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(&)
Ladies and Gents and Folx of All Colors Creeds and
Characters Living Amidst These Florid and Torrid and
Buoyant and Baleful and Wired and Dire and Simply
Unprecedented Conditions of Late Capitalist Decline,
We the humble editors of Nude Bruce Review are at your
service. It is our honor and pleasure to present Issue 9 of our
little literary journal to you and to yours. This issue features
poetry, fiction and non-fiction of all shapes, sizes and
silences. The cover was designed and hand-crafted by the
illustrious illustrator Claire Pongonis, who wakes and sleeps
and brews coffee and practices yoga in the great state of
Arkansas. As you must have surmised by now, our dear,
darling Bruce is still wearing his birthday suit, he’s still reading
damned fine literature wherever and whenever he can get his
hands on it, and he is you and you are me—for the universe
is not other than he. OM.
We do hope that these poems and stories and essays find you
wakeful and well. Read them and read them again and pass
them along. We’ll see you down the way.
Brucefully,

Andrew and Tim,
Editors-in-Chief
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Calculated
by Gale Acuff

Jesus died on the Cross Miss Hooker says
at Sunday School, she's 25 and that's
old so she should know something about it,
dying I mean and the older you get
the more you learn maybe and just before
you die you know it all, or damn-near, it's
your death itself that graduates you in
-to knowing all about something, all
about life and death and I calculate
that Life + Death = God Almighty
and after class I even told her so,
Miss Hooker that is but of course didn't
mention how old she's getting though still I
would marry her even if she's fifteen
years older, which she is and always will
be, world without end--but I guess it will
--Amen, I think that's from the Bible and
I could ask her but now I'm not so sure
how she'd reply because when I hit her
with Life and Death total-up to God she
couldn't stop a sob from coming out or
maybe she could've but she didn't or
maybe God was making her cry tears for
herself or me or both of us or all
mankind--womankind, too, of course, I'm fair
but to be fairer I guess I should've
8

put womankind first, a few words ago
that is but then again in life as well,
it must've been Hell to bear the Son of
God and then hold him gone in your arms, her
arms that is, Mary's arms I mean, even
if some angel told you thirty-three years
ago Blessed art thou among women
though he could've said among men, too. Or
she. Say we're married, I mean Miss Hooker
and yours truly--say we're married and since
she's fifteen years older she'll probably
die first, and say I hold her in my arms
(but don't say Well, how else could you hold her?)
not that I took her down from a cross but
then again if Jesus died for us we
ought to die for Him as well, though not all
at once, and then say she's dead and I'm still
living--hanging on--which one of us is
deader than the other? Who's not the same?
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From Parliament With Love
by Ky J. Dio
In 1931, Phillip Morris began making and producing Parliament Cigarettes. So did
Lucky Strike that year. One looks broken: tastes better
than empty feels. Smoking was once patriotic: American ways and industry:
They both sponsored the Second World War. They both said it was good
for you. A good friend told me once that the reason they had a recessed filter was
when the soldiers were in the trenches, they needed something
something to bite down on while they fired their machine guns, to boost
morale morale and cut their hunger so they would behave like fighting dogs
on a chain. There's a reason we love to hate pit bulls. Not every baby is born angry.
You can only be hit so many times until you bite back.
I don't know if it's true, but I imagine young Johnny writing love letters
to his girlfriend and his mother while he fired at other nations’ children.
I wonder what it felt like to be in metal gunfire to helmet to trigger combat.
I wonder if Johnny was ready, if he graduated high school,
if he learned to drive, if he had little brothers and sisters who missed him.
I wonder about his mother and the girl he left at home. The only thing
that was sensible about World War Two was no matter what country claimed birthright of your nationalism, a marked success based solely upon
completion of delivery, the post-parcels and letters carried by hope and hand,
smokes, and even love, signed post was at least consistent. You could be
in the trenches in The Thirties and still hold a love letter to your chest at night.
The idea of someone is always prettier than their signature.
In World War Two, we killed all the humans and heroes, but at least we
delivered the mail. I wonder how the patriots of this nation wake up
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and feel in the morning, if they feel the same weight of the world on my shoulders,
like I tell my girlfriend it's not broken if she tries
to smoke one because it's missing a filter like America's history is missing
it's shoelaces. I worry about my brother. Belittling baby face, no heart
never blood: not family little Johnny. Maybe the war would serve him well; I know
our childhood was no fairy tale. I haven't heard his voice
in 5 years: we are not friends. My mother tells me he's enlisting. I could never
run away like that. I don't want to see him laid to rest by his American flag.
He's not smart enough to know what he's fighting for: he played football instead
of college: he doesn't understand the many flavors
of blood this nation stands on, has never once been hungry or homeless
like me. He was raised by a father who burned his own draft card and still
swallows a bottle to wake up in the morning. I wonder how he’ll cope with his favorite
son running away from him too. My brother is literally colorblind
so I'm not sure how far he's going to make it. I want to tell him just because
this country is broken you cannot fix it. I want to wish him well: listen
for the death toll of America’s children. One nation under blasphemy, raised
by coward politicians whose sons will never see combat.
I wonder if this war will send care packages of cigarettes. I don’t trust the postman
anymore. I wonder if my ghost little brother will start smoking soon.
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It’s Personal
by John Camacho

In King Midas’ nightmare, he gets
the vote and takes the tapestry
that’s splitting the wind
spreads it like a corpse sheet
over a field of fallen comrades
sets a picnic on it for social justice
martyrs, smiles as single moms
and a few couples line up
with mewling infants for him
to kiss the foreheads of,
proof the genius behind
the social media soul
vacuum cares more
about the least of these
than any bottom line
and though his term won’t make
ten months, as the last grains
spill from America’s hourglass
and her glittering cities
are in flames, citizens wrangled up
or running for their lives, he’ll recall
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looking down into guileless eyes
the cooing, the toothless smiles
the tiny hands, reaching
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re(mix)
by Seneca Basoalto

