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With the New Year upon us, it’s hard to believe that Origami has officially reached its two-year 
anniversary. Seriously. Not only have we been blown away by the quantity of work we’ve received from 
established and budding writers and photographers, but it’s consistent quality. Without fail, we have been 
incredibly proud to publish each of Origami’s eight issues and continue to have faith in the 
power of art itself. Like so many of you, we are also interpreters of these narratives and images and have 
been moved in many ways by them. 

As we move forward, we are confident that 2015 will bring positive changes to Origami and an expansion 
of our quarterly issues. We continue to encourage you to remain vigilant to your surroundings, new ideas 
and perspectives; we are, after all, defined by the stories we tell.

Wishing you and your loved ones a wonderful holiday season and a safe, prosperous, and inspiring New 
Year.

Keep on creating,

A Word from the Editors
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 I sit here, at a corner table in the agreed-upon restaurant (Martelli’s), waiting for Janine. I’ve 
already gone through two baskets of bread and what I estimate to be a twenty-four ounce Coke. I have 
that sickly lightness of being, like a sugar-rush, and each and every part of my body wants to run in 
different directions. 

 She knows she’s late. She’s not the kind of person who would be, say, reading a book in her living 
room – but there I go, assuming she has a living room and she reads books. Assumptions are the ground 
upon which the devil’s playground is built. But she is not the kind of person who would be doing whatever 
she was doing in whatever place she was doing it, and look up (or down, I suppose) at a clock or a watch 
and say, “Oh my, where did the time go?” 

 This assumption I know to be true because, near the end of the workday, I can see her eyes from 
across the office grabbing for the clock, as if witnessing the passing of time would make said passing go 
faster. 

 She is seventeen minutes late. I know this because I’m looking at my watch, which was my 
father’s until he gave it to me as a graduation gift after my time at Columbia. Not the most grandiose or 
extravagant gift, I know. My roommate for two years got a Jaguar after graduating with top honours and 
his girlfriend, who I had dreams of at night and thought of extensively in my morning showers, received a 
small apartment in L.A., where she had landed her first job as the Assistant to the Undersecretary of the 
Deputy Director of the California Forest Conversation. Or maybe it was the Undersecretary to the Assistant 
Deputy Director of the California…

 The waiter is here again. He is growing impatient. I can tell by the flaring of his nostrils and the 
percussive tap-tap-tap of the pen on his white pad. No, thank you. I am not ready to order yet. He asks 
when I might be ready to order. I might be ready to order when my mind makes the decision of what to 
order. He leaves. 

 Janine is twenty-two minutes late. She said she would be here when I asked her yesterday after 
work. I walked up to her – the space between our desks never seemed so long – and introduced myself 
as the intern. I became distracted by her lips, full and red with lipstick, but I recovered and I was an 
intelligent, confident, and witty conversationalist, bursting at my seams with charm. 

 Before I could say Parcheesi, she agreed to meet me here, at the agreed-upon restaurant, twenty-
four minutes ago. She demonstrated all the signs of feminine captivation – scratching her hair, blinking a 
lot, her mouth like a flower blossom, curling around her face. She was putty in the palm of my hand. 

 The waiter is back. Why is he back so soon? Would the customer be ready to order? No, the 

Waiting
JOSHUA ALLEN

>>
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customer is still undecided. There is quite a long line of people waiting for this table. Let them wait. I am 
waiting too, you know? I’ve waited long enough. I’ve been waiting longer than any of them. 

>>

Waiting

JOSHUA ALLEN is a sophomore at Indiana University Bloomington. He enjoys puns, arguing with friends, 
and finding the best pasta dishes wherever he goes.
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 On a Sunday morning in March, a beam of sun struggled into the basement choir room of St. 
Giles Episcopal Church. Ralph Willis stood at the upright piano. A slender man with a lively manner, he 
wore a black cassock and white surplice. He called it his ecclesiastical clown suit. A shock of sandy hair 
tossed to and fro on his forehead, like a spray of grass in a gusty wind.

 “Ladies and gentlemen, your attention please! You, too, Mrs. Thompson. Sadie was a lady 
according to the song, but who knows?”

 Sadie Thompson broke off her conversation with Abigail Flibbert, who was in the middle of a 
blow-by-blow account of her grown daughter’s abrupt disappearance and subsequent long-distance 
phone call from an undisclosed location. As Sadie fumbled for her music folder, Abigail hinted that there 
was much more to the story.

