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Chapter 1 

April 2003

I enter the grimy sixties medical building, north of Bloor on the west side of Bathurst Street in Toronto. I pass the tattered sign on the inside door that reads: STOP! In the last 2 weeks have you been exposed to flu or an African country? I line up in the football-field-sized waiting room where every single uncomfortable chrome chair is full — standing room only.

“How long have you been waiting?” I ask the woman in front of me, two screaming kids in tow. No response. “Have you been here long?” I repeat. Nothing.

I turn to the man behind me, he looks in the other direction. The queue squeaks forward.

“Can I help you?” a grim-faced nurse asks. “Do you have an appointment? With whom? At what time?” 

“I’m here to see Dr. K at 2. I’m early.” 

“Take a seat.”

“There are none. Why don’t they buy more chairs? Or hire more doctors? I always end up waiting at least an hour.”

“She’ll be with you shortly.”

I walk over to a corner and lean on the wall to wait. 

Finally, Dr. K emerges in her short, white coat with a big smile: “Come on in, Mrs. Bishop.”

“Please call me Anne.” 

She closes the door behind us. 

“I’m depressed. I’m hanging on by my fingernails.”

“But you’re doing so well at seventy, living on your own and all.”

“I am not doing well. I’m depressed and I need help. And don’t give me any damn pills. I won’t take them.”

Silence... 

Dr. K looks at the floor, then slowly raises her head. “I guess I could send you to a therapist, but...”

“OK, will you arrange it?” 

“Best for you to call.” 

Dr. K wrinkles her brow, looks up at the ceiling, scribbles some names and numbers on a scrap of paper and hands it to me. I take it, flash her the first smile I’ve cracked in six months and set out past the crowds.
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Back in 1956, when I was a young nurse working on orthopaedics at the Royal Victoria Hospital in Montreal, I remember an independent ninety-seven-year-old woman, Nancy, from Birmingham, England. She’d lived on her own, until one day, she slid off the couch and couldn’t move. Her hip was broken and needed a pin. I met her for the first time after surgery, and boy, was she obnoxious — yelling at the nurses, calling us lazy good-for-nothings. The more we did for her, the worse she got. At first we thought it was the anaesthetic wearing off, so we gave her more pain pills; we tried stopping them, nothing helped. We questioned the family and they said Nancy could be feisty, but never nasty. Desperate to sort her out, we called for a psychiatry consultation. After that young, blond thing left her room, Nancy was as sweet as pie. I don’t know what went on in there, but it sure restored my faith in psychiatry. Now that I am an old grouchy lady, maybe therapy can fix me, too. 

Chapter 2 

Later in April... 

I phone the first name on Dr. K’s list; he books me an appointment for next week at his office on St. Clair Avenue, near all the fancy Toronto doctors. I drive by ahead of time so I’m familiar with the location and where to park without paying and without a long walk. I recall the area well. Our family home was nearby, the ugliest house in the neighbourhood. Still is.

I arrive at the old building — very modern inside — and take a seat in his still waiting room on an upholstered couch next to an antique table with lamp. A door opens and he silently leads me into his inner sanctum. He’s tall, nice-looking, greying, composed. He wears very expensive, shiny, black leather shoes like Daddy wore, with a casual navy sweater, no tie and immaculate black dress pants. He motions to sit opposite him in a hard, wooden chair, his hand gesture the same as Daddy’s. He has a teal-blue, L-shaped desk that runs along one wall and creeps around the adjacent one, with matching teal-blue garbage can.

“So what is a woman of your age doing here?” he begins.  

He sits, waiting for an answer, with an unwavering, stern expression.  Repeatedly crosses one leg over the other...

After a long silence, I decide not to waste his time or mine and blurt it all out, “I’m depressed and having trouble with my sons... And I don’t want any damn antidepressant pills!”

“Hmmm.” 

“I wake up in the morning filled with dread. Pain surges down my left leg into my toes. I can’t walk properly; I don’t want to do anything; I can barely eat; I can’t sleep.”

“Hmmm.” 

“I have nobody to visit. My friends are far away, dying or dead. I’m getting older and I do not want to become helpless like them... How will I continue to manage on my own? Soon the Tylenols won’t help my pain, and I’ll be unable to climb out of bed, unable to get to the kitchen, unable to feed myself. Why go on living? More misery in a life already horrendous for years...” 

“Hmmm.” I can hardly hear him.