Cherry lollipop lips stained like a mess of Crayola marker –
there’s an art in sulking behind heart shaped Mylar balloons
floating in a tinsel mess of sparkling pink metallic. It’s a
flashback to a preteen 80’s birthday party, bubblegum
bursting and leaving a gummy crust against the chin.
Someone spiked the white cake with amphetamines and the
dust was left crawling backwards down her throat.
An hour earlier that
evening she was alone in the shed guzzling oral morphine and
sniffing the raw unshaved lumber from the walls. Now,
SHE was sucking on her teeth and neglecting the ability to
remember what skin was meant to feel like. Something…about
the stars and the moon??? Something about black lights and
dry humping when she was 13. Something about her
grandmother’s old furniture and the smell of pudgy girls in
the summer. Something simulating nostalgia under the lens of
unambiguous downtempo remixes meddling with her
eardrums.
There was a lightning bolt stuck to her lashes, and the lashes
dropped like crows feathers onto the rug – where she bent, in
beads, bracelets, and baby doll dress – to collect them back
one by one. With mirages and a lisp, she made wishes one by
one as she blew them up towards the ceiling fan.
The hairs on her arm danced and forced friction to her knees,
which had already disappeared and left her a pile of
suspended limbs occupying the air.
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1. I wish for all the buttons to fit between my fingers
2. I wish gold liked the way I said its name
3. I wish Tennessee
That was it. I wish Tennessee. There were question marks in
bubble letters that didn’t know how to organize a proper
thought. A silence that overcomes the unmitigated created
from noxious cake and coral frosting.
4. I wish in pictures
5. I feel like a telecaster
6. Bambino sombrero
7. I think I can speak Spanish!
8. Rotary cake. Camilla. Corset.
9. I need to buy Chips Ahoy tomorrow
10. There was that place in Tennessee…
11. Who is that? Wait…who was…what is that. My tongue
likes words.
12. I love buttons. I wish for all the buttons to fit between
my fingers. Pink. Ink. Danny Pink.
Up or down? Up. Or down. Warm Prosecco or Mr. Pibb?
Both taste like the phallic sock jizz of a thirteen-year-old boy
in the bathroom at a military bowling alley. Bi-curious girls
see something Floridian in the way she moves; cubed art deco
spider monkey, pastel pink with green trim,
The shadow of a cactus left stranded on the sidewalk – the
miniature palm tree tattoo on the back of her knee. Silver
lining. Fleshy schoolgirl screaming like superglue on maple
leaves – a sticky way to leap from one veranda to the next –
following the party and a $10 bill lost in the air. These trees
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thicken with age and adequacy, the left molar seizing as the
roller coaster dropped its hands to take notes.
Whirl away.
Smoke me to death. The Girl she loves x seven. The Girl,
lipstick vest – carries a black label gun as a handbag and hides
plastered perfume in her hair. You can’t see her behind her
eyelids. James Dean shades and a copy of Hunter S.
Thompson’s last typed word stitched to the membrane of her
metacarpal. There could be a death in France and she’d know
about it; the assumption that all things are dying at all times,
irreversibly 27 years longer than life should progress – but I
digress drowning in strawberry strew, tock-tick the polka dots
and lace hidden underneath leather. The Girl challenges taste
buds and list making like licking a matte finishe` midnight
snackdark lunch from off puckered lips. A literal Halloween
day, 3:54 EST before the sun sets, while the clouds are
budding, the personification of knowing everything light will
be dark and the winged eyeliner will be a clandestine pop in
plain sight.
SHE lost her voice box in a veil of smog.
Smoke me to death.
Set fire to my youth.
SHE and The Girl slither on the Keanu Mood Scale –
the example of a nude dusk and exhaustive sighs replacing
dialogue. The difference between a pill and prosecco.
“Consider what life has delivered. Then forget those things.
They arrived too late to be useful, and I’m too poor to be this
kind.” The Girl.
16

“This kind of what?” SHE provoked her tonsils out of
stillness.
The Girl swallowed her glass of bubbles and caught the
reflection of torches with her frosted husk, “I always wanted
to be understood without words.”
“Yet we’re all words without being understood.”
Seconds are a scenic route,
Beautiful things are meant to disappear.
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A Shadow of a Girl with a Dog
by Ewa Mazierska