 “You don’t need a folder. No need to be with your section. Time is a-wasting, time to warm up. 
On your feet, please. Clear the cobwebs from your vocal chords. Cough up those frogs and spiders and 
whatever else you ate for breakfast this morning, and vocalize! Mi me ma mo mu!”

 Now forty-three, unmarried, Ralph had held a number of jobs in churches and schools across 
Virginia, then fetched up in his home town, nestled in the Shenandoah Valley. During his absence, 
Hapsburg had transformed. What was once unbearably provincial was now madly picturesque. St. Giles 
was the oldest church in town, built of local limestone, and its pipe organ was the best in town.  If he had 
to settle, this would do.

 Ralph pounded scales and arpeggios on the piano, modulating up a half step each time. He raced 
through a series of vocal exercises, as the dozen men and women followed. A latecomer hurried in and 
pulled off her gloves. She stood in her coat next to Sadie Thompson, and Ralph motioned for her to join in.

 “Goodness gracious, what a sorry sound! Are you all suffering from the rigors of the season? Too 
much fasting and self-flagellation? It’s Sunday, people. Didn’t anyone tell you? You get a day off from the 
penitential routine. Or did you start early, reckoning the day from sunset like our Hebrew brethren? You 
look hung over, Gary, and you, too, Art. Whatever you gave up for Lent, it wasn’t alcohol.”

 “Don’t be ridiculous,” a bass voice said. “We’re Episcopalian.”

 “Of course, Henry, what was I thinking? Are those dark circles under your eyes from a binge last 
night, or did you borrow Mrs. Lowe’s eyeliner? Take off your coat and stay a while, Miss Tharpe. It’s cold 
outside but in here, it’s sizzling. We all want to see what outrageous ensemble you slapped together this 
time.”

The Choir Director
ROBERT BOUCHERON

>>



Origami Journal  Winter 2014 7

 Laetitia Tharpe, a dignified woman of seventy-two, a retired schoolteacher who favoured long 
woolen skirts and thick sweaters to conceal her bony figure, slipped off her coat and draped it over a chair.

 “That’s more like it,” Ralph said. “Do I see a hint of décolletage? What do you think, fellows, is she 
presentable?”

 “Once we put our robes,” a young alto voice said, “no one can tell what we’re wearing.”
 
 “Is that so? Do you mean to tell me you could be naked under all those yards of fabric?” Ralph 
fanned himself with a sheet of music, as though thought made him hot and bothered. Everyone laughed.

 “I mean . . .” the voice said, then trailed off in embarrassment.

 “That’s all right, Kate,” said Laetitia, “we know what you meant.”

 “Grab your folders now, hop to it. Let’s run through the hymns then work on the anthem. Hurry!” 
Ralph held up his left wrist and pointed at it with his right index finger. As people scrambled to find music 
and seats, he launched into the first hymn, taking it faster than the normal tempo. After the first stanza, he 
cut them off.

 “Piece of cake. You all know it. As you turn quickly to the next hymn, a word to the wise: 
Enunciate. As in consonants. I want to hear every G after every N, Raising not Raisin. Those are two 
entirely different words. Spit out those final Ds and Ts. What I don’t want to hear is R. You may be a pirate 
with an eye-patch and a wooden leg, or fresh from the hills of Appalachia, but here we are all very proper, 
very Anglican. Or Southern—suit yourself. Sing Deah Redeemah and Puah of Heaht.”

 Ralph ran through two more hymns, playing the voice parts as he stood at the piano. He glanced 
at the hymnal, reached up suddenly for a downbeat, and shouted remarks on diction and dynamics. He 
made the same remarks at every rehearsal in a world-weary tone, as if he hardly expected anyone to pay 
attention.

 “It’s perfectly acceptable to sing loud or soft according what’s marked on the score. You can even 
watch me for direction, as I wave my arms like a madman.”

 Yet they did pay attention. The choir of St. Giles, all amateurs, managed an impressive range of 
choral literature, from sixteenth-century English to contemporary American. Their diction, if not flawless, 
was understandable, they stayed on pitch, and the parts were in balance. Under Ralph’s relentless teasing, 
the women giggled like schoolgirls and the men squirmed, but in the chancel they performed beautifully.

 “No screeching, please,” he said midway through the anthem. “If you’re not quite sure about 

>>

>>

The Choir Director
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that high note, sing softly or just open your mouth. I’m not going to publicly shame anyone in the soprano 
section, because you know who you are. And please, no warbling. Pretend you are a choirboy, a pre-teen 
innocent who has not yet heard of hormones. Think pure thoughts. That is asking a lot for some of you, I 
know. Let your voice soar, easy and relaxed. Not too relaxed—I still want to hear you. Try it without words 
on La.”

