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May 1977

 

 One

 

“I can’t believe they actually have goddamn basket weaving here,” Ted said. The corners of his mouth slid into a half-smile as he lit a cigarette and exhaled bluish smoke into the air with a sigh of pleasure, pushing a greasy strand of his shoulder-length hair behind his ear. Ted wasn’t supposed to smoke in his hospital bed. They had been told to either go to the smoking lounge at the end of the corridor or, if a walk down the hall seemed exceedingly difficult, to stand outside their room where cylindrical ashtrays lined the hallway. Still, cigarette butts would pepper the hospital corridor until someone on the cleaning staff swept them up with a broom periodically during the day. 

For the most part, hospital staff turned a blind eye to patients smoking in their rooms as long as they were not over-medicated or had not just returned from their latest round of ECT. Now, after five weeks, Ted was finally free of the haze he had been in his first month here. During those first few weeks, he had been so groggy from the medication pumped into him that he’d nod off every time he sat down. He had fallen asleep at meals, sitting in the hospital garden, and while watching television in the lounge. One night he had even fallen asleep on the toilet, to be woken up by an orderly in the morning.

“I always thought that basket weaving in the nuthouse was just a gag until I got here.”

Stretched out on his bed across from Ted with his hands clasped behind his head, Jonathan, Ted’s roommate in room 215W of the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital, grinned and continued staring up at the nicotine-stained tiled ceiling. 

Ted parked his cigarette in his mouth, sat up with his legs hanging off the side of the bed, and looked down at the scuffed brown loafers he wore without any socks. He had to change his clothes sometime today. He had been wearing the same light blue button-up shirt and brown corduroy pants for three days in a row now, and if he didn’t get into the shower and put on a change of clothes, then he would hear about it from Dr. Shackelford. Ted had learned that if you didn’t change your goddamn pants and underwear every day in this joint, you were labeled ‘clinically depressed.’ Or worse. He poked the tip of his finger into the cigarette burn in the front of his corduroys, a souvenir from his first few doped-up weeks here. And that, Ted said to himself, is why they don’t want you smoking in bed. 

“What exactly are the therapeutic benefits of weaving baskets, anyway?” Ted asked.

He turned his head and blew a lungful of smoke over Jonathan’s stretched-out legs toward the door leading to the hallway. Ted had refused to do any of the basket weaving, leather crafts, or other make-work bullshit most patients did in the large ‘art room’ adjacent to the cafeteria every day.

“Basket weaving is for relaxation.” Jonathan wore a slight smile. He pushed himself into a sitting position leaning back on his hospital pillow. “Over and under and over and under. See how relaxing that is?”

“If you say so,” Ted replied. 

“And we get a stylish basket to take home to our loved ones when they finally let us loose on the world again. Just look at that…” Jonathan motioned to the empty perfectly made hospital bed on the other side of the small room, where a dozen or so woven reed baskets were stacked neatly inside one another under the bed. “And speaking of basket cases, Carl will have enough to open his own basket boutique when he gets out. He could sell them at the farmer’s market.”

“Yeah, maybe put up a sign that says something like—” Ted lifted his hand and motioned from left to right. “Baskets… from… the Nuthouse.” He laughed until his smoker’s cough set in. 

“But even after all that basket weaving, old Carl doesn’t seem all that relaxed, does he?” Jonathan said, smirking.

“Carl, relaxed? No, I can’t say he is.”

“So much for its therapeutic benefits,” Jonathan said, flicking ash into a Styrofoam cup, half full of cold breakfast coffee, sitting on the brown bedside table between the two beds. 

Besides the coffee cup, on Ted’s side of the table, laid a biography of Che Guevara that Ted’s wife, Gloria, had brought up to the hospital the previous week, along with the brown corduroy pants he was now wearing and a few pairs of clean underwear. On the only shelf at the bottom of the bedside table was an empty canister of caramel corn. Ted glanced at the canister and smiled.

