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Over the last two years, our mission has only strengthened: our goal remains to nurture and develop 
emerging talent, and to provide another medium for established writers. We have been so fortunate to 
read stories that moved us, surprised us, and inspired us. 

Origami Journal is a place that celebrates visual art and the written word—a place that enables us to share 
these beautiful gifts globally. We have also been delighted to see submissions from regular contributors 
more often, which has created more of a “home” space for us with this publication…and, hopefully, for 
you too.

Enjoy the Spring 2015 issue—it’s full of wonderful stories and stunning photography. We hope the new 
season brings you all health and happiness. 

A Word from the Editors
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It was in the morning when he Fell. Things were always falling around him: plastic trays, cups, food, and 
now bodies. Somebody must have tripped a switch in recent years and turned gravity on full. Boxes, 
grandchildren, memories, dinner: everything carried more weight. Even his eyelids, pressing down. Wait 
just a second, I want to see this. He would tell them. Not a chance, big guy, they’d say, slamming down, 
locking up. It’s half past nine. Time to close up, come back tomorrow.

He worried sometimes about closing up but not coming back tomorrow. It was hard not to since he 
arrived at what he liked to call Mini-World, or a terminal station where the arrivals were many and the 
destinations few. It had been determined, by the powers that be, that Mini-World would be the next best 
place to the real world and he would be way more comfortable there. He was assured it was complete 
with a Barber Shop, a Doctor’s Office, and Exciting Games & Activities. All in the span of a hallway. All for 
only $2,500 a month. What a steal! said the brochure.

The day of the Fall began as it ended: with gravity. Only his thoughts escaped it. His mind was out of bed, 
dressed, and out the door. But his body was still on the edge of the bed, a pendulum swinging, tick-
tock, tick-tock, his bones creaking. Then he was swinging up, all the way up, his center of gravity rushing 
forward, bringing him to his feet. He walked into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Gravity stared 
back with swinging jowls. It’s hair and teeth had fallen out long ago.

“How ya doin’, handsome?” he asked it. It didn’t smile.

Instead he opened the medicine cabinet, removed the medicine, and closed the cabinet. Two big ones in 
the morning, one white in the evening. Take with food. Take on an empty stomach. Take twice daily, on 
alternate days. Every night, for the rest of your life. Prescription lasts one month. He pops the pills out of 
the container labelled ‘Morn - Tuesday,’ fills the cup by the sink with chalky water, swings and swallows. 
Down the hatch. 

He combs his hair over his head, opens the denture container by the sink, and puts his teeth inside his 
mouth. Then he’s off to his closet: comparing, contrasting and choosing colour schemes. He picks one, 
then pictures his wife beside him, chiding. But she exists only in pictures now. He waves her off. Her 
opinion carries no weight. Her embarrassment is not his burden anymore. He pulls his trousers on, fighting 
gravity, the solid oak desk his ally. He wins the war and declares his independence. 

Outside is the hallway where pictures of lakes and swans and trees hang crookedly on clinically-approved 
flower wallpaper. It is covered in waist-height scrapes and dents from the highway-hallway where scooters, 
walkers and wheelchairs race past pensioners and pedestrians. Collisions here still bring ambulances and 
concerned citizens alike. He sets off along it, keeping to the right to allow others to pass. Occasionally he’ll 
throw out his thumb like he’s flagging a cab or hitching a ride, and the residents wave as they drive by.

Gravity
LUKE ALEXANDER

>>
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“How ya doin’, handsome?” a pretty young woman asks him, coming the other way. He smiles.

He reaches the Restaurant. It is not, of course, a restaurant, but a cafeteria, poorly named by good 
intentions. There were workers, but there were no waiters. There was food, but there was no menu. The 
residents at the tables clumped in groups, with the lonely bumping around the fringes. Former teachers 
with former plumbers with former firemen. Formerly the backbone of society, now with bad backs and 
bad bones.

He sits down at his usual table with his usual friends. Sometimes one of them is missing, which is not 
unusual. Given that they share the present they have no choice but to talk about the past, where they 
used to do this and once did that. Their platters come with paper slipped under their plates, detailing their 
diets. No salt, his says. No sugar. No dessert. 

In the Mini-World, gravity is on everybody’s mind. You’ve got to get up, the care-workers say. Don’t spill. 
Don’t slip. Pick that up. Put that down. Take the elevator, not the stairs. They had a Fall, they would say, 
with an emphasis on the F, an emphasis usually reserved for a word like Fate. Because gravity kicks you 
even when you’re down. Once you Fall, it’s you and the world spinning around and around. Then where 
does gravity drag you? 

Underground.

>>

Gravity

LUKE ALEXANDER is a writer living in Toronto. Sometimes he writes strange things in caffeine-induced 
frenzies. You can follow his Tweets here.
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Doris paused at the entrance to the playground and stood blinking in the late afternoon’s gloaming.  A 
little boy about three or four sat perched at the top of the slide.  At the bottom, his mother stood bent 
over with her arms outstretched.  The mother clapped her hands and laughed.  The boy shook his head, 
grinning with delight.  Doris bit her lip.  The last southbound train of the day clacked across the bridge over 
the river.  

Doris walked on quickly past the park, past the big hotel, past the silent Sunday office buildings, and went 
into the bar and grill under her apartment.  The place was nearly empty.  Two old men leaned into one 
another on stools at the end of the bar.  An old woman sat alone at a table, her hands wrapped around a 
coffee cup, staring out the window.  The bartender was drying glasses near the old men and the kitchen’s 
doorway.  She put the towel over her shoulder, nodded to Doris, and began pouring a draft beer.  Doris 
took a stool away from them.  The bartender brought the beer over to her, set it on a coaster, and went 
back to drying glasses.  They’d been in a couple of classes together in high school fifteen years earlier.