 They sang the passage again, and again with the words.

 “Much better,” Ralph said. “If I weren’t staring at you, I could swear I just heard a choir of angels. 
One last time with words, from the top. That’s showbiz talk for page one, measure one. Remember, breath 
control! Intonation!”

 The whole group sang the anthem to its end.

 “What a heavenly sound! Sing it exactly like that, and you’ll have them swooning in the aisle. 
Refresh your makeup, if necessary, and line up in the narthex.”

 He glanced at his watch.

 “Five minutes. Just enough time for the organ prelude. I must dash.”

 “You’re always dashing,” said Kate.

 Ralph wagged a finger at her. “Altos—such deep thinkers.”

>>

The Choir Director

ROBERT BOUCHERON is an architect in Charlottesville, Virginia. His academic degrees are Harvard B. A. 
1974 and Yale M. Arch. 1978. His articles, essays, book reviews and short stories appear in Atticus Re-
view, Bangalore Review, Bloodstone Review, Conclave, Digital Americana, Grey Sparrow Journal, JMWW, 
Lowestoft Chronicle, Montreal Review, Mouse Tales Press, New Orleans Review, North Dakota Quarterly, 
Origami Journal, Outside In Literary & Travel, Poydras Review, Ray’s Road Review, The Rusty Nail, Short Fic-
tion (UK), Slippage.
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PHOTOGRAPHY BY STEFAN CHIARANTANO 

Stefan Chiarantano is a Toronto-based photographer.  
He shoots mainly urban environments in black and 
white using natural light.
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PHOTOGRAPHY BY STEFAN CHIARANTANO 
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PHOTOGRAPHY BY STEFAN CHIARANTANO 
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 Driven purely by instinct, carried on a faint breeze from the open window, a fly, a big, fat, juicy 
one almost the size of a cherry tomato landed on the corner of my bathroom mirror as I shaved.
 
 I swatted at it; really just a flick of my wrist, rather than a true coordinated attempt to kill it.
 
 It flew away.
 
 I resumed shaving.  My lathered face, covered in foam a few inches thick, looked like Santa’s 
beard before I plowed my razor through it, clearing a strip of cheek from the bottom of my face to the 
subtle bulge of my orbital socket.
 
 I worked slowly.
 
 I was early.
 
 Plenty of time until the big interview.  I saw my weak, nervous, clenched pose in the mirror and 
straightened up, threw my shoulders back, bouncing on the balls of my feet.  I bared my teeth and snarled, 
trying to summon primal, hunting jungle cat aggressiveness.
 
 I shaved.
 
 Plenty of time to be clean-shaven and neat.  Professional.  So, no razor bumps.  Nothing to make 
me look young, clumsy, or inexperienced.  Confidence in my appearance might make me confident in 
myself.  Look good, feel good.  
 
 I retracted my lips, sucking them into my mouth to expose and tighten my chin, put the blade to 
it, and shaved an inch.
 
 The fly buzzed, hopping and bopping its way down the wall from the ceiling, landed on the mirror 
and flew off again.
 
 I paused, then shaved another inch of my chin.
 
 The fly landed again.
 
 I swatted at it halfheartedly again, and the fly retreated back to the ceiling.
 

The Fly
ALEXANDER JONES

>>
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 I got to the hardest part, where the flesh right at the end of my chin gathered before the 
razorblades like water at a dam; transitioning around this critical curve to the hollow beneath my lower lip 
required a delicate, light touch.
 
 Suddenly the fly came straight at me, right to my face, right to my nose.
 
 “Huh!”  I staggered back like I’d sneezed, my head ducking away from it.
 
 The fly buzzed away.
 
 I’d cut myself.
 
 Not a nick, one of those forgivable little dots of blood or an abrasion that would fade by the time I 
donned the suit I’d hung on the back of my bathroom door to take advantage of the steamy bathroom air, 
but a deep laceration.
 
 A throbbing pain started.
 
 I looked in the mirror.
 
 I’d sliced open my chin.  Thick blood smeared it, dripping into the sink as I stood there.  The 
shaving foam around it turned pink as the blood spread outward.
 
 I was still holding the razor.  I dropped it.  It clattered into the sink, the running water from the tap 
diluting and cleaning the blood on the handle and razor housing, then washing away the blood trapped 
between the blades, leaving only a thin string of excised skin, which fluttered and then disappeared down 
the drain.
 
