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welcome

“Wisdom at the Ugly Mug Café,”
photo credit: Theresa Barker

Enjoy!
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reflection

“eye” by Ed is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License.

“Our light is never spent. / Is spent.” – Rae Armantrout, “Eyes”

You wonder what it is like to see beyond today, and into tomorrow. You wonder if the long
long days that stretch before the end of summer are real, or if you have walked here before
and these days are only the phantom shadows of what has come before. You were a six-yearold, you were a ten-year-old, you were seventeen and on your first date, you were twenty-five
and had a baby who grew into a man of thirty before he was killed suddenly, terribly, and you
thought you might get over it, but two years later you know that will not happen. And each
day you try to see the slow changes between spring-summer-fall-winter so that you will know
you are alive, you will know you can think and feel and laugh like anyone, even with the
heart’s stone burden you carry to the end of your days.
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black seat and silver gas tank

“obsession.” by _mogi. is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License.

What she remembered was the motorcycle. The motorcycle had a black seat and a silver gas
tank, a small mirror on either side of the handlebars. The mirrors reflected back the road,
reflected back the past behind them.
There was a black-and-white picture somewhere of her standing on the back of her father’s
motorcycle at two years old, helmet on her head, smiling. He’d told her a story of the time
she rode on the back of the motorcycle and she fell off, into some grass, apparently unhurt.
He told that story with pride in his voice, as though it was a shared adventure just between
the two of them. As though only his daughter, his eldest daughter, was the kind of person
who could fall off the back of a motorcycle as a child and come to no harm.
He didn’t tell her if her mother ever knew about it. Even now, so many years later, she
remembers the motorcycle and the helmet and the soft grass. She remembers the deep

gravelly growl of his voice, pleasantly gravelly, whenever he explained a thing to her, like
how thunderstorms behave, or what it takes to fly a seaplane. She remembers that deep
pleasant tone as something just between the two of them, between a father and his eldest
daughter.
I am the daughter whose birth had made him a father, she thought. There is something in
that. There is something in the mirror of our lives, held one against the other, the father’s
life and the daughter’s life, once together on the seat of a motorcycle so many years ago, once
together in a shared adventure.
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as quickly as light travels

“Time, light, and window were one” by
Henk Sijgers is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License.

The ripple and splash of rain on the blurred glass / Seemed that it briefly said, as I walked
by, / Something I should have liked to say to you, / Something … / . . . while the wintry rain
/ (Unspeakable, the distance in the mind!) / Runs on the standing windows and away. “ –
Howard Nemerov, “Storm Windows”

Sean went back only once after his mother died. The factory was still there, the rain
steaming up the windows like it always did in the middle of winter. He used to stand and
stare at the blurred glass when he was a child, waiting for his parents to finish the work that
never seemed to end, shivering in the cold drafts of this part of Ireland, where it felt like the

sun never shone, or if it did, it shone only on others. It was hard being the only son, the only
child, and when all the other children at school had huge families, throngs of siblings, he was
the only one in his family, and when he grew older he could sometimes see the sorrow in his
mother’s eyes when he looked for it, and the hardened emotion in his father’s frown. He
could feel the pain of omission in the gut of their family life, as his parents worked harder
and harder each year to make the factory remain solvent, and to know that each year the way
did not improve, but only became more desperate, until his mother had shut it down after
his father’s heart attack and passing. And now his mother was gone, too. As he stood in the
factory behind the streaming glass windows Sean thought of how he might have come back
after college, how he might have lived in the village and helped with the work in his parent’s
business. But as soon as the thought came to him, as quickly as light travels, he knew he
could never have come back, and as quickly as light travels he knew it had broken their
hearts. But it was not a thing to be undone, not even if he’d wanted to, now that his mother
and his father, too, were in their graves out beside the old church. No, his life was saved by
the instinct not to stay, even if his heart, too, had been lost.
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there is one small thing here

“”Maybe it does not work but that is not
even the point here.” by zoghal is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0

She had left a bit of skin on the peach when she peeled it, that last night before he left, and
when she brought the sliced peach to him, in a bowl with cream, he looked at her with such
loathing that she nearly dropped the bowl, but she maintained her grip on it, thankfully, and
afterward she could imagine in her head the sight of the peachy milk splattered all over the
green shag carpet in the living room of the rental house, afterward she could hear the dull
thud of the bowl on the rug and the splat of peach flesh, afterward the sight and sound of the
imagined transgression replayed itself in her mind over and over, and she almost went to
him to apologize for the transgression, except that she remembered just in time that it hadn’t
happened, except in some parallel universe, in some altered reality, but in this altered reality
she had thrown the bowl – peaches and milk and cream – thrown the bowl against the wall
behind his head and then demanded that he leave, that she have the house to herself, that
she live her own life instead of the life he imposed upon her. In that altered reality she
savored the look of surprise on his face as she slammed the door shut on him.
There is a skin on peaches. Surfaces serve their own purposes.
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talking of windows

“astrangelyisolatedplace” by Tourist. is
licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License.