Quiet music came from the kitchen.  She took a sip of beer and looked at her reflection in the mirror 
behind the bar.  She watched herself unzip the top of her jacket.  She whispered, “Hello.” 

Doris had started the day at church.  After the service, the pastor stood on the steps and handed a white 
carnation to each woman as she left because it was Mother’s Day. Doris shook her head when she came 
by him, but he stopped her with his hand.  He kept nodding until she accepted the flower.  At the corner, 
she dropped it in a trashcan.

She had brunch at a buffet.  Afterwards, she went to a movie, a comedy, and watched it twice.  Then she 
took for a long walk along the river.  The afternoon was dim, gray clouds hanging low in the sky.  She was 
grateful for the sound of the rushing water.  

Around five o’clock, Doris stopped and sat on a bench where a portion of the river widened into a pool.  
Ducks swam over to her.  She took crusts of bread from her left jacket pocket, broke them apart, and 
tossed them to the ducks.  They stayed and waited long after she’d finished, then finally swam away.  Doris 
looked across the river at the city’s skyline.  A plane went by above the buildings scratching a thin white 
line across the ink-washed sky.  Except for the river, it was quiet.  After an hour, she’d headed back along 
the river to the playground entrance where she’d seen the boy and his mother.

Doris watched the bartender go through the swinging doors into the kitchen.  The old woman at the table 
coughed.  Doris had met a man at that table one night several years before; he’d come over and sat down 
across from her.  They’d shared drinks and then went upstairs to her apartment.  When she awoke towards 
dawn, his side of the bed was empty; she didn’t even know his name.  She hadn’t been with anyone else, 
so there wasn’t any question.  She never saw him again.  Doris took a long swallow of beer, set the glass 
on the coaster, and walked back outside.

Mother’s Day
WILLIAM CASS

>>
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She retraced her steps slowly past the office buildings, past the hotel, past the park to the playground’s 
entrance.  It was empty.  Evening had fallen, and two streetlamps threw a yellow wash of light over it.  She 
walked across the grass into the playground’s sand.  

Doris stood still there for a long time, looking at the swings, the jungle gym, the teeter-totter.  Finally, 
she took the small urn out of her right jacket pocket and took off the lid.  She peered down into her son’s 
ashes.  He’d been about the same age as the boy on the slide, but her son had been afraid to try it all the 
times they’d come there.  She sprinkled a few ashes into the sand, and then waved the urn through the air.  
The ashes left a thin cloud like smoke.  Doris watched it dissipate in the canopy of light.

A dog barked nearby.  She replaced the lid on the urn and put it back in her pocket.  A breeze came up 
from the river, the swings groaning in it.  Doris squeezed her arms together, hugging herself as tightly as 
she could.    

>>

Mother’s Day

WILLIAM CASS has had seventy-five short stories accepted for publication in a variety of literary magazines 
and anthologies, including the winning selection in The Examined Life Journal’s writing contest.  He lives 
and works as an educator in San Diego, California.
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I knew it was a mistake the moment it was over the ledge of the roof and on its way down. I scrambled 
to my feet and to the edge in a futile attempt to intercept my wedding ring as it plummeted towards the 
sidewalk eight floors below.  

My stomach felt hollow as I realized tossing this meant it was over. There would be no more Sunday 
morning brunches of French toast coated with powdered sugar.  No more staying up late, snuggled close 
on the settee watching black and white movies. No more spontaneous picnics on the apartment building’s 
roof. 

Ours was not the tallest building in the neighbourhood. And the view was not scenic. Only the walls of 
other apartments or office buildings. No garden on the roof or pigeon cages where birds were kept by an 
elderly, eccentric, but harmless gentleman whose time had come and gone. Just a flat tar roof with three-
foot ledges running along the sides and a small hut in the middle whose door opened to the staircase that 
led to and from the roof. 

But this roof was our private getaway. The door was never locked, and we were never refused an escape 
from the world that made demands on our time and resources. 

We discovered its accessibility one evening when Andrea, in a joyous mood, grabbed a bottle of wine, a 
blanket, and my hand before declaring, “Tonight we are investigating the heights of this building.” And, 
while I assured her a locked door would block our adventure, she laughed and assured me nothing would 
ever block us from adventure, or love. After that, usually on a whim, we picnicked on the roof on a semi-
regular basis. 

Andrea would pack a wicker basket with whatever we had in the kitchen. It might be leftover chicken or a 
ham sandwich. We always had potato chips and some celery sticks or sliced sweet red peppers. A bottle 
of wine and two long stemmed glasses a must. I would gather a blanket and a couple of pillows before 
making our way up the stairs and onto the roof. 

We learned that late evening worked best as the tar was too hot when the sun beat down. Occasionally, 
more frequently lately, things got too heated without the sun’s assistance. A simple slip of the tongue. A 
suspicious innuendo. Perhaps a phone call not answered. 

“I’m not answering because I want to spend my time only with you.”

“You’re not answering because you don’t want me to know whose calling.”

Little inconsequential things had begun to escalate. It seemed as if we fought every day. Our trips to the 
roof, although they grew more and more infrequent, were the times we were at peace, and, at least 

Rings
JOSEPH COVER

>>
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momentarily, in love again.  Yet, pride and arrogance had begun to invade even those moments of refuge.
Then, that night, in a passionate rage, the blood throbbing against my temples, my pride wounded over 
some insult, real or imagined, I pulled my wedding ring off and flung it. In a fit of melodrama, I tossed 
away the token that I vowed on my wedding night to never remove. A vow I had kept for over sixteen 
years. 