Ted Moore had a round, jovial face, striking light green eyes, thick lips, and a slightly bulbous nose that could be attributed to not only his Norwegian mother but also an early acquired taste for Canadian Club Whiskey. He had grown a new light brown beard in the hospital, slightly darker than the long sandy-coloured hair on his head. Ted wore round silver-framed eyeglasses that had, by that time, gone out of style, but he could not bring himself to buy the brightly coloured larger plastic frames that everyone seemed to be wearing. He found them decadent and ridiculous, like much of what he saw around him. Ted was thin, even thinner since he’d entered the hospital, and had the pale complexion of his English and Scandinavian forefathers, making him susceptible to sunburns and, during summer months, constant peeling of his nose and shoulders. On his left forearm, an orange and black full-length tiger, a cheap and poorly executed tattoo he had gotten while in the army, crawled toward his elbow. And with lines growing seemingly by the day around his eyes and forehead, Ted knew he looked every year of his thirty-three years. He even sported both upper and lower dentures before he turned thirty. He had celebrated his thirty-third birthday in the hospital a month earlier, but there hadn’t been much actual celebrating since the only birthday gift he had received that day was 150 volts to his head. Still, Ted liked to believe that a casual observer who saw him sitting in the hospital garden or lounge wouldn’t think Ted was a patient at all, just a visitor dropping by to see some poor crazy friend for the afternoon… that is until that casual observer came closer and noticed the jagged black and red scar that ran across Ted’s throat. 

Ted scratched at the whiskers on his neck above the scar. Because razor blades were not permitted in the hospital, patients had to use a communal electric razor kept at the nurse’s station if they attempted to keep a well-groomed appearance. The problem was that the electric razor was dull, often clogged with whiskers, and left as much stubble on their faces as it took off. So, a few male patients, like Ted, had decided it was easier to grow a beard, while others, like Jonathan, still did their best to keep themselves neat and trim during their sojourn at the nuthouse.

A young nurse with strawberry-blonde hair tied up in a bun and glossy red lips walked past the doorway and then, taking a step back, poked her head into the room. She was dressed all in white, from the starched collar of her white nurse’s uniform to her polished white shoes, except for the black nametag over her ample left breast that read Debbie. She had a pretty-enough face and an early summer tan. Probably, Ted had thought, from weekend trips to the beach with some handsome and equally young guy who tanned and never peeled. She peered through the doorway with her brows furrowed and hands fixed on her hips. 

“Shame on you two boys! Smoking in bed!” 

Ted blew smoke out of his nose. “I guess the jig is up.”

“Oh, don’t worry, Mr. Moore. I won’t tell on you or Mr. Pressman… this time!” 

Her wide, toothpaste-perfect smile both irritated and turned Ted on. It was a smile that nurses use for invalids and lunatics. Nevertheless, he imagined what Nurse Debbie’s body looked like under her white nurse’s uniform. Half the porno movies Ted had seen, and he had seen a lot, had started with a girl in a uniform peeping in on some guy in a hospital room. Her panties are white too. 

And then, with a cheery wave, Nurse Debbie turned her strawberry-blond head and continued down the hallway toward the lounge. 

“I’d love to ball her,” Ted said. “I mean, if I wasn’t married. I don’t think I’ve ever fucked a nurse.” 

Much of Ted’s knowledge of nurses came from movies or television since there weren’t many nurses in his neighborhood. A couple of years earlier, he had seen One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest at the Odeon Theatre on King Street. But, when Ted had found himself locked up here, he discovered that, unlike in that movie, the nursing staff at The Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital was mainly made up of overly cheerful women who, like Nurse Debbie, smiled a lot and called him Mr. Moore whenever they happened to walk by. The nurses did occasionally lay down the law and take control of some of the more challenging patients when needed, but Ted couldn’t fault them for that. No, there was not a Nurse Ratched among them.

“Yeah, I’d probably ball her too,” Jonathan finally said, looking straight ahead. “If, like you, I wasn’t married.”

“Christ, it took you that long to decide?” Ted said.

“Well, I was weighing the pros and cons. There are always cons with balling, my friend. Always!”

“Maybe you should take up basket weaving.” Ted picked a fleck of tobacco off the tip of his tongue. “You ever screw a nurse?”

“I screwed a dental receptionist once. It wasn’t anything to write home about.”

“She probably had nice teeth, though,” Ted said.

Jonathan scratched one of his long, black sideburns. “I think she had dentures.” 