“Long before the auto came, I was here: / Since westering man first followed the sun, / I
have come East with the stars.” – Julian Lee Rayford, “Thumb Tourist”

So many windows. Bridget imagined the people who worked behind the windows, the
diplomats and their staff who ranged along hallways and in and out of offices. She thought
about the desks, the copy machines and computers, the phones and cell phones that could

make you smarter, or just feel that way. The frenzied meetings, the brokered deals from one
sovereign nation to another Trade agreements. Mutual protection pacts.
If only there were such arrangements for her marriage. She could use a good solid trade
agreement. She could use a mutual protection pact.
Such things would come in handy. But now Rob didn’t want the divorce, and that made it
even harder on her. She was just trying to live her life. A trade agreement might have
assured his affection after he stopped saying I love you. A mutual protection pact might have
prevented his hurling those terrible words at her in argument after argument.
But they were no diplomats. Behind those windows lay a world of brokered agreements. She
and Rob had only the bond of marriage, which was not enough, as it turned out.
All those windows didn’t lie.
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ice in room 218

“Sky” by Chris Harrison is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License.

“I saw the sky in the windshield of another city.” - Bruce Smith, “February Sky”

Yet another city. Buffalo, Duluth, Sioux Falls, Albuquerque, Oceanside, Corvallis. The
truck's windshield was plastered with dead insect life that rode from the Great Lakes all the
way to the Pacific Ocean, and those bugs looked like I felt. Flat, squashed, devoid of life.
Still, I checked into the Super 8, got me a bag of ice from the ice machine, broke out the
Johnny Walker - little death's heads flickering in the ice cubes in the glass - and made me a
little nest in the king-size bed. HBO was showing Deadwood, followed by Generation Kill.
Just my night.

7

strike one

“Crossroads” by Toshiyuki IMAI is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License.

“This is the place it happened. It was here. / You might not know it was unless you knew. /
All day the cars blow past and disappear.” – Joshua Mehigan, “The Crossroads”

The first time you hit her you can’t believe it has happened. This angel, this woman who
would do anything for you, you would never strike her. It is as though your hand rose of its
own volition, flew through the air and struck her face. The eyes tell you the whole story. You
see yourself in her eyes, a monster, but no, that wasn’t you. You fall to your knees before her,
beg her forgiveness. It will never happen again.
The first time you hit her you tell yourself and her it will never happen again. You will not
lose control. You will be calm. You will be what she wants you to be. Never again, you tell
yourself.

The first time you hit her your hand learns its way. The feel of her cheek, her warm skin
slapping your hand – these compel your fist. The hand balls into a fist by itself, the punch
coming to her jaw. Your arm moves on its own. It has learned the way.
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behind the mask

“Mask” by Sybil Liberty is
licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0
International License.

“It must be somewhere, the original harmony, / somewhere in great nature, hidden.” –
Juhan Liiv, “Music” (Translated from the Estonian by H.L. Hix & Jüri Talvet)

You put on the silver mask. Its cool edges mold to the temples, the cheeks, the jaw. Through
the almond-shaped eyes you see the form of your beloved lying on the couch. He is asleep.
Asleep.

His long lithe body is restful in sleep. When he is awake he is all tension, all wired muscles
and taut limbs. When he is awake you fear he will leave you. But he is asleep now. Now is
your chance.
You go to the kitchen, still wearing the silver mask, still seeing through the almond eyes. The
poison is there. You got the poison from the old witch on the corner who reads palms and
does Tarot cards. She gave you the perfect purple pill and told you to dissolve it in a glass of
wine. You pour a glass of Merlot and you drop the pill into it. You take the wine out to the
living room and set his glass on the coffee table.
You feel the strict edges of the mask bite into your skin. You’ve waited for this moment, and
now it is here.
It has been said that life is a matter of waiting for the right moment to act.
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time in the Valiant station
wagon

White Station Wagons, Valiant and
Holden by JOHN LLOYD is licensed under
a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License.

Christie’s dad always said he won the Plymouth Valiant station wagon in a lottery, but
Christie knew better. She’d seen him count out bills to the man in the used car lot, who’d
handed him the keys to the car and then laughed as they drove away. She’d seen her father
lie before, so none of it was new to her.
The Price family spent plenty of time in that station wagon. Christie and her younger
brother Tom rode in the back seat with all the camping stuff, as their mom and dad took
turns driving, from Oklahoma to Texas to Arizona and back to Louisiana, always in search of
a job. Christie’s mom said it was for construction jobs, but Christie overheard enough
arguing in the rare late-night motel stays, when they weren’t camping, to know her dad’s
work wasn’t construction. It was gambling. Poker tables, “I never do blackjack,” he’d say, as
if trying to convince her mom poker was somehow honorable. Christie could tell her mom