“My sons live in B.C. My grandkids don’t know me. My only brother in the city won’t speak to me.”

“How old are your sons?” 

“Bruce is forty-four and Douglas is forty-six.” 

I explain how the elder one is busy with his construction job, his daughter and his wife. The younger one, Bruce, can’t keep a job and tries to look after his son and second wife, who wants nothing to do with me. I tell the doctor how I survived with their father, Charles — unhappy, alone, lonely and hopeless. Enduring years when he travelled to work construction all over god’s green acres and left me with two little boys in a farmhouse in the middle of nowhere in Quebec with no electricity, no running water. 

I tell him how I fear becoming identical to my own mother: bed-ridden, miserable, immobilized by pain, crying. At least Mummy had me to comfort her. As soon as I heard she was ill, I moved back into the family home to care for her. And all Daddy could say was, “Make sure she’s OK while I’m out.” What would he have done without me? Now here I am in the same situation, but I have not a soul to look after me. 

“Hmmmm.” 

I hear a humming sound. I just rambled on about my entire life. That’s not typical of me! 

Dr. what’s-his-name looks me in the eye and says, “The session is almost over and we have to wrap things up.” 

What is he saying? I haven’t been here long, I just stepped in the door.  

“It sounds like you need to let your sons, now men in their forties, live their own lives. Therapy is not indicated. I think you need to get out more.”

He walks me to the door, closes it behind me. 

I’m in shock. He listened to intimate details of my life and then pronounces I am OK and just need to get out more? I can’t believe it. I didn’t even say that sometimes I see no reason to live and have contemplated suicide. We didn’t get that far. That’s it. Over. Pronounced. Done. 

I have not become sweet as pie like my ninety-seven-year-old patient, Nancy, after her psychiatric consultation. I am not looking for instant miracles, but I was hoping for some understanding, or at least another visit. Very strange. I have to think about this... 
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I sleep on it. Next day, I wake up more determined than ever that therapy could work. Maybe all the yammering could be helpful. Maybe I need to unload some of my stuff. And it might be different if I saw the right person. Maybe I need to see a woman, who might listen differently, as I listened to fellow nursing students or as my friend Zelda always did. I feel more depressed that he thinks I don’t have depression. That I don’t require therapy. If this isn’t depression, what is? I’ll call one more name on the list and then I’m done.

Chapter 3

Last Call 

After some back-and-forth with my final contact, Dr. Carlson agrees to meet for an assessment. I drive to the Havelock Street address near Bloor and Dufferin. A lovely big park across the road, but also an enormous Catholic high school with young thugs squealing their tires up and down the street. I find a parking spot, cross the street resembling a crab, bent forward, one leg trailing and trundle up the porch steps.

I notice the mezuzah, a symbol of a Jewish home, on the door frame leading into the waiting room, where I take a seat. I nearly bang my knees on the double French doors opposite, which are covered on the other side in pinched, white sheers similar to Mother’s. The chamber has CBC on the radio, which sits on a petite table next to a box of Kleenex. A stained boot-tray languishes in the corner. One French door opens and a teary-eyed young man rushes out. 

A tall woman greets me with an outstretched hand: “Hello, Anne. I’m Dr. Carlson. Nice to meet you. Come on in.”

Her grey hair is short and she wears a cropped skirt with tall black boots. She leads me into a large, open living room, painted butter yellow, with a white brick fireplace. An old-fashioned roll-top desk covered in books and papers sits in one corner. Pictures line the walls — a pastel of a tranquil boat floating somewhere in Asia, a watercolour poster of splashy greens and pinks and blues. I inspect the oval, sepia-toned antique photo of a young child in a gaudy, gold frame like ones Daddy fancied. She directs me to sit on the white striped loveseat in the middle of the space. I choose the end closest to the fireplace; she settles into a swivel chair opposite. On the floor between us stretches a blue carpet similar to the rug Mother had in her bedroom. Dark, deep colours in a subdued flower pattern, with obvious signs of wear.

Dr. C smiles, “What brings you here?” 

“I’m depressed and I need help.” I repeat the same tale of woes I told the teal-desk doctor, except faster because I rehearsed it with him. 

“A friend from nursing school tried for years to encourage me to leave the marriage, but I had no money and no way to support myself and my kids. One evening, she and I brainstormed late into the night about how nurses were in short supply in the seventies and how I could apply as a mature student for refresher courses. But how would I possibly find the courage to start over? 