 The fly looped back down, hovering, bobbing and weaving above my head, dipping, touching my 
scalp, rustling my hair.
 
 I slapped at it, smacking my own head, and missed.  Blood from my chin splattered onto my bare 
chest.
 
 The fly rose into the air just high enough that my efforts to get at it, waving my arms over my 
head like I wanted to flag down an approaching plane, got me nothing as it circled the overhead light 
fixture.
 
 I returned my attention to the mirror.  I cupped my hands under the faucet and rubbed a palm full 
of water across my chin, gritting my teeth against the fresh, hot pain that caused, and gently explored with 

>>

>>

The Fly
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the prune-like pads of my soggy index fingers.
 
 The water exposed the line of the cut; a gash, it was really a jagged gash more than an inch long, 
zigzagging its way on a leisurely downward angle across my chin like my earnings curve would appear, 
charted on a graph.
 
 Blood welled up and stained the tips of my fingers as I played with the wound, breathing sharply 
against the pain.
 
 No hiding this.  
 
 Human Resources guys are trained to cull the weak and the sick.
 
 I could press on it with a wad of toilet tissue, do that for a while and then slather Vaseline on top 
to trap the blood inside the wound, like an old-fashioned cut man would do for a boxer and then maybe 
slap a band-aid over it, but that would broadcast my injury to the world as surely as leaving it free and 
bleeding.
 
 Crazy Glue.
 
 First invented back in the forties to treat wounded soldiers on the battlefield, I had a fresh, 
unused tube in the junk drawer in my kitchen.  But no pocket change amongst the junk, not even a 
corroded penny; I’d cleaned it out weeks ago.
 
 The fly dipped low from the ceiling, to with arms reach, and flew back to the light fixture, landed 
on it, and walked upside down.
 
 Forget Crazy Glue.
 
 Rocking forward on my toes, my calf muscles tightened and flexed as I jumped, clapping my 
hands together above my head, so close to the fly that I actually touched it with the back of my knuckle as 
I missed.
 
 It buzzed away, over the shower curtain into the shower.
 
 I yanked the plastic shower curtain; two of the rings holding it to the metal rod broke off with a 
pop, and I entered swinging.
 
 I slammed the palm of my hand against the tiled surface inside the shower a few inches too far to 
the left, so I slammed again and again, getting closer each time, the fly getting more and more desperate 

>>

>>

The Fly
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to get away as I swatted.
 
 Finally it flew up, out of the shower and across the room, back to the ceiling near the window 
where it had started, back when I was just trying to get a neat shave so I didn’t look like a slob at my 
interview.
 
 I reached for it and stopped myself, knowing that no matter how high I jumped, no matter how 
far I stretched, I couldn’t reach the fly where it was.
 
 Overhead, it bounced around from the ceiling to wall by the window, to the other wall, floating 
effortlessly back and forth between the three surfaces in the corner it had chosen for itself.
 
 Corner.
 
 Cornered.  I had it cornered.
 
 I grabbed my damp towel.  It snagged on a rolled up lumpy section too fat to fit between the 
plastic rod and the wall.  
 
 Snarling, I jerked the towel free as the plastic rod broke, the pieces hitting the floor behind me.
 
 Striding towards the toilet and the corner where the fly made its rounds, circulating and buzzing 
from one wall to the other to the ceiling and back to the first wall and around and around, I folded the 
towel over and wrapped it around my fist, leaving me with a plush, terrycloth mace.
 
 I whipped it at the corner space.
 
 It thumped against the wall with a deadly solidity that made me smile even though I missed.
 
 I whipped it a second time, but misjudged the distance and the end of the towel caught on the 
ceiling, stifling the arc.
 
 The fly skipped and skimmed along the white, shiny textured ceiling, leaving the safety of the 
corner it kept retreating to like a retracted jack in the box.
 
 I watched its path, giving it a second or two before I cocked back my arm, readying the towel, 
keeping my eyes focused on a spot a couple inches ahead of the fly, giving it the lead time it would need to 
meet the full force at the end of my swing, the way a hunter aims ahead of a moving target.

 I swung and-

>>

The Fly

>>
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 -tripped over one of the pieces of the towel rod.

 My momentum carried me across the room; I got my hands up just before I crashed into the wall 
beside the toilet, lost my balance and fell, crying out.

 I landed in that dark, shadowy spot between the far end of the toilet and the wall.  The dull red 
plunger wobbled in its plastic dish a few inches from my face.  The back of my head rested against the 
plastic case that held the bristled toilet brush.