Jonathan was a few years older than Ted, in his late thirties. He was good-looking, at least by Hamilton standards, and had a thick black moustache, a pair of shaggy sideburns, and a perpetual five o’clock shadow. He had big hands with dark wiry hair on his knuckles that ran up his arms and covered most of his body. He had a slim athletic build and wore a Montreal Expos baseball cap most of the time, taking it off only to shower and sleep. Jonathan had arrived two weeks after Ted was admitted. Ted didn’t know many details but did know that Jonathan had walked into the hospital of his own accord. There were no ambulances or cops, which was the way many people arrived here. Jonathan had driven to the hospital one Monday morning with his toothbrush in his breast pocket, walked up to the reception desk, and told them he wanted to be admitted.

Now that really did seem nuts, Ted thought. 

The afternoon sun was shining through the window. It grew warm on Ted’s back and made the white sheets on the four beds in the room glow incandescently. Ted gently touched the scar on his throat. It still had not healed. Not even close. Dr. Shackelford had said that would take months more. He ran his finger along the thick crusty scab below his Adam’s apple. Though the stitches were out, Ted knew he would always have a hell of a scar there, like a cryptogram that even a child could decipher: DAMAGED. But the nuthouse was full of scars. My scar isn’t even the most interesting one in the room!

“Still hurt?” Jonathan asked. 

“No, not really.” Ted took his fingers away from his throat and put his hand down on his lap.

Ted took a last drag on his cigarette before adding it to the soggy butts in the Styrofoam cup. 

“Your wife coming up today?” Jonathan asked.

“No, not today. Is yours?”

“Nah, my shock treatments freak Lola out.” 

“Shock freaks everyone out. The funny thing is the treatments don’t freak me out nearly as much as everyone else.”

For Ted, the shock treatments weren’t so bad. It worked faster than the antidepressants he had been taking. Before each treatment, Ted was given a muscle relaxer and some anaesthesia, so there were no convulsions. It was like going into an operation. And, in a way, shock was like surgery, slicing out painful pieces of Ted’s memory. When he woke up, it was as if there was a hole in his brain, like the one in his corduroys, a beautiful dime-sized hole somewhere deep in his head where all the hurt had been. By now, my brain must look like Swiss cheese.

“Lola refuses to bring Max up to see me. He’s only two, so he doesn’t know where the hell I am. She just told the kid I went away and that I’ll be back soon,” Jonathan continued.

“Two years old is way too young to understand all this,” Ted said. 

“Dr. Shackelford said that Lola could bring Max to the garden some weekend. I’d like that. Max wouldn’t even have to come into the hospital; he could meet me outside. But Lola said no. She doesn’t want him anywhere near this place. As if he’d catch something.” 

“Josh is ten. He knows I’m here, but I won’t let Gloria bring him up to visit me. Not with me being so fucked up the first month with my fried brain and throat ripped up. I’ll try to explain it when I get home. I’ve spoken to him a few times on the phone, but when I do, he sounds so… so fucking resigned. It kills me,” Ted said.

“Maybe we need more shock and not less,” Jonathan said.

“Do you think the shock is working?” 

“I guess so. It makes me forget. So, if that’s what you mean by working, then, yeah, it works. How about you?”

 “Absolutely!” Ted said. “Since they started giving me shock therapy, I haven’t once tried to slice my throat open with a broken piece of glass again. Not once!” 

Suddenly Ted heard a clang like someone had kicked something metal down the hallway outside their door, followed by Nurse Debbie yelling down the corridor.

“Rick! Your mother wants to say goodbye to you before she leaves!” Debbie shouted. “Could you please come back and at least say goodbye to her?”

“Enter Nut Number Three,” Jonathan said.

A deep voice with a strong north-end Hamilton accent yelled, “Tell her to fuck off!” 

“My stupid mother still thinks I’m five,” Rick said, stomping into the room. He wore only Y-front navy-blue briefs and a white T-shirt under his blue and white striped hospital robe that, having come undone, hung down at his sides. He held a white teddy bear with amber plastic eyes and a red velvet bow tie in his left hand. He swung the bear around twice in the air, threw it against the wall, and then sat beside Ted; the bed creaked and dipped with the extra weight, and Ted struggled not to fall into Rick’s side. Rick needed a shower, too, Ted thought. He smelled like dirty teenage boy. 

“I’m guessing you didn’t have a good visit with your mom, Rick,” Jonathan said.

“I told her to bring me up cigarettes and candy. So, tell me how she heard me say, bring a fucking stupid-ass stuffed bear.” 

Rick stretched out his long muscular legs across the gap between Ted and Jonathan’s beds. 