IT WAS PETER, the sax player, who after their last summer gig
brought these two girls backstage: one blond and the other
dark-haired. Although Peter was the least attractive of the
band members, he was the only one picking up girls after the
gigs. Asked why he was so successful while the others
weren’t, he replied that he was the only one making an effort.
Indeed, for the others the band was their ultimate comfort
zone; they always gravitated towards each other and treated
outsiders with suspicion. Laszlo compared them to a flock of
sheep.
In his typical unsubtle style Peter informed Laszlo that
he had to content himself with the brunette, Stine, as the
blond girl, Maria, was for him. Laszlo did not mind as he was
not sure he wanted female company at all plus he did not like
blond women – they all looked the same to him. Stine looked
infinitely superior: she wore no make-up, had loose hair, a hat
and the general appearance of somebody who had no desire
to impress. Laszlo wondered if she was like that or only
pretended – truly blasé girls were more difficult to spot in
Budapest than middlemist red. The only thing which worked
against her was that she was wooed by Peter, but it was
possible that she only followed her friend the way Laszlo
followed his pal. Maybe the Holmeses of this world had to be
paired with the Watsons to become Holmeses.
They invited the girls to their afterparty, where the rest
of the band were drinking not so much for pleasure as to find
a reason not to talk. And when they broke the silence, they
would talk about the last gig and those ahead of them, over a
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month from now. This month Laszlo needed to finish his
first solo project. The whole situation made them tense. They
would try to guess what Laszlo’s record would be like and
what direction he would take them afterwards, rather than
discussing what they wanted to add to their style. The truth
was that over the years all the more creative members of the
band had left, as their personalities eventually clashed with
Laszlo’s.
Before each of the boys zoomed in on their prey, Peter
told Laszlo that the girls were from Gothenburg and were
leaving Budapest in two days. Maria worked as a teacher. It
made sense as she had an aura of a dog released from her
leash, drinking fast and laughing loudly at Peter’s jokes, which
Peter mistakenly took for an appreciation of his
entertainment skills rather than her following a routine. Or
maybe he was right and she was truly impressed with him. At
least over the last couple of years Peter had extended his
repertoire of jokes to impress women and his knowledge of
Budapest grew considerably in anticipation of a European
tour when foreign journalists would ask them about their city.
Laszlo could not follow his example, because it put him off
to describe them as a Budapest band; they were from
Budapest, but their music was not – it had more in common
with cosmic or jungle sounds than those heard on Hungarian
streets and Laszlo himself was only half-Hungarian. He also
never prepared himself for a date, assuming that one day he
would meet the love of his life, as his father did, and he
would know it without even exchanging a word with this
woman. But maybe it was a mistake to think this way, as
whenever he met a girl and waited for her to take the lead, it
had a negative effect. Girls found him lazy, weird or even
presumed him a closeted gay. Therefore as a rule there was
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no second date for him. Peter’s approach was the opposite –
he used to say ‘love is for the lovers’ – you shag first and then
see if there is more to it. If it wasn’t, at least his time wasn’t
wasted.
Stine did not ask him any questions, just stood with her
glass of beer and looked around. For most people and girls
especially such a situation would be awkward, but not for her,
as she seemed to be really interested in what she was seeing.
After a while Laszlo asked her if she liked the concert. ‘I did,
but probably not as much as you,’ she said with a smile.
Laszlo wondered if she was being ironic. The truth was, this
time Laszlo did not enjoy himself as much as in the past and
after couple of songs wanted the gig to be over. This was to
do with the fact that the last bass player left and it was next
to impossible to find a decent bass guitarist in Budapest, so
Laszlo had to step in. He could play it, but bass was his least
favourite instrument; it was heavy, demanded precision and
made him instantly tired. If she noticed it, others must have
noticed it too and if this happened more often, the band
would lose faith in him and he would be doomed. There was
a silence and then Laszlo asked Stine what music she liked. ‘I
don’t really know,’ she said. ‘I hope to figure out soon,
though.’ Laszlo felt like he was running out of questions
which was the more annoying as with every minute which
passed he found her more attractive. There was one more
question to ask: ‘What do you do for a living?’ ‘I work in an
art gallery,’ said Stine. ‘Cool’, he replied. ‘What type of art?’
‘Contemporary,’ she replied. ‘Cool,’ he repeated. Now he felt
like a complete idiot. ‘Cool,’ became the most uncool word in
the world and repeating it magnified one’s parochialism.
Luckily Stine’s glass was almost empty so Laszlo
proposed to buy her another drink. Before he left he took a
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photo of her shadow. He often looked at people’s shadows
and took photos of them. This was since his father told him
that one could learn much about people from looking at their
shadows because they showed their core. Apparently this was
how Laszlo’s father fell in love with Laszlo’s mother – by
falling in love with her perfect silhouette projected on the
wall. Thirty years later his parents still loved each other;
they’d obviously aged, but inside they remained the same or
this was how the story went. Laszlo also hoped that one day
he would see this perfect shadow, but the last time this
happened the shadow obscured rather than revealed the core.
There was a big queue for the bar but Peter was in front
of it and he gave Laszlo a sign to join him. As Laszlo
expected, he already had a plan for the night: he would go
with Maria to her hotel and Laszlo would take Stine to his
apartment. For Peter such a solution was logical, given that
he was living with his parents and two siblings, while Laszlo
was sharing an apartment with its owner, who was away most
of the time. Laszlo, however, could not think about inviting
Stine to his place after barely talking to her and he needed to
go to bed soon, feeling tired and feverish; practically on the
verge of collapsing. He realised that he had not eaten
anything since the day before, not even breakfast. Luckily the
next day he was meant to visit his grandmother, who would
make him his favourite dishes. Indeed, if not for his weekly
visits to his grandma, perhaps by now he would have died of
hunger without even noticing it. Peter could book another
room for Maria and himself, but hotels cost money and Peter
was stingy, apparently saving for a deposit to rent his own
place. Suggesting it might also lead to touching on the subject
of their income and the way it was divided between the
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members. The bottom line was that they did not earn enough
to make a living and Laszlo took half of the money.
‘Don’t rush things,’, said Laszlo, knowing that this
would make Peter angry.
‘If we don’t hurry things, we might as well give up on
them now,’ said Peter.
‘So give up on them now,’ said Laszlo.
In the end the problem solved itself as when they
returned Maria announced that they were tired and wanted to
return to their hotel, but suggested that they spend the next
day in the company of the boys. Before they left they took
photographs of themselves: Peter and Maria embracing each
other and Laszlo and Stine standing next to each other
somewhat awkwardly, Stine with her hands in her pockets
and Laszlo holding a cigarette in one hand and the other on
his chest as if trying to fend off a possible attack. Laszlo also
took a photo of their shadows. It did not reveal anything
special, but at least erased the awkwardness which the real
photo showed.
Although he felt very tired, Laszlo could not sleep and
decided to take Nino, his dog, for a walk. Most dogs like to
be walked but not Nino. When Laszlo put a leash on him,
Nino even gave him a hurt look, to which Laszlo responded,
‘you are such a lazy boy. Move your ass. You know life is not
a bed of roses.’ Once outside, Nino got more animated, and
at some stage started to run on his short legs. But on the way
back he got breathless and Laszlo had to carry him upstairs,
as the dog had no strength to climb up. People asked him
why he got himself such a dog, circumventing the rule that
dogs should resemble their owners. Laszlo was tall, thin,
dark-haired and with a long ‘Greek’ nose; Nino, being an
English bulldog, was short, stout, flat-nosed and completely
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white. The obvious answer was that Laszlo found it funny
having a dog completely unlike him. But the real reason was
that, despite all these apparent differences, they were similar.
Like Nino, most of the time Laszlo felt like doing anything