 A layer of built up dust and lint and dirt and little hairs and paint chips stuck to my body where I 
lay; I could feel the grit sticking to my spongy, still glowing skin.

 I turned over in this filth, getting my knees beneath me as I drew a breath.  I’d knocked the wind 
out of myself, falling.

 The fly bobbed around the light fixture.

 A surge of adrenaline coursed through me, and I sprang up.

 The back of my head caught against the toilet flush handle, an ornate plastic thing that could be 
easily depressed and triggered in the dark, even when drunk.

 I cried out again, sinking back down.  What a loser I was.  No wonder no one wanted me.  My 
hand went to the injured spot and gingerly inspected the wound, wincing again.  

 No blood.  

 But already a welt had formed that would turn into a deep bruise with a nice goose egg in the 
centre of it, right on the back of my head.

 I started getting up, mindful of the toilet flusher and the underside of the windowsill.  

 Something on the open shelf beneath my sink caught my eye.  There, among the canister of 
scouring powder, the toilet bowl cleaner and a few spare bars of soap was a bottle of spray cleaner.

 I reached around the toilet bowl and grabbed it, then heaved to my feet.

 I fingered and pumped the trigger until a heavy mist of cleaner squirted out of the nozzle.

>>

The Fly

>>
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 The fly had disappeared.

 I looked around the room, taking in every nook and cranny, listening for the buzzing, until I 
located it in the shower, circling the faucet head.  I approached it slowly, slowly raising and extending the 
cleaner bottle in my outstretched arm.
 
 I fired, squeezing the trigger as fast as I could.

 Heavy clouds of sudsy mist sprayed out, engulfing the fly.

 It took off, shooting back toward its favourite spot on the ceiling above the toilet corner.  I crossed 
the room quickly but under control, kicking away the closet rod I’d tripped over.  

 I pulled the trigger the entire time, aiming upwards, cleaner spewing from the nozzle of the bottle 
as I got as close as my reach would bring me.

 The fly came out of the corner, but as it crossed in front of the window, it slowed down and 
crashed feebly to the windowsill.

 It crawled, its wings saturated with caustic cleaner. 

 I didn’t let up, continuing to spray, getting the nozzle within inches of it, until it fell on the floor, 
landing upside down, legs flickering up at the ceiling.

 I stepped on it.

 It offered a little resistance and then burst open like a grape, the moisture of its insides warm and 
wet beneath the sole of my foot.

 It was dead.

 Dead.

 Finally dead.

 I looked down on its crushed body, then picked it up and dropped it into the toilet with no sense 
of ceremony or honour.  I didn’t even bother flushing.

 I turned the shower on, stepped back inside and quickly washed off the floor filth.  Out, I shaved 
the rest of my face without cream, dragging the razor around.  My chin bled.

>>

The Fly

>>
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ALEXANDER JONES has published short fiction in Bastion Magazine, FarCryZine and (the) Squawk Back; 
his poetry has appeared in Juice Magazine.  He has a BA in English/Creative Writing, a novel making the 
rounds at agencies and publishing companies, and a cool day job he is grateful for.

 Maybe the glue, maybe the Vaseline.  Maybe neither.

 I still had a few minutes before I had to leave.

>>

The Fly
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PHOTOGRAPHY BY HANNAH ELLISON

Hannah Ellison is an Oregon-grown freelance photographer, 
passionate about revealing the beauty in both people and the 
outdoors.  https://500px.com/hannahlyzbeth
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PHOTOGRAPHY BY HANNAH ELLISON
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PHOTOGRAPHY BY HANNAH ELLISON
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 You arrive home with your suit jacket draped over a shoulder and suitcase in tow.  Your house 
has a gate and circular driveway.  There’s a fountain in the centre island with dragons spouting water into 
cascading bowls.
 
 It’s a clear autumn night and you live in a mansion.  Old Victorian, mortar and stone.  Vines run 
up the south wing.  The moon is full and a few black serpentine clouds slither across the silent sky.

 As you look at your house, you’re silhouetted because all of the lights should be off.  You’ve been 
gone for days – away on business – and felt safe enough to leave the house without the false impression 
that someone was home.

 Because in the end, does it matter?

 But you’re silhouetted by a single light.  Second story tower window.  When you left, all lights 
were turned off.  Now one is on.

 Something inside of you stirs, not because you’re afraid, but because you’ve been waiting for this 
night your entire life.  Someone has invaded your home and a fight  to the death is imminent.

 You know who awaits you, even though you’ve never met.  Greasy black hair, featureless face, 
gray jumpsuit.  It’s always been like this.  Whenever you thought of someone in your home, this is who 
you imagined.  What does it mean?  