“You’ve got stains on the front of your underwear, you dirty, bugger,” Jonathan said.

Rick looked down at the front of his underwear and shrugged. 

“I hope your robe was closed when you were in the lounge with your mom,” Jonathan added.

“Who the fuck cares?” 

“I have two teenage sons,” Ted said. “You should see the mess they make of their underwear… and sheets. Sometimes the wife needs a chisel on laundry day. I can give you a clean pair if you want,”

“Fuck it,” Rick said. 

Rick was the youngest by almost fifteen years of the four men occupying room 215W in The Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital. The son of an Italian immigrant bricklayer from the Industrial north end of the city, Rick had played hockey all through his youth and, Ted thought, could probably kick the shit out of everyone in the room if he had a mind to. Rick had a large round face, Roman nose, dark, sad eyes, and, at nineteen, still had braces on his teeth. When he arrived, his curly black hair had been clipped short by hospital staff but now had grown out about an inch and a half. He had a thick neck, strong brawny arms, and the big hands of a bricklayer, though he hadn’t gone into his father’s profession. Rick had not yet grown a full chest of hair, but a reasonable amount of callow light-brown fur grew over his olive skin running down to his still baby-smooth belly where a large white starburst-shaped scar now occupied the area where Rick’s navel had once been. 

Rick had tried to kill himself twice. 

The first attempt happened when Rick was only sixteen. He’d shot himself in the stomach with one of his father’s guns. “I did it right in front of my parents while they were watching Happy Days,” Rick had told Ted and Jonathan one day in the hospital garden. “I decided that if I was going out, I was going to leave a mess behind. But except for a big stain on the carpet by the sofa, I didn’t do all that much damage to myself. They cut out a hunk of my gut, stitched me up, and sent me here, to this fucking dump for five months then sent me home. I was in the same room too—just with three different fruitcakes. No offense.” 

“None taken,” Ted had said.

Six weeks ago, he had strung himself up in the bathroom with an extension cord but lucky for him (or unlucky by Rick’s own account) his mother had come home early from grocery shopping and found him unconscious. Just in time, the doctors had said.

“Do you know she now goes to church and thanks St. Francis for that?” Rick had said. “He must be the patron saint of perpetual fuckups. Who knew it took so long to hang yourself? I sure didn’t. If I was smart, I would have blown my head off the first time. But I wanted to feel, you know, what it was like as I checked out. When I go, I want to experience everything turning black. You know what I mean? When I was hanging there with the cord tight over my windpipe, I could feel it all slipping away, bit by bit. It was fucking beautiful! And it was so easy, you know? No one ever tells you how easy it is. Anyway, I might be locked in here even longer this time. Maybe a year, they said. So, I might see 1978 roll around after all. Lucky me.” 

Ted feared that one day he would walk into the washroom to take his morning piss and see that big Italian kid sitting on the toilet with his wrists slashed. But what, Ted asked himself, could be so wrong at nineteen years old? When Ted was nineteen, he had already returned home from two years in the army. Things weren’t great, but… 

“How’s your mom, Rick?” Jonathan asked. “Besides having the temerity to bring you a teddy bear.”

“She’s fucked.” 

“Ah, come on,” Ted said, slapping Rick’s hairy knee. “It doesn’t look like she starved you or anything. How bad can she possibly be?” Ted had seen Rick and his mother in the lounge earlier that morning, sitting at a table alone. Rick’s mother had the same dark, sad eyes as Rick. If Rick’s father had given Rick the hands of a bricklayer, Ted thought, his mother had given Rick the eyes of a saint.

“Jesus fucking Christ! That’s the problem with your generation. You all think that as long as your parents didn’t starve you or lock you in a closet for ten years, then they’re golden. Sorry, that may be how it worked in the old days, but it don’t work that way anymore,” Rick said.

My generation? Ted thought. He makes me sound like I’m Carl’s age.

“You’re going to miss your mom when she’s gone,” Jonathan said. 

“Probably not.” Rick kicked off his slippers. His feet needed a good scrubbing, too, Ted thought. And his toenails should be trimmed. Nail clippers were another forbidden item in this place, though the damage nail clippers could do to a person seemed questionable.

“She’d miss you if you were gone,” Ted said. 

Rick yawned and fell backwards across Ted’s bed. “What do I care?”

