory 
(and quite frankly mean) term ‘never-was’—has itself failed.

“We need a conception of achievement that transcends the simplistic success/failure binary, which 
is what I’ve tried to work towards with my almost-bands; after all, as Sir Philip Sidney points out, 
‘any understanding knoweth the skill of each artifi cer standeth in that idea or fore-conceit of the 
work, and not in the work itself.’  So it does not matter that the jazz-glam stylings of Propaganda 
Salamander were never recorded, or that Slaughterhouse Jive, which counted among its infl uences 
Parliament and Einstürzende Neubauten, never even held a practice session, if you want to get 
technical about it.
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“I will admit that some of my early work may seem gimmicky—e.g., Crease Infraction, my proposed 
all-tranny hardcore group, or Sinfi dels, which would have done Satanic death metal covers of Bob 
Dylan’s Christian era—but you can’t really tell anything from juvenilia; Beck and Bowie seemed like 
one-hit wonders in the beginning, you know.  And surely no one could call Hell’s Pont—which ef-
fectively, if theoretically, merged East (using the usul rhythmic structure) and West (again, Satanic 
death metal)—a mere stunt.  Or Mazurka Joe, which was conceived during an Andrzej Munk ret-
rospective at Anthology and was poised to rival the early Velvets of the Exploding Plastic Inevitable 
shows—at the very least there would have been fi lms projected and music that people were in no 
way prepared for.

“I know what you’re thinking; I hear it all the time.  There is in fact much more to being in an al-
most-band than thinking up viciously clever band names. In many cases it involves just as much, if 
not more, work than being in a quote-unquote real band.  Have you ever done a radio spot?  I have. 
I was plugging my post-blues group, the Front-Door Men, on this community college radio station 
in Utah until they turned off my mike and started shrieking about how I had misrepresented myself 
and was supposedly defaming the noble idea of missionary work.

“I even almost played a gig once.  This was early on, with one of my fi rst groups—Sylvia Wrath, 
which would have completely transformed the Riot Grrrl genre.  Unfortunately, on the day of the gig 
I found out that the owner of the Custard Pie Bar & Grill was apparently only able to think in very 
narrow gender-normative terms, which was so depressing that I decided not to try to play live again 
ever.  Sort of like the Beatles after ’66.

“However, I broke that vow recently—or at least tried to.  I reached out to a prominent Florida bar-
becue sauce purveyor who happened to be a former video game champion; I thought he might be 
interested in subsidizing a party record in the style of Rudy Ray Moore, with beats from a reconfi g-
ured 8-bit video game system. The name is, as you can probably guess, a little too nasty to say out 
loud—all these geek-chic, Tina Fey people might get offended—but I can whisper it to you. Don-
key—”

At this point the bass player—who, despite his bleach-by-numbers hair, was no Tony Kanal or 
Adam Clayton, let alone Rick Danko—tried to pull her away with some nonsense about all the gear 
being in the van.  I took the opportunity to note that none of my coworkers had arrived, though they 
had all RSVP’d in the affi rmative to my Facebook event invitation.  From the rather loutish way he 
was tugging on her arm while she fi nished her vodka tonic, I took him to be her boyfriend—how 
original.

Perhaps my coworkers lacked the rudimentary skills necessary to navigate the Lower East Side; 
perhaps they were afraid to venture into the strange unnumbered, non-gridded areas.  Besides, 
I thought, as the bass player led her away in a vaguely Australopithecine manner and some Tina 
Turner imitator launched into a predictably ferocious version of “Proud Mary,” she wasn’t right for 
my new project, I Brought Your Groceries In.
  
IBYGI—which will, in all likelihood, be my magnum opus, the vehicle through which my name will 
extend into posterity—is the fullest refl ection of a larger ethos, one similar to the steampunk move-
ment [sic], except not a waste of time: Okiepunk. Certain cultural signs—the spread of stores offer-
ing secondhand clothing for the discerning frugal customer, for example—have presaged a yearning 
for electroclash with vocal samples from Woody Guthrie, Cisco Houston, etc., and the current eco-
nomic downturn only makes that need all the more urgent.  If not, well, I can always start a blog.