 It’s anger towards feeling faceless.  It’s disgust towards cowardice.  It’s contempt for the unkempt.  
The way you’ve always imagined it, they knew you’d be coming home and they stayed - waiting.  They 
know the game as well.

 When you open the doors the house is cool, bordering on cold.  This is to be expected.  You’ve 
been away.  Even though you already know where the confrontation will take place, you walk quietly 
through the hallways and kitchen because you don’t discount an ambush.  It won’t happen that way, but 
you take comfort in thinking that it might.

 Suddenly your life has meaning.

 Suddenly your life has purpose.

 You’ve only ever been silhouetted, but today you walk towards the light.  A single light in the lone 
tower.  Your tower.  Your house.  Your life.

The Fight
W.T. PATERSON

>>
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 You clench your knuckles but you already know how this will end.  

 You’ve navigated through the darkness your entire existence and all of the emotional instability, 
fearful thoughts, and lackluster love affairs have brought you to one moment.  So you take another step, 
unclench your knuckles, and define the ending.  

>>

The Fight

W.T. PATERSON is a Chicago writer whose recent work can be seen in Maudlin House, Whispers from the 
Past, and Procyon Press’ Anthology.  Check out his novel Dark Satellites due out in early 2015 and send 
him a tweet @WTPaterson.
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 After a few days, the diarrhea eased up and I took the train to Alexandria.  I would only be staying 
there for one night.  

 A group of Egyptian boys in their late teens were staying in one of the other rooms.  They 
spotted me checking in.  One of them made it a point to introduce himself and the others.  He had a solid 
handshake, steady eye.  He welcomed me to Alexandria.  He said they were students.   He offered to assist 
with anything I might need while there.  

 I gave this crew a quick look-over.  Decent enough looking kids.  If anything, nerdy.  Pocket liner 
types.  

 I thanked them and excused myself to my room.  I really had to get off my feet.  

 I washed up and took a nap.  I woke up feeling good and went to dinner.  

 Walking felt good again.  I reached a stride.  My legs felt long.   I was walking west.  I was close to 
the ocean.  I could smell it.  

 Like everywhere in Egypt, everything in Alexandria looked old. 

 I took notice of the buildings. Century-old structures filled the role of the youngest buildings 
around. These are people’s homes. These people here all around me are living in rooms that were once 
lived in by those who peopled a world where flies spawned from dew drops and Sultans taxed the Nile.  
A world in which ships were as tall as trees and cholera played in the breeze.  These people are sleeping 
every night in rooms that have been slept in for centuries.  I was raised in a brand new house. 

 I came back to the hotel after dinner and one of the boys was in the lobby.  He invited me to their 
room.  Again I tried to sidestep it.  He persisted ever so politely and I relented.  I asked him which room 
and promised to show in thirty minutes.

 I returned to my room and washed up again.  I plopped on the bed.  I was tired.  I wanted to 
sleep.   After a few minutes I hitched up my diplomacy and went calling on the neighbours.

 I knocked.  The high and heavily painted door pulled open just a crack.  In a heartbeat it was 
pulled wide.  I looked in on a room about thirty feet deep and twelve feet across.  There were eight bunks 
and dented metal cabinets that looked like gym lockers.  

 There were a few small tables.  One boy was sitting at one of the tables and obviously attending 
to a mathematics book.   They all stood to greet me and shook my hand.  The boy doing the math 

The Bomb of Atoms
LARRY ROSZKOWIAK

>>
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immediately returned to his work.  

 There were two older Egyptian guys there, too.  One was lying on a bunk.  The other sat in the 
corner staring into space, smoking a cigarette.  They ignored my arrival. 

 The room was neat, clean, and sparse.  The tables had textbooks and other student paraphernalia 
in neat, personal piles.

 They offered me tea and popcorn and insisted I sit on one of their few chairs.

 There were six of them.  They were attending some kind of engineering college in Alexandria.  

 As I settled, I saw immediately that they were assembling themselves around me like an 
audience.  

 The questions started slowly.  

 “In which United State do you live?”

 “Have you ever owned a car?”

 “Are there donkeys in your cities?”

 They had a hunger for the information about every little detail of my life.  In turn, they shared 
with me the contrasting elements of theirs.  

 They were extremely interested in the sex lives of Americans.  

 One leaned forward and asked in hushed conspiracy, “Have you ever done the thing in the bed 
with the woman?”

 They all leaned forward straining to hear my answer.  