Rick was kept medicated to within an inch of his life because of his size and because he once pushed a nurse across the room who berated him for not showering. After that, they increased his meds. Despite all that medication, Rick was still horny as hell, jerking off once or twice every night under his hospital blanket. Ted didn’t care; he had been in the army at seventeen and knew what young guys did in their beds in the dark. It was normal, maybe the most normal thing about Rick. The orderlies would grunt when they saw Rick’s sheets on sheet-changing day, but Rick was a young and healthy guy—except for his head. No, the head wasn’t too healthy, but the rest of Rick seemed to be in the pink, even minus that hunk of gut. And just maybe he wasn’t a hopeless case. The kid could come around with a few more shock treatments and the right medication. Sometimes people did. Then he could go out and find himself some nice Italian girl, start laying bricks like his father, and settle down like Ted and Jonathan had. Ted shook his head. Sure, and end up right back here in ten or fifteen years. 

“Did your dad come up today too, Rick?” Jonathan asked. 

Rick had never introduced either Ted or Jonathan to his family when they visited, usually taking his folks to an empty side of the lounge or outside in the garden. 

“No,” Rick said. “Thank God I only have to see him once a week. He only comes up Saturdays with my big sister Claudia. She’s the only person I can stand seeing. At least Claudia brings me big bags of candy and smokes.” He slowly sat back up. “Hey, can I bum a cigarette, Ted? I promise I’ll give it back on Saturday when Claudia comes.”

“Help yourself.” Ted wondered if Claudia had been in the living room along with Rick’s parents the night he shot himself. Ted knew that when you’re in a state like that you don’t care who is around. “And you know you don’t need to pay me back.” Ted handed Rick a cigarette and placed the pack back on the back cover of Che Guevara.

“Hey, you got any of that caramel corn left, Ted?” Rick lit his cigarette.

“Sorry, kid, you cleaned me out.” 

“Are you gonna get more?” 

“Without a doubt.” 

Ted would easily have given Rick anything he had on his bedside table: junk food, cigarettes, Playboy magazines, whatever the kid wanted. If one of Gloria’s kids was ever in the same spot, Ted hoped someone would be around to keep an eye out for them too since Rick was around the same age as Gloria’s oldest son, Kevin. 

“Have you told that lady who brings it up for you that I’m the one who eats all the caramel corn?” Rick asked, dropping ashes on the floor. 

“She wouldn’t mind,” Ted said. 

“They don’t give prizes away in that kind of caramel corn, do they, Ted?” Jonathan cocked his head with a knowing glace toward Ted.

“Um… no,” Ted said. 

Ted heard footsteps coming down the hall towards them, briefly stopping and starting again. 

“Afternoon pill time,” Jonathan said. 

Rick groaned. They seemed determined to drug him back into semi-consciousness as soon as he gained some coherence.

“All I want is for my mom to come up once a week for five minutes to drop off a carton of cigarettes and candy and then fuck off until next week. That’s all I fucking need to be happy,” Rick said.

“Are you sure that’s all you need?” Ted asked. “Just cigarettes and candy to make you happy?”

“Maybe some caramel corn, too,” Rick said.

“What about a girl?” Jonathan asked.

“Yeah, what about some nice Italian girl from the north end with a name like Maria or Rosa,” Ted said.

“You’re both married. How happy are you?” 

“I’m pretty happy being married,” Ted said.

Rick flicked more ashes on the floor. “Not happy enough to keep you out of this place.” 

The kid had him there. Ted took off his glasses, placed them on his lap, and rubbed the sensitive indentations that thirty years of wearing eyeglasses had made on the bridge of his nose. 

The sound of footsteps grew louder, and Nurse Debbie entered their room again, this time carrying a tray of small paper cups filled with pills and a cup of water. Ted knew the drugs weren’t for him or Jonathan. Ted’s next little paper cup of Thorazine and whatever other pills du jour they were doling out would not be until that evening, like some depressing after-dinner mints.

“Time for your afternoon pills, Rick,” Debbie said. 

Rick sighed and rolled his eyes. 

“What’s this, Mr. Moore? Mr. Pressman?” She said, turning, first to Ted and then to Jonathan. “Are you two men letting this boy smoke in bed?" She offered her big toothpaste-commercial grin again.