She stood beside me staring over the ledge. The fragrance of Chanel drifted lightly on the evening breeze. 
If she had yelled, raised her voice, raged, I would have found hope, but instead her voice was calm. “That 
was your wedding ring. I bought that for you. Picked it out just for you.”  

Her head shifted to look at me. “Is this what you want? To throw it all away?”

I didn’t move my gaze away from the street. “Oh, Andrea. I am so sorry. I’ll find it. It’s down there. I didn’t 
mean. . . . Can you please forgive me?” 

“No. We’re done.” She twisted her rings off her finger and, with a flick of the wrist, tossed them into 
the night. They fell through the sky like two wounded doves. The wedding band separated from the 
engagement ring.

I turned to speak, but she was already walking away. Never again would I hold her. Never again smell her 
shampoo, or hear her quiet laugh. Never again taste her kisses. And, as she passed through the doorway 
leading downstairs, I couldn’t even remember what we had been fighting about. 

>>

Rings

JOSEPH COVER teaches Creative Writing at Missouri State University and Ozarks Technical Community Col-
lege.  He has published short fiction in the Origami Journal, Straylight (online version), and the Moon City 
Review as well as haiku in the Haiku Journal. He lives with his inspiration, his wife, and a three-legged cat, 
in a 90-year-old house in rural Missouri.
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The heat from the bonfire was intense. But the burning along his face, neck and arms was nothing 
compared to the pain in his heart. 

He flicked another simmering glance toward the couple hidden amongst the shadowed rocks that linked 
the islet La Roca to the mainland. Jaw clenched, he rose from his crouched position beside the fire and 
stalked away from the group of rowdy teenagers gathered around the flames. His footsteps took him to 
where the waves crashed against the darkened shingle beach. With an instinct born of betrayal, he picked 
up a stone and hurled it into the fire’s rippling reflection, each successive stone landing further than the 
last.

The sound of footsteps crunching the stones behind him stayed his arm in mid throw. He tensed as a pair 
of warm hands snaked around his waist and slender arms encircled his torso. 

“Miguel,” a voice whispered against his neck, “where’ve you been all summer? I’ve missed you. We could 
slip away; head back to the house while everyone is here on the beach.” 

He tore himself from the embrace, careful to keep his back to her. 

“Not now, Anna,” he replied between gritted teeth, his anger now directed at himself. Anna was a loose 
thread he should’ve taken care of weeks ago but he’d been too damned distracted.

Hands jammed into his pockets, Miguel strode off into the darkness. He needed to put as much distance 
as he could between himself and the whole lot of them: Anna, the rowdy drinkers now dancing around the 
bonfire and most especially, the couple hidden in the shadows. 

So, Carlos - the player who gloated every Monday morning about his conquests from up and down the 
coast – had finally moved in on Daniella. 

His Daniella. 

Daniella, the new girl from Barcelona, whose urban chic and quiet shyness had caught his attention from 
the first day she arrived at the only high school in Salobreña.  He’d watched her, day after day, sitting on 
her own in the school grounds, the small-town locals too tight-knit to let the attractive stranger into their 
midst, with rumours of her snobby city ways passing from one pair of lips to another.

The snide remarks had brought back memories of his own cool reception when he first arrived in the 
seaside town two years ago to live in exile with an elderly relative. It was the prank he’d played on Javier 
Batista that had landed him in the Principal’s office for the last time, forcing his parents to carry through 
with their threats. It was still a mystery how they’d managed to link him to the posters plastered all over 

Edge of Reason
KAREN MACDOUGALL

>>
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the school of the super jock’s face photo-shopped on to the body of a drag queen. He’d been so sure he’d 
covered his tracks carefully that time. 

The first few months in Salobreña had been lonely, Miguel finding little in common with the residents 
of the backwater town. That is, until the day he watched a group of boys swim out to the tip of La Roca, 
scale the limestone cliffs to the top and leap from a height of fifteen metres into the warm Mediterranean 
waters below. They’d caught him looking and after a few nudges and whispers, Carlos yelled out to him.

“Hey, city boy, come and take a jump if you dare.”  

Goaded by the challenge, he swam out to La Roca, scrambled to the top and heart pumping, took his first 
terrifying jump into the swirling waters below. It’d been his ticket into the herd, a rite of passage that had 
given him instantaneous acceptance. 

It was the lingering sting of those memories that had prompted him to approach Daniella, captivated by 
the warmth in her caramel eyes, intrigued by the heart-shaped birthmark on the side of her neck. The 
easy flow of conversation had led to an offer to take her to see the town’s only attraction, the Salobreña 
Alcazar. One look at her slender figure silhouetted against the castle’s ramparts, her long chestnut hair 
blowing in the wind, precipitated another impulsive invitation.

“Any interest in going for a swim sometime?” he asked in what he hoped was an even and offhanded tone. 

After the slightest of hesitations, she smiled and replied “Sure”. 

Anna was quickly forgotten, relegated to the status of a spring fling, all his free time now spent with 
Daniella, swimming in isolated bays, walking the beaches, commiserating with each other about their 
forced exiles to the small town. In response to her explanation of her father’s transfer to the local branch 
of a national bank, he said that his parents had been transferred overseas, choosing to abandon him to the 
care of an unknown spinster Aunt, a story which had successfully garnered the appropriate sympathy.  

He’d lain awake many a night into the early hours, basking in the knowledge that for the first time in his 
life, he knew what it was like to be the Javier’s and Carlos’ of the world; that this time, he’d been the one 
to land the girl. 

Before long, spending his spare time with her was not enough. 