wasn’t convinced; otherwise why would she keep saying those things about her dad getting
construction jobs?
When Christie was in fourth grade, she finally got to stay most of a school year in the same
town, in the same school. It was hard being the new kid, but it beat having to start over midyear in some new school, where everyone already knew everyone else. At ten she had already
been the new kid mid-year too many times. So, on the afternoon in late April when her mom
met Christie and her brother at school, Christie knew what was coming. She felt that
clenched lump in the pit of her stomach, the lump that said she and Tommy would be riding
in the back of the wagon again on the way to another new city.
But when they got to the car she saw that it was packed with all their clothes, her brother’s
toys, and her dolls and things. Not with the camping stuff.
And not with her dad.
“You kids get in the car,” her mother said.
“Where are we going?” asked Christie.
Her mother opened the door. “Get in the car, please,” she said. She opened the driver’s
door, took out the car keys, and put them in the ignition.
Christie and her brother got into the car.
Not another word was said until they were on the Interstate. Then Christie said, “I don’t
want to leave my school.”
“I know,” her mother said. A little shiver went through Christie. They were really going this
time, going without her dad.
After a while on the highway, Christie’s mom said they were going back to Oklahoma, to stay
with family “for a while.” Christie had been born in Oklahoma. She had cousins and aunts
and uncles there. Once every so often the Price family had gone back to visit, and Christie
had played outdoors long summer nights, Kick the Can or Capture the Flag, with a whole
army of cousins. And after every visit they’d leave again in the white Plymouth Valiant, for
some other place where she didn’t know a soul.
But now the Valiant was taking them back. The clenched lump in Christie’s stomach
tightened. Maybe it would be easier now, with no arguing between Christie’s mom and dad.
Maybe she would make friends, new friends, maybe better than the ones at her school.
The yellow stripes on the highway flicked by, flick . . . flick . . . flick . . . like the days and the
weeks they’d passed in the car on other highways, in other states, always in search of
Something Better. Green highway signs splashed into view beyond each asphalt hill.

Muskogee, Broken Arrow, Tulsa.
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she was that kind of person

“What kind of delusion are you under? / The life he hid just knocked you flat.” – Michael
Ryan, “Self-Help”

She was the kind of person who made dinner every night. He was the type who ate in bars.
If he ate at all. She liked to sit in on Sunday afternoons and watch an old movie from the
’30s or ’40s in black-and-white. He liked going to raves in Belltown. She phoned her mom
once a week and told her she loved her. He hadn’t heard from his mom since before she
went into rehab, and then only to ask for money – his mom doing the asking.
But there they were, working in adjacent cubicles at Amazon, and one day they went out on a
date. And that was the beginning of the end of old habits.

bonus

your table is ready

Dear Dining Patron:
We are pleased that you chose to celebrate your recent anniversary/holiday/birthday are our
establishment. In accordance with our policy to provide a more welcoming and inviting
experience on return visits, we would like to offer the following apology and explanation of
circumstances during your recent visit.
First of all, we are sorry that your server was morose. We realize this may have had a
dampening effect on your occasion. While is it no concern of yours, we would like to explain
that the server had just unfortunately broken up with one of our other employees, the
sommelier, in fact. The breakup was not amicable, as you probably noticed when the server
opened your bottle of champagne and then regrettably poured it over you rather than into
your wine glasses, as should have been done. We apologize for the inconvenience and will, of
course, pay for any dry cleaning charges which you may have incurred.
We are also sorry that the band did not play any recognizable numbers during the live set.
While you could not have known this when you made the reservations, the band recently lost
their record contract and they had decided to forsake their usual set, which we assure you
covered a pre-approved list of standards and big-band classic tunes. Thus the discordant
noise you heard during your meal. We took steps to suspend the live music once we realized

the situation. However, the profane rhetoric which the lead singer lapsed into after we cut
off the set was unintentional on the part of management, and we deeply apologize for any
offense which it may have caused.
Finally, we deeply regret the damage that occurred to your automobile, which was parked in
our valet parking location. The chief valet has resigned his post and will no longer be
working for our company. We did not realize he was engaged in the underground graffiti
movement, a so-called protest organization against capitalism and the free market, until he
provided a manifesto of his organization, the Valets Against Luxury Vehicles (VALV). We
greatly apologize for the diabolical political caricature that festoons your black BMW, which
we believe is either Angela Merkel or George W. Bush – difficult to tell. Naturally we will
cover the cost to restore your original paint job.
Regardless of the imposition of our staff and former staff on your celebration evening, we
would like to assure you that we harbor high hopes that you will consent to return to our
establishment for a repeat dining experience. Your satisfaction is our greatest concern.
Please feel free to contact us if you have further questions or concerns.
Yours in fine dining,
The management

First published in The Pitkin Review, Fall 2016
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