BB
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From “The Guatemalan Sensei” by Michael Colucci

This guy wasn’t getting it so I shot from the hip: 

“Is there something you would rather be doing?  Any ambitions for the future?”

Always polite, D considered the question.

“My friend used to sell maps … but he makes more money dressing up like Tweety Bird at the Chi-
nese theater and at kid’s parties.  I wouldn’t mind doing that.”

But he fought off the evading fantasy of joining the fl ock of costume characters up the street, too 
much hustle required to earn tips from photo snatching tourist.  D sells his map for $2, $3 less 
than his competitors.  Tourists come to him, freeing D up to witness life’s more interesting cre-
ations, like the homeless man who throws away cash bills when they’re offered to him, not compre-
hending, or comprehending too fully, the meaning of money; or the Trek Character, a former UFC 
fi ghter, who once pummeled a trouble making hooligan. 

Frustrated with D’s veil of complicity, I grew silent as I thought of an excuse to leave.  D let me stew 
and turned his attention to his customers, making three back to back sales at will, and repeating 
this mantra to his clientele:
      
“This is how you get to Sunset Blvd … that’s where the star tour begins.”

From “Zorro: El Bastardo!” by Spencer Walker

I see the man.  Yes.  He’s right there.  On Hollywood Blvd.  I’m sure it’s him.  To think how casual 
this wanted man acts after what he’s done?  These so-called tourists are too busy commemorating 
their vacation to realize they are in the midst of a killer.  Fools!  No doubt they will soon have more 
of a show than they bargained for.  Blood soaked stars of the forgotten famous dead.  One more 
shall soon be added.

You may ask me what this man in a black mask, hat and cape has done.  Just ask his victims’ 
families across Mexico.  The sign of the Z is no mark of freedom.  It’s the symbol of cold-blooded 
murder. My story is that of the adoring son of a police captain of a rural town in the state of Jalisco.  
I watched papa every morning proudly trim his mustache before reporting for duty.  On my thir-
teenth birthday, he left for work promising me luchadore comics.  But papa never returned with 
comic books.  He returned with a giant Z slashed into his chest.  My mother said this masked man 
was a famous bandit that killed corrupt cops.  He was called a hero.  An icon.  I still call Zorro a 
murderer.

And here he is.  Just standing on the street posing with children from Ohio.  One of the little girls 
even wears a miniature Zorro hat.  Her brother holds a miniature sword.  Zorro’s molding future 
killers.  The siblings follow his lead and shout threateningly at their parents manhandling the 
handycam, “En guard!”

The 90-Minute Assignment
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“pent-up” -ameter
John Maurer

outside 
the confi nes 
of iambic pentameter 
(“i am pent-up”-ameter) 

little billy 
had wild thoughts 
without any parameters-- 

it was like 
free jazz 

and 
jack 
pollock mixed 

all in one package; 

it was 
writing lots of words without 
any pre- 
meditation 

with no 
Special Meaning 
and no Re- 
consideration. 

it felt 
really good 
even if 
Nobody Understood 

and if it 
Never Got 
Published, 
it wouldn’t feel 
like a 
punishment. 

just so long 
as the pen 
kept blazing pages, 

sending smoke signals 
up to the angels, 

and the devil 
below 
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fueling the fl ames: 

they can say 
what they want 
even call me 
insane but 
i’ll never 
stop never 
stop never 
stop never 
stop never 
stop strumming 

this song. 

BB
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Temporary Residence
John Maurer

blankets
of fog
cover the night
pierced liberally
by headlights
and neon store
fronts
the clicking
sidewalks
speak in
footsteps of
passing strangers
the swooshing
of fabrics
as they walk
by a saxophone
hobo playing
jingles for
wrinkled
dollars and
off-gray change
clanking into
a dark bucket
labelled thank
you and bless
you tenants
in upper-fl oor
fl ats cook dinner
casually or stare
down out of their
lit-up windows
possums and
farrell cats
pass you nervously
and every other
corner boasts
another coffee
shop of a similar
variety people
are dressed to
match the pavement
and avoid making
eye contact
on their way
to wherever it
is that people
are always going
fl ags wave languidly 
in the misty 