The fact that there were no job openings at the restaurant where he worked had not stopped him from 
securing her a position there. It was child’s play really. A few whispered words, a nod or two at the 
appropriate moment, a purposely mixed up order and the boss dismissed José, already under repeated 
warnings. Then a casual mention of his friend, Daniella, and they were working together. The two of them 

>>

>>

Edge of Reason
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... and Carlos. 

Hands balled in his pockets, Miguel approached the stretch of beach that had been theirs. He stood at the 
water’s edge, his hand thrumming with the memory of the day he brushed his finger down Daniella’s neck 
and around her birthmark.

“An unusual shape,” he commented.

She pulled away. “You’d better beware,” she said with a teasing smile. “People with a heart-shaped 
birthmark can sense other people’s feelings, see their auras.” She narrowed her eyes. “Some even dream 
events before they happen.” 

He’d laughed then, as casually as possible, asked if she was able to read him. She hesitated, then looked 
away and changed the subject. He shrugged off his unease, not wanting to believe that she could see into 
the emptiness that filled his soul.

The summer progressed, with passion mounting in his heart, but little more than friendship offered in 
return. His frustration grew but he waited, calculating that his efforts would pay off in the end. He had 
failed however, to factor in Carlos, failed to see the signs of something brewing between him and Daniella. 

He kicked at the stones on the beach, jarring his foot in the process. 

“Miguel, come on,” his friend Pablo shouted from the direction of the bonfire. “We’re swimming out to La 
Roca.” 

He turned to the sounds of squeals and shouts. Shadowy figures race toward the shoreline, tearing off 
t-shirts, hopping out of shorts.  The blood raced through his veins and he savoured the familiar rush that 
had hooked him from his first jump. 

Then two shadows detached from the rocks and a shudder snaked its way up his spine. The bubbling surge 
of adrenalin was quickly replaced by something heavier, colder. Miguel watched as Carlos pulled Daniella 
toward the water, eager to join the others already swimming out to the rock. But Daniella hesitated, 
peering around, searching the darkness, searching for ... him?

Miguel walked back toward the now deserted bonfire, his steps measured. He slowly unbuttoned his shirt, 
then dove into the waves. His strokes were purposeful, the water’s cool caress doing little to douse the 
fire that raged within. At the cliff face, he grasped a rock and hauled himself out of the sea. He climbed 
upwards, the jagged edges of the limestone biting into the soft skin of his palms and soles. He made it to 
the top in time to see Juan make a sign of the cross before taking the short run and hurling himself off the 
edge of the cliff. Four seconds passed before he heard the splash in the water below. 

>>

>>

Edge of Reason
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“Olé,” Juan shouted from down below. The group cheered.

Another of the daredevils stepped forward. Hand on his waist, he took a deep breath, blessed himself, 
then ran the few feet and plunged over the edge. 

“Hey, Miguel, where you been?” Pablo asked. “You gonna jump tonight?” 

Several heads turned in his direction. 

He felt the force of Anna’s resentment rolling off her in waves. Carlos looked him in the eye, a slight 
mocking curve to his lips, a challenge in his crossed arms. And in Daniella’s shadowed features he saw not 
only guilt and embarrassment but something else, a hint of unease, before she dropped her gaze.
 
A muscle twitched in his jaw at the thought of the empty days to come, knowing with certainty that he’d 
lost her. He took a step forward and looked over the edge into the dark pool of water partially enclosed 
by the surrounding cliff face. The jump, intimidating enough in the light of day, was reckless at night. He 
suspected their bravado was spurred on knowing it was the last weekend of the summer break. That, and 
the large amount of alcohol consumed, as few would attempt the jump stone-cold sober. He stepped away 
from the edge.

“Not tonight, man,” he replied. Carlos sniggered. Hands clenched, he stepped to the side, a calculated 
move to clear the way for anyone else with enough machismo to take the leap. 

No one else seemed in a hurry to jump, the guys teasing each other, trying to incite themselves to the 
challenge. Goose bumps rippled across his arms as a light breeze caressed the top of the La Roca. He 
watched, waiting, knowing it was only a matter of time.

“Come on,” Juan shouts from the waves below, “I’m getting cold. Anyone with enough cojones to join us?”
 
Carlos made his move, as Miguel knew he would. 

“Make way,” Carlos shouted, before taking a few steps back.

Miguel watched as Carlos crossed himself. Then one step, two steps and he was running the short distance 
to the plummet over the edge.

Miguel’s eyes narrowed. It’d be easy, so easy, to extend his foot, to nudge Carlos off-balance, just enough 
to scare him, to inject an extra frission of fear that he might actually hit the side of the cliff on his way 
down. What he wouldn’t give to wipe that self-satisfied grin from Carlos’ face, to knock him off his 

>>

Edge of Reason

>>
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KAREN MACDOUGALL is a novelist living in a suburb of Toronto, Canada.

>>

Edge of Reason

pedestal, if only for a few minutes; to have him know what it was like to face his own mortality. 

Miguel stood there, suspended in the moment, split seconds remaining to make his decision. Then his 
gaze suddenly jerked upward and he met Daniella’s eyes. Eyes widened in shock, her head moving side 
to side on her slender neck, the heart-shaped birthmark a dark stain on her pale skin. Her eyes held his 
as Carlos ran past, sailing over the edge. He remained captured by the horror reflected in her wide-eyed 
gaze, wondering how she could possibly have guessed at the darkness within him. It was only as she 
turned away, a trembling hand raised to her neck, that he recalled their conversation about her birthmark 
that day on the beach. 

Miguel clambered back down the cliff face on shaky legs. What, if anything, had Daniella foreseen? Was it 
possible that there could have been a different ending to the jump?