was too much of an effort – it was easier to go to bed with a
packet of cigarettes and headphones and starve oneself to
death. He needed somebody to put a leash on him. He
needed Nino not to become a total abnegate.
The walk revived them. Nino played for a while with his
toys and Laszlo played his guitar and then ate porridge with
banana. Food made him nauseous, no doubt because he was
so hungry and tired, but he managed not to throw up and
remembered to write a note about phoning his grandma in
the morning. He set his alarm for 10, before finally retiring to
bed at 5 o’clock in the morning.
When Laszlo went to meet Stine in her hotel, Maria had
already left with Peter for the hot springs outside Budapest,
as it was a great day for swimming. Laszlo was thinking that it
would be nice to have a swim with Stine, so she could see
how great a swimmer he was, but he didn’t like to imitate
Peter, lest bump into him. Instead he proposed that they go
to the National Gallery, to see the new exhibition of
Modigliani’s works. She agreed, although in her typical,
slightly detached way, as if checking what he had on offer,
which made him self-conscious. ‘Do you like Modigliani?’, he
asked. ‘I never met him’, she replied with a smile. ‘You know
what I mean.’ ‘Yes, I know. It is difficult to say if one likes
the classics, because they are everywhere and one is meant to
believe they are great. If you study art, it is even worse. What
about you?’
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‘You are not born a classic. You have to earn this title.
Plus classics are needed because most people have no time to
discover new art,’ said Laszlo.
‘This is one reason why I don’t like them. Classics
squeeze out newcomers. If there were no Beatles or Rolling
Stones, more people would come to your gigs.’
‘I’m not sure this is true. Maybe there would be nobody
as we wouldn’t know how to play.’
At the exhibition Stine continued: ‘If you are
pronounced a classic, you can get away with many things.
You could be a pornographer and nobody would criticise
you.’
‘Modigliani wasn’t a pornographer,’ Laszlo protested.
‘How so?’
He was about to say, ‘because he was a great artist,’ but
this would only confirm Stine’s point.
‘Because he was interested in a form,’ he said.
‘So he was even worse than pornographers as
pornographers are at least interested in female flesh; for
Modigliani it was merely a tool of self-discovery.’
Laszlo laughed. She was the cleverest girl he ever met
and one of the most attractive, in her understated way. She
was also one of the most elusive; he almost felt like there was
a huge black hole behind her trying to pull her back, take her
away from him. Maybe she had a boyfriend in Gothenburg,
whom she wanted to punish by going on holiday without
him. The thought upset him so much that he forgot to take
photographs of them. But Stine remembered and she even
took a photo of their shadows in front of the gallery. And
they looked perfect – as if they were happily facing whatever
was awaiting them.
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After lunch Laszlo invited Stine to his place. She was
impressed by it, complaining that she rents a one-bedroom
flat in a noisy neighbourhood. The truth was that if Laszlo
had to pay himself for his accommodation, he would barely
afford a studio apartment, but he had no reason to reveal it to
Stine, especially as he was there for two months by himself,
which made him feel as if he owned the place. And there was
also Nino, who felt like he owned it even more, welcoming
some guests and showing dislike of others. Luckily he liked
Stine, even though she did not try to show him affection as
girls often do, usually to impress Nino’s owner.
In the sitting room Stine asked Laszlo if she could try
the piano. She started to play and played very well. Even
Nino listened attentively, making an effort to raise his heavy
head, which made them both laugh. Laszlo was wondering
where the melody came from but could not pin it down and
had to ask her.
‘I wrote it myself before leaving Sweden. I was in a band
too. Actually, two bands. But in the end nothing worked out.
We did not even release our first record and broke up couple
of months ago..
‘Were you a singer?’ Laszlo asked.
‘No, I was mainly a bass player and song-writer.’
‘Why?’
‘Bass makes the content, while the drums define the
contours. The other instruments are just for ornament.
Anyway, this is how I saw music. I always wanted to do my
own stuff, be a puppeteer with my puppets in the limelight,
not a singer whom everybody messes around.’
‘For you our band must have been hopelessly baroque,’
said Laszlo.
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‘It wasn’t to my taste, I must admit, but it was
interesting. It’s not often that one can see eight or nine
players on stage. Like the Johann Strauss orchestra. You even
look a bit like Johann Strauss.’
‘I thought we were more like the Brian Jonestown
Massacre, but being a new Johann Strauss would be okay,
given that we are from the Habsburg Empire.’
It was very hot in the apartment, not surprisingly, given
that the temperature outside was almost thirty degrees. Laszlo
suggested he make them some lemonade – nothing artificial,
just lemons, sugar, mint, water and ice. When he returned
from the kitchen, Stine was in his bed. ‘Do you mind if I have
a nap here? It was so hot in our hotel and Maria was talking
the whole night so I barely slept.’ ‘Go on,’ said Laszlo,
handing her a glass, from which she sipped a small amount
before giving it back. Then she covered herself almost
completely with the sheets and fell asleep. Laszlo finished his
drink and joined her. Nino also climbed into bed, trying to
squeeze himself between the couple. Normally Laszlo tried to
put Nino off from sleeping in bed, as the dog covered it in
saliva, but on this occasion he was glad he was there, as if
protecting him from committing some crime. Eventually he
also fell asleep and when he woke up, Stine was sitting on a
chair and drinking her lemonade, and Nino was lying next to
her. It was almost dark; clearly winter was coming.
Laszlo suggested that they go together for supper, but
Stine wanted to return to her hotel. She was flying to
Barcelona the next day and had things to discuss with Maria.
She explained that she stayed for so long because she did not
want to leave him when he was still sleeping. Laszlo and Nino
walked her to the metro. It was only at the metro station
when they kissed and on the way home Laszlo was thinking
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how he blew it – for the first time he met a girl with whom he
fell in love, who went to his bed without being asked and yet
ultimately he let her go, shadow and all. Peter was right – love
is for the lovers. If there is no sex, there is no love and will
never be. He got so frustrated that with his entire force hit his
hand on the metro wall. As if this was not bad enough, there
was a rusty nail in the wall which pierced deep into his flesh,
almost reaching the other side. By the time he got home, his
hand was bleeding and swelling. By the morning it was very
sore and he rushed to A&E, where the hand was x-rayed and
properly dressed. Luckily nothing was broken, but the doctor
told him that playing guitar was out of the question for at
least two weeks – the very two weeks which he was meant to
spend in the studio. He would have to cancel or hire a bass
player. On top of this Nino had problems with his breathing;
lying on the floor wheezing, with moist eyes that made him
look like he was about to cry. Laszlo was also about to cry
and in fact tears were falling on his cheeks as he took Nino to
the taxi and hit his hand again. It started to bleed again and
he felt weak and dizzy. Suddenly everything felt completely
screwed up: he wasn’t able to take care either of his career,
his dog or the girl he loved.
A female vet gave Nino an injection and soon the dog
started to breathe normally, but she warned Laszlo that such
fits might happen more often, especially in summer. After all,
English bulldogs are cripples by default, so it is criminal to
breed them and stupid to buy them. Well, this was not the
first time Laszlo encountered such an opinion, sometimes
with the advice to get a three-legged mongrel from a shelter,
usually from some pretentious vegans. Anyway, he never
cared what people said or thought about his dog. Now he did
not care either; he was just happy that Nino was fine again.
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He pressed his long nose against Nino’s flat wet snout and let
his tears fell on his cheeks. Only now he checked his mobile.
Among the messages was one from Stine, who arrived in
Barcelona on her own because Maria stayed in Budapest. She
sent her regards and a picture of their shadows with Nino
between them.
He replied that since she left he injured his hand and
was now desperate to find a bass guitarist. Nino looked at
him with a grudge.
‘I know I did not write much and I did not beg her to
come back and play with me. But in this way she will read
every word I say, think it over and will call me the next day.
Or maybe I will call her.’ Then he poured himself a beer, lit a
cigarette and sat at the piano, trying to recreate the piece Stine
played.
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Home, Too
by Richard Charles Schaefer