“After ten excruciating years alone in the backwoods with two children, I realized I could no longer peer into their father’s grey, cold eyes. By then they were teenagers, so I explained I had to leave and it had nothing to do with them. I would return to nursing school in Montreal in order to support myself, and when I got on my feet, I would send for them. In the meantime, I promised to call twice a week before their Dad got home. I begged them not to tell him where I was going, because I feared he’d come after me. 

“One day I said, ‘I’ve gotta go take care of Mother. She’s not well.’ Charles stared at me. ‘Boys, Mum’s going away for a few weeks. Dad will be around more often.’

“‘When will you be back?’ all three asked in unison.

“‘I’m not sure. I’ll call. Don’t forget to do your homework.’ I looked the boys in the eyes and quickly turned to the door. ‘I’ve gotta run catch the bus to my train. See ya.’ Without waiting for reaction, I let myself out and sprung into the waiting cab. 

“Instead of heading to Toronto to Mother’s place, I travelled directly to Montreal to the Royal Victoria Hospital, signed up for the required courses and moved into the H Pavilion nurses’ residence. 

“I planned never to return. I knew I would hate the studying and the taking of orders about every single detail of patient care. And my brain does not function normally, so I knew I would have difficulty understanding the lectures. But the textbooks became my best pals — I memorized every word and regurgitated it on the written exams. I loved it. 

“And what could be better than living with a bunch of giggly girls? I was thirty-nine, almost twenty years older than they, so I was the mother hen. I tried not to caretake them, but whenever one snuck in drunk late at night or was upset with her boyfriend, upon hearing the commotion, I dragged my tired body out of bed to help. I sat all night to make sure she was OK and woke her the next morning to drag her to class. 

“I missed the boys terribly, but what a relief to be away from Charles’ commanding presence. He never came after me and never understood why I left. He hounded the boys until they revealed my whereabouts and laughed when he heard I had returned to nursing school. Oh, my! I sound like a crazy, heartless fool, walking out on my sons!”

“I am not here to judge,” Dr. C says. “My job is to listen and help you make sense of the pieces of your life, so you can move forward with understanding — for yourself and for others. Every word spoken in here stays in this room. It is entirely confidential.”

“Who would be interested in the babblings of an old woman anyway?”

“Just so you know. We have a lot of history to review, but before we proceed, let me tell you a little bit about myself. I am a family doctor, not a psychiatrist, and I see patients for psychotherapy, or talk-therapy. Treatment is psychological rather than physical.” 

Sounds like she’s reciting a script. 

“Seems good to me.”

She sits back in her chair, more relaxed, then continues. “The appointments are covered by OHIP (government health insurance). However, if for any reason you don’t attend and haven’t provided a full week’s notice, you will be billed privately for the session.” 

“A whole week’s notice?” I sit bolt upright. “But I have a lot of back pain and can’t predict a week in advance that I won’t be able to come.”

“I understand,” she nods. “You can think on it and decide if it’s something you can live with, or not. In the meantime, I can answer any questions you have.”

“Does therapy work for everyone? How long will it take?” 

“It’s different for every person. But there are no overnight cures, that’s for sure.”

“I love almost all of it, except for the billing part. I wish to sign up for the ten-year plan, please and thank you.” 

Dr. C’s forehead wrinkles. “Well... as I said, we can’t predict how long it’ll take.”

“Fine. I don’t want to wait or think about it. Can we book another appointment straight away?”

“How is next Tuesday at 2?”

“Great.” I’m so excited I practically skip out of there. What a relief.

Walking to the car, I realize I don’t mind seeing her in such a grotty area of town, because it means I can easily get here by subway. I drive home pleased with myself. Now I have to decide whether or not to tell anyone I’m seeing a therapist. Seeing a therapist — I enjoy the sound of that!

Chapter 4

Life Goes On — May 2003

Every single day is the same old story — I wake up in agony. My brain chases around fixing things, moving furniture to brighter spots, vacuuming dust bunnies, painting the walls bright colours, but my body barely pushes itself forward. Whatever has been there for twenty-five years is suddenly a surprise when it trips me. The rear stairs are crumbling so badly I’m afraid I’ll fall through. 