He dove into the water and struck out towards shore, pummeling the waves in an effort to ease the 
growing frustration that he would now never know whether he’d had it in him to exact the vengeance that 
only minutes before had burned a hole in his heart. 
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A certain singular place, after an instant of dynamic synaptic transmission, can appear to an observer as 
a certain singular noun. Since in this situation the place is already a place, the noun in question is usually 
a person or a thing. Although, I suppose it is possible for a place to be reminiscent of another place, like 
an airport in the States might be reminiscent of Fiji because of a past holiday taken there, in Fiji. But I 
wouldn’t know, I’ve never traversed the South Pacific. Besides conceivable mental leaps in topography, 
the visual stimulus of a certain geographic location, whether naturally formed or man-made can trigger a 
memory or memories of a specific object. Subsequently, that object is oft projected, in the manner that 
all objects conjured by the imagination are “projected,” into space. Visual observations have an uncanny 
way of activating visual memories. This is why Mount Bartizan looks like a caramel apple. Not because of 
the form, or the size, or the color, I’m not talking about a giant caramel apple shaped rock hovering there 
thousands of feet up and off the freeway. It doesn’t look like that at all. Mount Bartizan, with its jagged 
pinnacle and surrounding false summits looks like an apple-sized caramel apple. That is, an apple-sized 
apple with the added weight and sheen and stick of a caramel apple after it has been dipped in caramel. 
That’s what I see, a caramel apple, every time I’m driving down the freeway and I round a bend and Mount 
Bartizan comes into view . I also see my sister. 

I say caramel like care-a-mel. I say it like the spelling of the word. My sister, Elsa says car-mel, like Carmel, 
the ancient settlement in Judea, or that flat-top looking mountain range. But I don’t bother to start that 
argument. For three months of the year, every year, my sister and I are the same age. When we were kids 
our mother used to dress us the same, in matching or coordinating outfits. People used to call us “the 
girls” as in, “you probably shouldn’t bring ‘the girls’ along.” Strangers used to ask us if we were twins. 
Today, we’re twenty-five. Once again we are midway through those three months where we share the 
same age numeral. Lately, instead of my twin, she’s been mistaken for my aunt or my older cousin. Once, 
she was mistaken by a man in the grocery store for my mother. He said, after I had accidently dropped a 
pear through an unseen hole in a produce bag and had stepped back and was scanning the ground for it, 
he said, handing the pear to me: “Here it is miss, it rolled over there next to your mother.” I offered my 
gratitude for his return of my fruit, but anymore I don’t give much thought to what assumptions are made 
by other people about my family.

Back when I thought it mattered, what other people thought about us, my heart would beat against 
the bars of my ribcage and my face would turn red. My heart would beat and pound at the bars and it 
would shake and pound almost as if it were objecting to the very fact of being kept inside my chest. It 
would shake the bars so hard that sometimes it would knock the wind out of me. I told Elsa this one time 
and she said that it sounded like the rush of methamphetamine. I wouldn’t know. I hate that feeling so 
I wouldn’t try to know. I’ve seen people who do drugs and they seem lazy, glued to some sort of numb 
entertainment, or they seem withered, or swollen, or jittery, or cracked, or scabby. But I guess that’s just 
my opinion. People who don’t do drugs can look that way too. Now, that I’ve learned not to care what 
other people think about my family, now that I’ve learned to just let whatever they say slide right off, my 
heart is content to maintain its standard steady rate. It beats, my heart does, without protesting my chest.

Birds in My Ears and the Devil on My Shoulder
EMILEE PRADO

>>
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They’re not hard to find, methheads aren’t, walking along the streets downtown. They use the sidewalk, 
usually, like most pedestrians. Some of them have been shooting up or smoking for a day, or a decade, 
some for two decades, or for longer. Some get by alright, considering their substance intake. But who am 
I to arbitrate the quality of a life. These people, all of them, all of them in the city, they are connected 
to someone else. They are sisters, parents, daughters, acquaintances, or friends. It took Elsa one year, 
give or take, to have her synaptic transmissions perceptibly damaged by smoking methamphetamine. By 
perceptibly, I mean visibly manifested in her behavior and audible in her speech. It was there every time, 
this perceptible damage, before and after Elsa left the detox facility. Even after weeks without smoking, 
after too much time had passed for her to possibly be high anymore. Then she would eventually do it 
again, go get high.

The last time I saw Elsa, her face was red and grisly. She had used sandpaper to rid herself of the invisible 
insects crawling in her skin. The last time I saw Elsa the change in her brain, or the damage as I called 
it before, was visibly and audibly intermixed with the symptoms of withdrawal. The symptoms were 
symptoms like muscle contractions, the snapping of the head to either side, and the simultaneous 
slackening of other muscles and the tongue hanging out as if were trying to flop its way away from the 
mouth that chews it after smoking and sometimes burns it during. And then there were exhibitions of 
rage, mixed with irritation, mixed with apathy, and bizarre actions and little phrases like, “I’ve got birds 
in my ears and the devil on my shoulder.” She heard that phrase somewhere so those words kept coming 
out of her mouth. “I’ve got birds in my ears and the devil on my shoulder.” I don’t think she made it up. 
All of these symptoms, or behaviours, are mixed with mannerisms that simultaneously are and are not 
human. But these things never happened, according to Elsa. They happened last weekend, but they never 
did according to her. Maybe she really has no memory of them. Or, maybe she’s in denial. No, no, that 
couldn’t possibly be it.