IT WAS HARD to pin down what wasn’t done about the front
of the house but, even before noticing the scraps of Tyvek
stuck under the eves and around the windows, it didn’t come
together like it should. It was obvious that it was a new
construction, so to speak, but one that had suffered so many
delays that some parts, such as the siding, already looked
aged, while others, like the shingles, hadn’t been started. You
turned into the dirt driveway where the paved one used to be,
following the tire-tread path between grown-over mounds of
the front yard.
Anywhere else, I’d think the neighbors would complain,
but the whole of Wrentham always felt sketched to me, rather
than fully fleshed out: “we’ll put some trees here until we
figure out what’s gonna go there.” When the lines started to
fade on the life-map we’d drawn for ourselves, it was hard
not to assume the erasure started here, where you grew up.
You insisted on going back once more (the first time since
Anna was born) before we moved to Chattanooga; you
acknowledged that visiting your mother and step-father
always destroyed you emotionally, but acknowledgment is no
levee against assault. I quietly prepared myself for the
vicarious deluge you would undoubtedly send my way.
“I don’t recognize that car,” you said, pulling up behind
the unfamiliar, blue sedan.
“There are always odd cars here,” I said. Although we
hadn’t been here in the two years since I had Anna, we came
here hundreds of times before that—weekends home from
Western Mass during college, leaving me on the couch with
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your mother while you and your brothers disappeared into
the basement to play music until the beer and distortion gave
you too much of a headache to continue. We did our laundry
and tried to find a quiet corner where we could communicate,
and failed, and tried to steer stifled communication to the still
waters of icy silence but always, inevitably, ended up in the
tumultuous waves of unrestrained argument. And you,
bolstered by your mother’s audience, always brought an
adolescent fury to the performance.
I tried to tell myself that your behavior was normal and,
when I couldn’t believe that, I told myself that the
abnormality was my fault. Neither you nor your mother’s
unfazed response to your outbursts did anything to disabuse
me of this idea. My own family never argued at all, which you
claimed was weirder than yelling and which meant I couldn’t
talk to them about our arguments without fear of histrionic
hand-wringing and talks of taking me away from you under
the cover of night. I had no close friends to talk to. You
blamed my isolation on me and, when that didn’t work, you
blamed it on economic demands—since I wanted to be a stay
at home mother (which you agreed was the right choice for
Anna), we had to live further from Boston which, you pointed
out, didn’t really feel like home for either of us anyway, and
your family wasn’t any better than mine. You were always
careful to add that last point.
But I had hoped things would change. First with Anna,
then when we moved from Belmont to Gloucester. I hoped
things would change when you quit your job and we moved
to Chattanooga. We told people who asked—a lot of people
asked, implying that we’d have to be crazy to leave
Massachusetts for any reason other than education—that the
move was a whim. Chattanooga itself was chosen somewhat
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on a whim, but the move was the result of a years long
campaign managed by me.
“I’m not ready to leave home,” you said after college.
You got a job working for a customs broker because they
were the ones who hired you. We got married and then you
applied for PhD programs when you found out I was
pregnant. When you didn’t get in, you kept working for that
customs broker and the next year you applied for MFA
programs. When you didn’t get in to any of those, you agreed
to move. We found Chattanooga on a list, visited it in April,
and moved in June. After the move, whenever something
went wrong, you blamed Chattanooga and me for selecting it.
“They’re always taking people in,” you agreed in the car
that June day outside of your parents’ house. “Not that I’ve
ever felt comfortable here, or understood how anyone else
could.”
“Why did we used to come here so much, then?”
“It’s still home,” you said.
I was hoping that, by making the move, we would find
somewhere that I could call home, too.
Within an hour, Anna was crying over one of your
childhood toys and you were giving me a quiet look, so I
picked her up and carried her out of the living room. The car
belonged to your childhood friend Mike; he was on the
couch, disappearing into his neck and sipping a cup of fine
whisky he had brought to share with your step-father William.
He insisted it was a coincidence that he was there and gave
you a hard time about not telling him you were coming. Mike
was the kind of person whose idea of dress-pants meant any
khakis that didn’t have cargo pockets.
“It’s just a quick visit,” you said.
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“Then it’s lucky I’m here,” Mike said. You didn’t agree;
you felt like he was inhibiting the catharsis of your Last Visit
Home, but I knew better—this plot’s hard dirt yielded no
catharsis, and you were really just here to make sure there
weren’t any lingering books you wanted to bring to
Chattanooga.
“I guess I am,” you said.
“But you’re out of luck in…” Mike checked his watch.
“15 minutes or so. I’ve got a date, this new girl…”
“I thought there was a new girl the last time we talked.”
“That was a few new girls ago,” Mike said.
“I thought she was your dream girl.”
“I don’t ever have the same dream more than twice, if
you know what I mean.”
“God,” you said, “you’re incorr—you’re awful.”
“I don’t know what to tell you, my man, we don’t all
find our wives at 19.”
“That’s a rare thing,” you said. “If it happened to
someone else, I’d say they were crazy. But it worked for me.”
“Hell, yeah, man, it did. But what’s in Chattanooga,
anyway?”
I don’t remember what you said to him. I don’t know if
you felt like you had to answer at all.
“So,” William said after Mike left, “Mike’s an ass to
spend this much money on liquor. Want a sip?”
“No,” you said, “thanks.” We had agreed before coming