I grasp my blue mug of hot tea, step out the front door and traipse around to the back to my garden sanctuary. I sit in my aluminum folding chair with yellow plaid webbing. I smell the awakening spring, peek at the pink blossoms popping out of the bushes and watch the sparrows fluttering. I take a sip of tea. My mind clears. I feel alive. Not happy, but on this planet. In the land of the living.

A brilliant idea hits me: instead of a therapist, I could acquire a pet. I could tell my pet everything and they would listen. I wouldn’t have to trek downtown to their office. I wouldn’t have to worry about their opinion of me, or worry about what they tell anyone else — a safe way to share my secrets. A pet would keep me company. I could tell my friends about my new furry friend and they wouldn’t judge me to be daft. 

I love dogs and cats equally, so it’s a question of which is the smaller pain in the ass. Everyone says cats require less maintenance, but dogs are more loyal and affectionate and smart. Cat-lovers would disagree, but this is about me and my assessment. I cannot walk a dog twice a day, so that’s the deal-breaker. But I also hate the smell of unchanged kitty litter, which means having a stock of it on hand, which requires hauling a heavy load from the store. Whereas dogs will poo on their walk, you bag it and toss it — much lighter on the pocketbook, and on the spine. But not possible if their walk is around the interior of the house. I just convinced myself of the negatives of both options. 

How about a goldfish? Easy to look after, lightweight food, change the water, down the drain it goes. But fish die easily, which is heartbreaking — to house one and then it croaks? Then I buy another, puzzle over its name and it dies, too. Besides, fish are not cuddly or good company and won’t wag their tails when I come through the door.

I’m talking myself out of a smart idea again. Perhaps I need input from Dr. C, or Doug, or Bruce. I do not require advice on how to procure the pet. I already decided to find a used cat or dog, pre-trained to poo where they’re supposed to, and not so frisky as to eat my furniture. I thought I could decide and proceed. But life’s not that way. It ain’t simple. My inclination is to do it or forget it, but my conclusion is that it’s too complicated. I have to put it out of my head and if I come home one day with a new companion, so be it. 

Thoughts of caretaking animals take me back to the farm. 
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On a clear summer day in Quebec, I hear the boys calling. 

“Mum, someone’s here to see you.”

I step outside and find Henry, the only Anglophone farmer in the area, sitting outside the farmhouse in his red pick-up truck. 

“Where’ll I drop these?” he asks.

“Drop what?” 

“The hens and dairy cattle your husband ordered.”

“Ordered for what?”

“Darned if I know. He said those two young fellas over there could learn a thing or two takin’ care of ‘em.”

“I’ll deal with him later. For now, you can drop the hens in the chicken coop and unload the cows in the barn, and mind you bolt the door when you leave. If any of them escape, we’ll all be in trouble.” 

“Mum, it’ll be fun to have pets on the farm,” Doug and Bruce pipe in.

“Hush up. Maybe it’ll be fun once we figure out what to do with them and what to feed them.”

“He asked me to drop this here grain and them bales of hay, too.”

And off he drives.

Now I have more mouths to fill, cows to milk and eggs to collect at 5 a.m. Along with home-schooling the boys and cooking the meals. What does Charles care if I work myself to the bone? Then once every two weeks, the triumphant king returns to his bright-eyed minions, delirious to see him, and he wonders why his wife glares.
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I did put up with a lot! No wonder I had to leave. I had begged Charles to move us back to Montreal, but he refused. It was his way or the highway — comme toujours. My heart broke to walk away, but there was no way to take the boys with me. I know they were devastated and probably still hate me for it, but... that’s what I did. It’s done, over and I can’t change it.

Sitting here staring at my rotting back porch, I flash back to our broken-down family home on Dunvegan Road — the paint peeling from the ceilings and the toilets never working — because Daddy claimed he couldn’t afford the repairs, even though he worked in construction.
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One afternoon Daddy returns home wearing a broad smile I never saw before. He’s carrying a huge parcel wrapped in brown paper.

“Hey kids, look what I bought at the auction. Imagine your father bidding for a painting against Mr. E. P. Taylor! He’s one of the richest men in Canada, whose Oshawa farm breeds prize-winning racehorses. Wait till I show you. Let’s rip off the paper. I know exactly where it’s going — on the dining room wall opposite Anne’s chair. She’ll be lucky to have a ring-side seat.”

We tear at the wrapping to reveal a three-foot-long painting with a gold, baroque frame. The picture is shiny but dark, with many characters. Some bleeding, others pointing guns, all
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