With all of this visible and audible dissension, sometimes I can’t tell whether Elsa is being flippant or the 
electrical impulses of the neuron wires are going through a tangle in her brain, but then again she’s kind 
of always had that way about her. I asked her over the phone the other day, before or after she got high, I 
asked her where she was going as she sat talking on the phone in the passenger seat of our mother’s car. 
I knew that Elsa had been court ordered and was being driven to a halfway house and for the moment 
she had consented to it. But, I wanted to see if she could really understand, for more than five minutes, 
actually understand what was happening outside the world in her head. I asked Elsa where she was going 
and she said, “to the top.” “To the top of Mount Bartizan, to the highest place in the state.” After that 
I asked her if today could be the day that she’d finally get a four letter h-word that wasn’t “high,” but I 
didn’t word it like that.

To me, Mount Bartizan looks like a caramel apple. The first day that Elsa and I were allowed to take our 
mother’s car for a drive by ourselves, a day when we were not the same age but she and I were sixteen 
and fifteen respectively, we drove to Mount Bartizan. There we bought caramel apples in a little store at 
the base of the mountain. Her caramel was speckled with M&Ms. Mine was plain. We talked about it more 

>>

>>

Birds in My Ears and the Devil on My Shoulder



Origami Journal  Spring 2015 17

than once, but she and I never climbed Mount Bartizan together. Today, after my sister ran away from 
the halfway house, and after she broke into my apartment and stole some of my things and sold them for 
money, she went and got high on meth again. I haven’t asked her, but sometimes I wonder if she’s ever 
really been to the top.

>>
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In no particular order 

“Do you know how to do shaved meat?” she asks in English that still bears a heavy Teutonic imprint.

“Sure,” and I’m somewhat eager. This is a plum assignment – filling a series of four trays with shaved ham, 
roast beef, maybe pastrami and turkey, depending on Helga’s mood. Usually, I’m on floor mopping duty 
this early in the morning. Maybe this won’t be such a bad day.

One of the better aspects of shaving, which is to slice the meat exceedingly fine, is that I can do it pretty 
slowly, was actually told to slow down because they’re worried about accidents and compensation 
claims. I take a big piece of Black Forest ham and start the process. The white plastic container is full 
in a few minutes; then I start with a hunk of roast beef. Helga’s making it easy; she puts the pieces she 
wants done beside the machine. I start to think she’s being nice this morning, but then it occurs to me no, 
she probably thinks I’m too stupid to pick the right ones myself. It’s a good way to use up the ends, see. 
Shaving works best if the meat’s a little on the dry side.

***

My first customer is an old Polish guy with a worn, round face. I keep forgetting his name but he 
remembers mine.

“Anna,” he says with a short A just like my parents do, “300 grams krakowska.” At least I think that’s what 
he says in his slow gravelly voice, but I point to the pile of spiced ham and he nods.

I take a tissue paper and use it to grasp about an inch and a bit of sliced krakowska, and then slap it on the 
scales. Nearly perfect. The old guy watches intently as I reach down to grab a few more slices. He waves 
his hand.

“No more,” he says. “Enough.” He pauses a second. “I am an old man. I am happy with just a little.” And he 
chuckles slightly. 

“Right.” I wrap it in brown butcher’s paper and fold it in exactly the opposite way to everyone else. I’ve 
noticed that recently.

“Anything else for you today?”

“No. Thank you Anna,” he says and I hand him the package.

***

Happy
ANYA WASSENBERG
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Three customers, four of us. I’m the lucky one, idle for a minute or two, although I stare at all the display 
cases as if looking for something to straighten out or maybe one of the piles of sliced meat to replenish. 
My hand is on my hip; I do my best to look like I want to busy myself.

“Get your hand out of your pocket!” Helga hisses it into my ear, so sharp it makes me jump.

My goddamn hand wasn’t in my goddamn pocket, but it wouldn’t matter if I said it, so I don’t bother.

***

“Come here and look,” she demands, so I do. “Natalia can bag the buns,” and she nods briskly at Natalia, 
who nods back as she picks up a plastic bag to take up the task.

I cross through the shivering fluorescent light of the store after her. The shelves here at the front are 
weighted down with foreign specialties in bright packaging. I actually like most of the stuff in here – soups, 
sweets, jams and sauces. She leads me behind the meat counter again, pointing triumphantly.

It’s grotesque. She has it on the counter where the slicing machines are kept. It’s huge and pink and it 
quivers, still steaming.

“It’s a cow’s tongue.”

“It sure is, Helga,” I say, and I can swear I hear Yuleen’s muffled giggle behind me. “The not-so-contented 
cow,” I turn and quip, and she guffaws.

“They just cooked it out front. I want all you girls to sell it today. I want all of it gone,” her voice rises 
slightly towards the end of her speech.

“Sure Helga, I’ll do my best.”

I poke it once, just to see, and it quivers some more.

***

I look up and see through the far end of the coolers, to the back door as it opens and Yuleen breezes 
in. Late. But it won’t matter. She’s related to somebody; that’s what I hear. Helga smiles as she sees her. 
Yuleen’s already in uniform; she’s behind the counter in a few minutes.

“Hello Yuleen,” Helga sings with a big smile, and the other girls echo, even me. You can’t blame Yuleen, 
I don’t think. Not her fault they all like her around here. Maybe it’s because she’s tall and blonde, the 
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perfect Aryan for the good customers. And maybe it’s because she’s related to somebody. At any rate, me, 
I’ve got the European background but not the look, I guess that’s what it is.

***

Helga’s voice comes from over my shoulder. “Karl-Heinz made up a lot of hamburger yesterday. He says 
you can start the grinder early.”

“Sure.” And maybe I can even leave early..? The thought adds a positive note to the proceedings.

I lift the lethal slicer blade from the bleach-y water of the sink cautiously with my latex covered hands. It 
has soaked to perfection. The meat residue has taken on a gelatinous texture which I’ll poke out of the 
grinder with the wooden skewers they use for shashlik. I’ll need to get the slicer done quickly if he wants 
me to start with the grinder early too,

“Early? What time?” But she’s already gone to summon Yuleen.