that you wouldn’t drink; I didn’t have my driver’s license then
and we wanted to be able to leave at the drop of any
checkered-flag phrase from your mother, who had yet to
make an appearance.
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“I can’t believe you’re going to be leaving so soon,”
William said, looking down his glasses at Anna, playing on the
floor. Maybe he was trying to make us feel bad, but his
sadness was genuine, too. William’s adoption of you after he
married your mother hadn’t been a strong enough tool to file
away the “step-” in step-father, nor had time quite eroded it,
but it had gotten small enough that you were able to swallow
the syllable when introducing him to people.
“It’s just something…” you started, then stopped. Like
someone who climbs to high ground to view the terrain
before them, going so far as to plot a course with their eyes,
then turns around. You’d scoped that land so many times the
ascent was worn into your brow as you thought about a
further response.
“We can’t handle another winter like this one,” I said,
drawing from our deck of talking points.
“I get that,” William said, even though he didn’t. “I’ve
put a hundred miles on the truck just plowing this year.”
“And culturally,” you said, “it seems like a good fit, for
Anna. For walking. And I hated my job here anyway.”
“Do you have any leads on a job in Tennessee?”
“I’ll find something,” you said. If anyone else told us
they were moving 1,500 miles without so much as a job
prospect, I would give them the look William was giving you;
concerned skepticism, if I loved them, and scorn, if I didn’t.
But it’s okay to just go. Necessary, sometimes. The day
you got the callback offering you an entry level job at an
insurance company in downtown Chattanooga, after almost
three months there, was the day we were going to call my
parents asking for the funds to break our lease and move
back to Massachusetts.
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Those months of unemployment and long walks
allowed us to become familiar with the city’s neighborhoods
but, without coworkers or other readymade communities, we
didn’t get to know anyone in the city. And if we thought we’d
find new selves walking beside us on new streets, we missed
their footsteps under the howls of a carpetbag full of ghosts.
“I was worried I’d miss you,” your mother said. She
worked at your grandmother’s house in Brookline on
weekends, nurturing the inertia of the family estate. She
hugged you, then me, and she smelled the same as always, like
shampoos and soaps that dried her skin and hair under the
guise of “clinical strength” something or other; when we used
to visit that house, I avoided showering rather than having to
use those products.
“Well, you didn’t,” you said.
She smiled like an agnostic Shiva and picked Anna up.
Your mother’s baby talk sounded like a Furby speaking in
tongues. I wanted to protect you from the sight of your
mother holding our daughter. I knew the way it shattered
your equilibrium to see that; that’s a pain I don’t have to
explain here. It became my pain, too. I wanted to smack your
mother to stop the perpetual motion of violence and
forgetting that she had triggered in you. I reached out to take
Anna, and your mother seemed relieved to pass her off.
Interactions with this woman were time-delayed
landmines, triggered by a feather’s weight and sticking to your
footsteps for miles before detonating. We would be in a
different county before you registered the sadness I already
felt radiating off of you, strong enough to make me dizzy.
I tried to remember every detail because your defensive
amnesia would prevent you from doing so later. At its worst,
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applied broadly, our arguments were acts of continual
forgetting; you claimed not to recall things you had said
moments before, grew angrier at me for bringing them up as
if I was rehashing issues resolved months before. When you
grew weary of this, your head would find a pillow before I’d
even noticed you were on the bed, and you’d fall asleep, as if
a couple of tossing REM cycles were a circular saw severing
the past from the present you woke up to.
Of course, you eventually saw the limits to that
approach, but it was once you were far past them. You
threatened me with a kitchen knife in our first apartment in
Chattanooga, then held it to your own throat. Your grip was
half-hearted and the knife was dull, but the pantomime was
articulate.
One of the first times we visited your parents’ house,
you showed me the front closet and described a memory of
hiding there after seeing your biological father kick your
mother, screaming at her about something. Later, you told
me that you found it strange, you’d had no urge to defend her
that day; this lack of primal energy in the memory even made
you question the validity of it, after you started talking to your
father again. But I have never had that doubt.
That closet was knocked out for the addition, though its
replacement was still unfinished as of the time of this visit,
which was three years ago. In the time since then, we have
gotten separated, gotten back together, your grandmother has
died, my grandmother has died, Anna has started
kindergarten, you have finished your first novel and are
working on a collection of short stories, I have found my
calling in fiber art, and you have found techniques to cope
with the rough edges of your emotions, if not move their
whole bulks.
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We are still in Chattanooga. The instinct that compelled
us here was a true one, even if that revelation took time to
descend from the mountains; we had to meet it more than
half-way. I doubted even the Southern sun could dispel the
ghosts haunting our souls without evaporating our spirit too.
But, here we are, reasonably exorcized and robust.
If someone asked me if people can really change, I’d
probably still say that no, they can’t. But people can heal, if
they can lift themselves from the blade they’ve been set, with
a push from some familial hand, to slide the length of.
I think that image comes from a song your grandmother
used to talk about. You’ll have to remind me exactly how it
goes, when you’ve read this.
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Another Friday Night
by Ann Howells