 I held them for a beat, then answered, “Sure.  You?”

 They pulled away from me in unison.  Each nodding and waving off the question as superfluous 
and hoping I wouldn’t ask it again.

 One of them had a crush on broadcaster Barbara Walters.  He wanted to know the American 
custom for taking a wife. He wanted to know whom he’d have to ask in order to marry Barbara Walters 
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- her mother or her father? When I told him he’d have to ask Walters herself they all began buzzing in 
wonder.  

 There had been a quiet one.  He hung around the fringe of the group.  He was constantly 
repositioning himself and never participated in the discussion, yet followed every word.  

 He had thick, knotted dark hair.  His eyes darted and hid.  His eyebrows were the window to his 
soul.  They tattled on his every thought.

 Though he didn’t participate in our conversation he would occasionally guffaw at something that 
was said, deliver in Arabic what came across like a bad pun, and then pump his fist into somebody’s ribs.  
When the target recoiled from the blow he would burst into laughter, then just as suddenly, stifle it.  

 Occasionally, he would start mugging or hopping on his chair.  The others would settle him down 
and gesture apologetically.  I nodded sympathetically.   

 Only once did he attempt to communicate with me.  They were changing shifts at the study table.  
As people shuffled into new seats, he elbowed his way to the front.  He put his hands out in front of him.   
I looked into his eyes and saw that much of life was dark to him.  He stammered a bit before speaking 
firmly and deliberately.

 “How do you make the bomb of atoms?”

 Everyone in the room hushed.   With all the graciousness at my disposal I assured this kid I had no 
idea how to make the bomb of atoms.  

 After another weird pause, the brightest kid placed his hand on his roommate’s shoulder and 
said, “Americans don’t like to talk about the bomb of atoms.”

 They started another batch of popcorn.  They talked about the war.  They talked about the sound 
of the enemy jets roaring over the city.  From their faces, I could tell that each had his own bad memories 
of that time.

 Suddenly, I saw a flash of light outside and heard thunder. I looked to the window and saw a 
cloudburst. The boys immediately jumped up and went rushing about the room.  They grabbed towels and 
ran outside. I looked out the window and saw them all standing in the rain.  They were shampooing their 
hair.  They stood rubbing their heads into a lather and grinning at each other over their good luck.

 When they came back they changed the topic to mathematics.  They were all Egyptian 
engineering students but the only textbooks they had were in English.  While they spoke passable English 
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they were having some difficulty with the texts.   I translated “cross multiplication,” “quotient,” and “ratio.”  

 As the evening wore on they began to zero in on what was really on their minds.  They wanted to 
know what went on between American men and women.  They had trouble understanding how American 
men could be friends with some women and lovers with others.  After some effort to explain this, but not 
to their satisfaction, I began to feel tired.  

 I tried to excuse myself.  They persisted ever so politely.  

 The hunger of their curiosity was beginning to excite them. They saw this simple concept as the 
key to understanding the world outside their world. Women and men who talk and do things together 
without being married. They were just plain stumped as to how this thing could possibly be.   

 These guys were trying to find out as much about the world as they could.  They were learning 
the languages, plumbing the mathematics, reading the news.   When it came to women, they were hitting 
a stone wall.  They simply were unable to understand how a man could have anything at all to say to a 
woman.

 And I was unable to explain it.
 
 I again moved to leave and this time they relented.  They thanked me tremendously, each 
vigorously shaking my hand. 

 I went back to my room.  As tired as I was, I had trouble sleeping.  I had been having a good 
time answering those kids’ questions, but that last deal about men and women was starting to bug me.  I 
wanted to answer their question.  

 The next morning I got up early to catch the train to Cairo.  Before leaving the hotel, I left a note 
for the boys.  It read, “Love and friendship.  One is my brother, the other my sister.”  

 Allah only knows what they made out of it.
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 Around 142 days, plus or minus a fortnight, the Indian oncologist estimated. “And only if you are 
the luckiest—or is it the unluckiest?—outlier. LORD SHIVA. These charts. Your white blood cells… Indeed, 
the Stay Puft Marshmallow Fellow just before explosion. 

 “Young man, I recommend you get your affairs in order, quickly. Do not dilly-dally. Perhaps 
excessive amounts of espresso each morning the next few days. Familiarize yourself with the nausea 
should you choose to give chemo a vomiting whirl.”

 “Well then. To encapsulate: I have, like, an eye chart worth of words left, and my wife has one of 
those thick Danielle Steel novels to go?”

 “Yes. Yes. Very well said. A lovely figure. You are in a bit of a Lady Dilemma, no doubt.”