***

Yuleen’s munching on a slice of the tongue. I rip off a piece of butcher’s paper, slap the ham on it and 
begin to fold it up.

“Can I get you anything else?” I ask over my shoulder. “We have some tongue on special today.”

***

There’s a frozen stubble of yellowed grass on the school yard as I hurry across. The day is grey, the clouds 
heavy with a snow that begins to drop quietly on my head and gather in my eyelashes.

***

The little stacks of cut meats are arranged in rows with a certain logic to their order. First row is bologna – 
plain, beef, garlic, pimento. The second comprises salami – German, Danish, Italian mild, Italian spicy. After 
that come the hams, the mixed meats, then the counter changes from flat shelving to a framework of bins 
where the fresh meats glisten, red and pink under the lights. 

They sit, the stacks of meats, flavorful and spicy as I know them to be, mocking me. They mock me from 
underneath a kind of rich layer of fragrant fat, a greasy sheen made up of both substance and odour that 
remains on the hands and lips once they’ve touched the meat. At one time the flavor and spice would 
have enticed me to consume – and they’re very clever here, I’ll give them that. They let us eat whatever 
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we want as long as we’re not stuffing our faces in front of customers. During downtime though, roast beef, 
pastrami, the best salami and ham – whatever you want.

When I first started, I never ate dinner after a shift. I would stuff my face with gobs of everything 
between customers and then eat a meal at the cafeteria too. My blood coursed with animal proteins and 
cholesterol. 

But they’re not stupid; they know.

Within the first two or three months, there was a moment that I reached for a little garlic bologna snack 
while it was slow and the texture seemed to bounce off my teeth and an hour later when I went the wipe 
my hand across my face the faint scent of it passed by my nose. I rubbed my fingers together under my 
nostrils, feeling the ooze of grease as the scent filled my head and a frisson of horror reverberated in my 
gut.

They know that it doesn’t take that long before the constant proximity of the meat, the greasy layer that 
is attached to the smell of flesh and above all fat, it’s not long before it begins to permeate your clothes, 
your hair, your skin. Nowadays I go home and strip on the way up the stairs to the bathroom, stuffing my 
stinking clothes compulsively to the bottom of the laundry basket, standing under scalding water for half 
an hour until Mother screams at me to get out.

I hate the plastic too but I’m glad of the layer of latex between my fingertips and the smoked Jagdwurst as 
my fingers follow my trained eye and reach for just about exactly a half inch. 

“This much?”

The lady nods and smiles. I smile back faintly from under the glass.

***

Helga pulls me slightly to the side.

“You need to smile more,” she says grimly into my ear. “You’re young. Smile!” she orders. “You’ll sell more 
if you smile.”

***

The girls by the grill smile at me but no one else does as I hurry to the back to shrug out of my coat and 
into the lovely brown gingham apron that constitutes our uniform. The apron snugly tied, I turn to the 
mirror in this dingy staff room, its rim painted pastel green to match the walls. I stare briefly at my sallow 
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face under the fluorescent light and adjust the bobby pins that hold the matching kerchief to my hair. I fix 
a smile on my face and step out of the confines of the staff room.

***

 “…the tongue madam? It’s freshly cooked.” My lips are stretched in a wide grin.

Grey roots show underneath the pale blonde hair, permed and curled up in one of those short dos my 
grandmother used to sport. “Sure,” she says, pulling her own lips into something like a faint grin, “that 
looks good. Like home cooked. I’ll take two pounds.”

I turn to the counter and use a large fork to skewer the tongue to slice from it. It begins to quiver again as 
the fork pierces it and I stiffen my wrist to get it to stop. 

***

It’s not that much farther, no far at all from home, really, it just seems an interminable walk. I cut through 
the concrete expanse of apartment parking lots with a growing sense of urgency, time ticking away. 
Because we can’t be late, not by a single minute. I bite my lip.

***

Helga approaches.

“Karl-Heinz says you did a good job on the meat grinder last week.”

“Thanks,” and I smile, just to add to the effect.

Helga nods. “That’s better,” she says. “Remember to smile. You’re young, you should be happy.” And she 
leaves me with a brisk nod.

>>
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Christmas is coming. Actually, Christmas is here. It’s here and my sister Jessie is a vegan. Daddy stopped 
drinking, which is all I really asked for; I haven’t smelled it on him in weeks. He quit on Thanksgiving, same 
day Jessie swore off animals. Probably had to do with the live turkey Daddy brought home, which he lit 
on fire. He’s quit before, a few quiet weekends, but he’s determined this time: nothing tying him to the 
bottle. He gets his one-month button the twenty-sixth of December. He says it’ll look great pinned to his 
shirt but I don’t think he knows what it looks like. I’m still really proud of him.

He talks about Mommy a lot now, whenever it’s too quiet in the house.

“If she saw me now, well. She’d just bend over backwards and die, I tell ya. But she flew the coop, didn’t 
stick through the Hells to get to Heaven. She’ll never know.”

I try drawing her sometimes when I look in the mirror too long. Daddy’s found the sketchpad I keep under 
my mattress.

“I tell you Muriel, time and time again, to cut this crap out. Stop worrying about her. She can feel the 
worry; it fuels her. Forget her face. You don’t look like her anyways.”

He tried to burn it last time but got too drunk. That’s where the turkey comes in. Since then I’ve hidden it 
better. 
 