The sly clock
winks
another minute born
so many now they barely fit
into my small room
and those deep-purple eyes -squatters -refuse to leave, you know,
as squatters do
There's barely brandy enough
for me
and drunken minutes
propel me
through the window
down a rickety fireescape into night
's neon lips
and her electric
kiss
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T-Rex Makes Snow Angels
by Ann Howells

Furies of snow spit and sputter nickel-plated skies.
The sun is harsh; air is sharp and piercingly chilled.
Youths wear coats colorful as flocks of parrots.
Ectoplasmic tendrils of mist weave about them.
Athletic teens toss loosely packed snowballs.
Even the Russian judge would give them a ten.
T-Rex, pale and crisp as iceberg lettuce, watches.
These words you may use: antediluvian, atavistic.
T-Rex roars, enthusiastic as when he was young.
He throws himself to the ground, waves tiny arms.
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Strawberry Bush
by Ruslan Garrey

The tactile dream:
I walk the filthy sidewalk
Kicking at gum wrappers
And cigarette butts
Humming chiptune beats beneath my hood
And there I see it
A strawberry bush growing beneath a mailbox
Peeking at me, wrinkled leaves outstretched
I hop to a crouch
To peer closer
A fat man in a NO NOISE DEATH t-shirt nearly bowls me
over
As I lean in I see a single, unhealthy berry
At once unripe and half-rotted
I snatch it with my nicotine burnt fingertips
And pop it in between my teeth
How sweet, the sickly sour taste of bitter victory
How loud the red flash skims across my jaded eye
And somehow I taste spring
The first real spring I’ve tasted in seven years
Sprites through my memories
To here, exactly here on this dirty sidewalk
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The Art of Not Eating Spaghetti
by Davis Mathis

I FLING MY bags off of my shoulder and onto my stained blue
couch as I slip off my volleyball shoes. They glare up at me,
daring me to deal with their knotted laces. Not now, I think.
I’m sure I’ll regret this tomorrow when I find myself
struggling to undo the tangled mess before the start of
practice, but that’s future me’s problem. I pivot on my heels
and my sweaty ponytail whips me in the face. My hand makes
vague contact with the wall in an attempt to find the light
switches. After a moment of groping around for the flat
switches, I give up and bound up the stairs to the kitchen.
“Did you pack your volleyball bag for tomorrow?” my
mother asks as she stirs something in a large metal pot. My
mouth mutters a vague excuse, but my eyes remain fixed on
the steam twirling above the sink. A dull ache forms in my
stomach; it’s begging for food. When I was a child I would
have groaned and sulked until I had been fed, but now my
maturing self restrains me. My stomach, it seems, is as
immature as a five-year-old. It whines and squirms so much
that I’m scared it’ll begin to digest itself if it isn’t fed now. My
mom takes a bowl of steaming broccoli from the microwave
and my gut tugs me forward. I’ll eat almost anything right
now.
“What’s for dinner?” I ask with an air of desperation.
My mom gives me a sympathetic glance.
“Spaghetti…” The hungry beast in my stomach recoils
at the mention of my least favorite food. My tongue suddenly
sits uncomfortably in my mouth.
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“You have to eat some,” my mom says as she spoons a
scoop of dangling strands onto my plate. My stomach sinks
to my pelvis as if to distance itself from the limp, soggy
noodles. My mother’s hand finds my back and guides me to
the kitchen table. I sit on a plush yellow chair and set my
plate on the very edge of my place mat. While my mother
spoons broccoli onto my plate and cuts me a piece of hot
bread, I hear a faint groan from my stomach. I’m not hungry, it
whispers. It makes a decent effort to hide its constant aching
and convince me not to eat, but it lies like the five-year-old
child it is. My mom offers me a kind half smile and gestures
to my plate.
“I’m not hungry.” My mom laughs. I exhale through my
nose with a puff. My focus tears away from the moist mound
of pasta and finds the bread. The slightly burnt crust and
flour-covered interior have never looked so appealing. My
stomach perks up. I tear off a piece of the crust with my front
teeth. It is nearly tasteless but I don’t care. A new piece of
bread is in my mouth before the first has been swallowed. I
continue devouring bread until I’m interrupted.
“You can’t just eat bread for dinner.” I squint up at my
mother and swallow my last bite. I look down at the noodles
on my plate. They begin to squirm like worms in the bottom
of a bucket of bait. They snake around my plate, searching
for a way to escape. I watch, fascinated, until a blink causes
them to stop. When I finally look away from my food I find
my mom looking at me.
“Eat.” I pick up my fork and twirl it between my bony
fingers. In a quick stab I pick one piece of broccoli. She told
me to eat, so I will eat. The broccoli feels
wet and lukewarm in my mouth, but I still find myself craving
more. I chew the grainy vegetables until I have cleaned my
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plate of any trace of green. I smile up at my mom to signal
that I am finished.
“Just take one bite,” she sighs. I poke the now cold
spaghetti on my plate lethargically.
“I’m not hungry.” I frown.
“Please.”
“I have things to do mom.” She bites her lower lip.
“What? What do on earth do you so urgently need to
do?” She is exasperated. I pause to play with my fork, then
look up, smiling.
“I have to pack my volleyball bag for tomorrow.” I
stand up and push away my plate. I’m so proud of my victory
that I barely notice my mom rolling her eyes.
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No Lifeguard on Duty
by Jesse Sensibar