++++

 Karl Marx (name changed to incite) is an ordained Gnostic prelate. I don’t know what his sermon 
heralds. But his tent is dry, his cape/robe/dreamcoat medievally embroidered.

 Beneath a Greater Vancouver Open golf umbrella, in the alley behind the Espresso Stop, Karl and 
I inhale a biscotti-sized Doobie Brother.

 “Just married you say? Tragedy with a capital T that is.” Karl exhales a stratocumulus from the 
tumbleweed living on his face. “Listen,” he sallies, “the highly credentialed have calculated we’re either a 
muddle of microorganisms or an anarchy of atoms bumping about in fluid and space respectively. Equally 
credentialed but less esteemed posit that the bugs and the bits are actually the same thing differently 
considered.”

 “You don’t say? Well I’ll be damned,” I exhale.

 “Touché,” Karl says. “Point is with me, you get a much better story.”

 “Starts with a bang does it? Or is that the other side? Oy gevalt! So many versions nowadays. 
Hard for a skeptic with auto updates turned off to keep up. Point is with me, Karl, I only have a blip. No 
time to ruminate on the divine. Need to keep my hooves here in the muck.”

 Hail pelts our umbrella as diarrheic seagulls defecating five-millimetre ball bearings.

 “Accepted. My counsel: Your scheme is a touch heroic for my taste. I advise that you mustn’t have 

Blip
WINECOUGH
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her hate you. You must subtly strive to leave her indifferent.”

+++

 A fine line and not a whack of time.

 Too much tequila and a pass at my gay sister-in-law, at the kitchen table, during Christmas dinner, 
while she’s breast-feeding her twins draws only raised eyebrows.

 Poor effort. 

 “JESUS CHRIST. DIE ALREADY.” I stand and heckle the prima ballerina as she performs the final 
sissonne tombe of her solo death scene. Silence fills the amphitheater like halon gas smothering a fire in a 
haberdashery. My wife’s boss and his wife freeze in their cummerbund and fur respectively. Wife’s phone 
drops to the floor: seeds everywhere.

 Much be tter. 

 My phone vibrates on the new granite countertop with her calls and texts from the airport, 
waiting with her bags and the sedated Jack Russell in his travel cage. I sweep clumps of my hair under our 
new oven. “Time to clean under your appliance,” its software coos.

 They’ve figured out all the important stuff; have they not?

 Etcetera and so on. Schemes of indifference.

++

 I metabolize three pharmaceuticals, two beige ovals and one red torpedo, while watching Rattus 
norvegicus in the alley behind Perestroika Pawn. Me: “Whether there is or there isn’t, I’m agnostic.” 

 Karl: “Blip my good man, I certainly am going to miss our transactions and exchanges, our back-
and-forth, our to-and-fro.”

 The rats now three feet tall are clad in fluorescent green wetsuits. They bow slightly, brushing the 
rim of their fedoras, bang their tanks twice with their snorkels, and fly away in Hanna-Barbera helicopters. 

 Karl captures the rising rodents in pencil on a flattened almond milk cardboard box. “I own some 
furnished apartments not far from here. Dumps. If you save a spot for me at the table, there might be 
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one available rent free for a spell. I’ll take that phone in lieu of a damage deposit. No bars where you’re 
headed.

+

 Karl Marx’s kitchen table is a four by eight by three-quarter sheet of one-side-good plywood 
[corners not rounded]. The surface is finished such that a hookah pipe glides as an air hockey puck 
between the seated. Piled plastic milk crates stand in for legs and act as seats. 

 From within a Canadian Tire bag, I withdraw a waist-high shrink-wrapped totem pole of Tom 
Waits and telenovelas, CDs and DVDs respectively, and lean it against the PC’s LCD.

 A red and white snowman toque for meine hairless kopf conceals a pharmacy full of doctor- 
recommended and street-tested pain control/reality-escape potions. 

 Misting No Name glass cleaner, I wipe desiccated insects from the globes of the light fixtures, 
replace the existing incandescents with sixty watt full-spectrums, then (finally) affix a sealed manila 
envelope to the refrigerator with an unusually magnetic “You Stuff You Puff” elephant.
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WINECOUGH is in genesis. She/it/he will assume many shapes. Stay tuned. 
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Melissa Toledo is a gifted observer with a keen eye for beauty, individuality, and dramatic composition. A ground-breaking photographer 
with a unique voice, Melissa lightly regards current trends and instead, shoots from the heart.  www.melissatoledo.com
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