I take it upon myself to make dinner this year. I set the kitchen table with our good Costco table cloth and 
the matching plates, but we only have two glasses so I have to give Daddy the Number One Dad mug. I 
close the shades for the drive-byers and occasional nudist; the holidays inspire people in a lot of different 
ways. I broil the Tofurkey and make sure the orange juice hasn’t spoiled. It’s good for two more days, 
thank goodness. I ring the cowbell we keep by the stove in case of emergencies, because some days my 
family doesn’t listen to much else except clanging. Daddy comes out of his room tripping with just his 
pants on. Jessie comes out of her room looking sick. 

Daddy goes to the fridge and pulls out a fifth of vodka. He doesn’t drink it; he just stands the bottle next 
to his plate and stares at it through dinner most nights. He says the temptation makes him strong. When 
he gets to his seat he takes his fork instead of my hand. Jessie clears her throat but Daddy doesn’t seem to 
notice.

“Daddy, a little grace please.” He takes our hands with a sigh and a soft burp.

“We’ve had a good run, this year. Here’s to one more.” Daddy’s not one to dally with food on the table. 
Jessie is, though.

Holding Up the Holidays
AMELIA WILLIAMS
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“I just want a word of thanks for all the animals that suffer and die for our bourgeois lifestyle with 
nothing to show for it and that others like me respect you and choose not to partake in what is practically 
cannibalism. And my sister, I’m grateful for my sister.”

Jessie hangs her head for a moment and then looks up at me.

“Mur, it’s your turn.”

“Um, thank you for our house and clean sheets and no cavities or broken bones. Thank you for Jessie 
helping with my homework and Daddy smiling more and that Mommy is in a safe place.”

Daddy squeezes my hand hard before dropping it to the table. My fork falls to the ground but he doesn’t 
let me pick it up.

“Muriel, we’ve talked about this. Your mother isn’t relevant in this house, shouldn’t even be in your head.”

“Daddy, it’s Christmas. It’s about love.”

“It’s Shitmas is what it is. Almost a year without your mother has done you good you don’t knoooow yet. 
Her running off like that, left us flat nothing, and nothing’s all she’ll ever be.”

“But Daddy she’s-”

“No sweet pea, Marilyn was a great jumble things. Mother ain’t one. Do you know what she said when 
you were born? Rich, fucking rich. She said ‘what the hell is it?’ To you! To her own kiddy! A woman yes, 
but never a mother. And now she’s not even that. Evil mind poisons the face. And you know what? I will 
drink to that.”

Daddy picks up the bottle and twists the cap off with his teeth. He pours it into the mug sloppily and it 
spills onto his green beans. 

“Daddy! You promised!”

“I’ve been good. It’s been a month. It’s a little test I do for myself.”

“Daddy no!”

“Dad!”

He looks at the mug for a moment before swallowing.
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“Listen, Muriel, last thing you want is your mother. Played this family like a deck of cards, and she wasn’t 
foolin’ anyone. You’ve got me upset thinking about it.”

Jessie reaches out and grabs the mug from Daddy and throws it on the ground.

“Shut up Dad! Can you keep your lip off the bottle for two seconds? Muri wants her mother, and I want my 
mother too, not some half-ass boozer who signs permission slips and collects unemployment.”

“Oh, you’re the saint, I see! Jessica Lilian you are just like her. Never appreciatin’ me, always getting on 
my case over and over and over. Boozer? You come home from your little soaped up, prepster shit friends 
every night smelling like cognac and older boys. Don’t you put your thumb on me.”

“Well, then if I’m like Mom then I can leave. And that’s half your check gone, and Mur’s too young for 
insurance.”

Jessie stands up and Daddy grabs her by the arm. She spits on his foot but he doesn’t let go.

“Woah, Jessica, I was kidding! Here, have a little taste on me, untwist your panties. If you’re so upset.” He 
holds the bottle out to Jessie like the boys in movies do with flowers. But Jessie isn’t the sentimental type.

“Keep it, I’m off it. I can do that.”

“Aw that’s noble. But I don’t think neither of us wanna remember tomorrow.”

Daddy takes a swig and Jessie ran her hands through her hair.

“I’m pregnant.”

He sits up and blinks, running his hands through his hair. He’s staring at Jessie like he’s hated her for years. 
Jessie is shaking but she doesn’t look scared. 

“A baby?”

“My baby.”

“Keeping it?”

“Love it already.”

He’s real quiet. Even pushing out our ratty table chairs that always screech is muffled. He stands, retreating 
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to his room. I look at Jessie and her forehead’s slick and her ears crimson, and she can’t decide if she 
should smile. 

After a second the wailing of broken bottles starts. Glass on wood, glass on plaster, glass on skull. Daddy’s 
good at being hysterical. He’s yelling. He’s yelling like he hasn’t done since my birthday, in the summer. He 
probably drank before dinner, and I didn’t notice. Jessie says I take the benefit of the doubt too much. He’s 
yelling about me, and Jessie and Mommy and his sad, sad, terrible life. I guess I don’t see what’s so bad. 
My orange juice jumps, like everything new in our flat unaccustomed to nights like these. Jessie calls her 
friend as she leaves the house.

Daddy’s room didn’t have much else than a bed and a cabinet for his clothes, but it’s all gone. The bedding 
is torn off and the mattress stabbed, glass and feathers carpet the floor. The cabinet is on its side, gutted, 
and its contents laid out like petals and guts. The tinsel I taped around his window glints like tears. Daddy’s 
lying in the middle of it all, looking like a baby. He’s wet with sweat, vomit and cheap spirits. I go back into 
the kitchen for a towel and was wiping his face. He looks up at me for a second.

“Merry Christmas.”

“Daddy. It’s nine thirty.”

“Then for Christ’s sake close the blinds, Santa’s not coming this year. You know where the mop is.”

I stand and walk into the bathroom, pull the mop out from under the tub. It’s still got feathers and shards 
from Thanksgiving.

>>
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