I’VE COME TO APPRECIATE Mrs. White’s Golden Rule soul
food and this Vampire City on the desert in June when the
temperatures spike to 110 and everybody who can afford to
leaves town and those of us who can now afford the rates
arrive to peyote songs, empty hotel parking lots, and plenty of
cheap rides and seats without reservations.
I swim on my back in the abandoned hotel swimming
pool on pre-apocalyptic Central Avenue, looking up at a
rising Phoenix high noon sun that could blister John Wayne
dead if he could not hide in the deep oxblood red booths at
Durant’s. Forty stories of rising glass and concrete slag city
and the House of Many Colors is gutted out and the jazz
bands freestyle in dark basements in honor of Bob the boogie
man Marley and speak of the Pan-African diaspora and the
erasure of Marcus Garvey from history in the dark.
And I’m smiling my old white outlaw smile at the skills
of a young brown outlaw lady who can slide on a condom
and mount you reverse cowgirl with the kind of practiced
grace that makes even transactional safe sex seem effortless
and a little like love. There are no lifeguards here in the
Vampire City but the fish and chips at the Knock Kneed
Lobster down on Washington Street might just save me.
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Pato Thai
by Katie King

EVERYBODY LOVES PATO THAI on a Tuesday night. And
thank you for dinner, but I’m so sorry that I had to leave my
son with you and exit the doors immediately to San Francisco
Street where I cried like an idiot teenager. Cutting, sharp
tears. I could not stop them, and I am a trained actor who can
play games I don’t even want to play. Because you didn’t have
the feelings I wanted you to have for me. Feelings I don’t
even have for you.
I just wanted them, for me.
I didn’t even know I gave such giant fuck until you talked
about flying to Hawaii just to see someone you’d only met
once and who knows, maybe you were looking for a
relationship after all, if it was with her.
“Get ahold of yourself,” my friend said on the phone. Born
and raised in Queens, he’ll be getting gastric bypass surgery
this year. I was sobbing and Rendezvous didn’t leave any
napkins out for me. “Get ahold of yourself and start
showering regularly.”
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Poems at Wal-Mart
by Mitchell Krockmalnik Grabois

July 4
I sell my poems at Wal-Mart. I have them written by young
adults in Bangladesh who have fled the unsafe conditions of
the garment industry. Their pain translates admirably into
literature. I pay them better than the clothing factories. They
are imaginative. They write the poems in colonial cursive. I
claim the poems as my own. It’s not plagiarism. They are my
employees.
Thanksgiving Day
When I slide my license out of my wallet to hand to the cop, I
see the heart at the bottom right corner, red, like Colorado
itself. A river flows red through black canyons. I sleep in a
vacant school nearby. My wife and I huddle like bats on a
cavern’s ceiling.
That heart on my license, that cheerful valentine, represents
the brief period after my death when my organs will fly hither
and yon, packed securely, held close by messengers, to bring
joy to families desperate for organs. In this way I endorse the
concept of community, no matter how much I mutter, under
my breath, about the general stupidity of humanity.
The cop doesn’t tell me that he’s got a borrowed kidney. He
gives me a warning and sends me on my way.
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Janufeb 20—
I gaze through triple-thick windows. I have no thyroid, and
often worry that I will freeze to death. I often feel that I am
freezing to death.
My children find me pathetic. They visit me and, as they
leave, I see their thought balloons: I never want to get that old. If I
get that old, someone please shoot me. I should buy a gun now to have
well in advance for when I need it.
I didn’t raise them to be gun people—they’re not gun people,
so the names that enter their heads are only names: Glock
(sounds deadly but messy), Walther (didn’t James Bond have
one?), Lugar (harsh, Germanic), Colt (go out like an old
cowboy, blow yourself out of the saddle)
The horse gallops off as if he’s seen a snake. There you lay,
quickly becoming a Georgia O’Keeffe cow skull. Bye , Dad!
Have a nice day! and the thought balloons: What does he do with
himself all day? They could ask the staff, but don’t.
They find my incontinence pitiable, but its sudden warmth is
like a hint of spring at the end of a long winter.
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Last Holocaust Survivor Tells All
by Jacob Appel

You set out alone.
To your shtetl
Where the crumbled tomb
Of the mikvah
Hides in the weeds.
To the DP camp
Where you comb lists
For names – or, later,
Bargain for just one.
To America,
Where you place inquiries
In Forverts, scan patrons
At midnight diners.
Eichmann hangs in Jerusalem.
Mengele drowns in Brazil.
You do not forget,
But you are less alone.
Schools invite you to speak.
Historians record you on film.
Psychologist wave surveys,
Which you politely decline.
You are in demand:
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A balm for prejudice.
A walking moral lesson.
A collective moral charge.
And then you are old.
Your daughter older
Than your mother
At the selection.
You serve on panels,
Pose in your uniform,
Shirtsleeve rolled;
Tattoo showing.
A threatened species,
A language nearly lost
Last of the Lviv ghetto;
Final witness to Belsen.
Not evidence of evil
But of evil defeated
The only insurance
Against evil yet again.
And then you are alone.
And you realize
You’ve been alone
All along.
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