“I’m nineteen, lady. Old enough to finger-bang my high school art teacher in the supply closet. I’m no boy.”

“Well then, here’s your pills, old man,” she said without looking shocked and handed Rick the small cup containing two pills, one small white one and a larger peach-coloured one. 

He picked out the pills from the cup, dropped them into his mouth, and swallowed them without the water as Debbie watched. He crushed the paper cup and tossed it onto the tray.

She held out the cup to Rick. “No water?” 

“No.” 

Debbie turned to Ted. “You know you look more and more like Jesus every day, Mr. Moore.” 

“Hey, Ted, turn that cup of water into wine,” Jonathan said jokingly. 

Ted put his glasses on again. “I wish I could… but there isn’t a lot that’s holy about me.” 

“Oh, I’m just fooling with you,” Debbie said. “And you only look like Jesus when you’re not wearing your glasses. When you have them on you look more like John Denver.” 

“Ted is nothing like Jesus,” Jonathan said. “Jesus didn’t have a tattoo. And Jesus wasn’t a communist like Ted. Or wait… was he? Being Jewish I don’t have to know that shit.” 

“I’m a socialist, not a communist,” Ted said.

“What?” Rick said, apparently lost in the conversation. 

“Someday, if they ever let us out of here,” Jonathan said, “we can go to a bar, and you can explain the difference between socialism and communism to Rick and me over a beer and a Thorazine or two. That is if the politburo lets you, I mean.”

Ted liked his and Jonathan’s banter. It was like Abbott and Costello if they had made a movie called Abbott and Costello Meet in A Psych Ward or something. And he and Jonathan had more in common than one would initially think. Besides being crazy, they were both married, both had young sons, and both had been in the army: Ted as a UN Peacekeeper in the Congo and Jonathan in Vietnam.

“You men really should be in the hall or the lounge if you’re going to smoke,” Debbie said just as Carl Gruber, the fourth and final man staying in Room 215W walked into the room carrying yet another new basket. 

“And there’s Nut Number Four,” Jonathan said. “The gangs all here!” 

“Since that Mary Hartman had that nervous breakdown of hers on the TV last year everyone wants to have one too,” Ted said. 

“Well, hello, hello, pretty lady,” Carl said in his high-pitched matronly schoolteacher voice, bowing his head slightly to the nurse.

“Hello, Mr. Gruber,” Debbie replied without looking at him.

“And I’m not nuts, thank you very much, Mr. Pressman,” Carl said, turning to Jonathan. 

Carl placed his new basket on his bed, walked to the foot of Ted’s bed, and folded his hands over his stomach as beads of sweat dripped down his red face. His fingers were perpetually orange and greasy from eating bag after bag of cheese puffs from the hospital vending machine. The smell of powdered cheese and sweat always hovered around Carl.

“Now you all make sure that boy doesn’t doze off in bed with that cigarette,” Debbie said before walking out of the room.

“And here I thought Carl was talking to you when he said ‘hello, pretty lady’.” Ted nudged Rick, who ignored the bad joke and tossed his cigarette on the floor between the beds. 

“Jesus! You are impossible to get a laugh out of, Rick, you know that?” Ted said, stretching out one leg to crush Rick’s still-lit butt under the heel of his brown loafer.

“Nothing to laugh about,” Rick said. “In fact, I could give you a whole fucking list of things that aren’t funny right now.” 

“Try to be like Carl,” Jonathan said. “Carl smiles through everything wrong with the world. Carl smiles all the time. Let’s all try and be more like Carl.”

“I just decide to make the best of things.” Carl pulled a handkerchief from the front pocket of his hospital robe with his orange fingers and wiped the sweat from his face and neck. 

“That’s all we need to do? Just make the best of things. Why the hell didn’t I think of that?” Ted asked.

“Nuclear war, famine, over-population, inflation… let’s all just keep grinning like idiots like good old Carl here,” Jonathan said. 

Carl Gruber was a fourth-grade teacher in his forties. Short, round, and balding, Carl moved with the agility of a medicine ball rolling through the mud. Always out of breath and sweating, he carried a clownish yellow handkerchief with white polka dots, soiled from snot and sweat, in his robe pocket to wipe away the perspiration that seemed to constantly drip down his forehead, upper lip, and neck, though never using it to wipe the oily cheese puff gunk from his lips, which was permanently encrusted in the corners of his mouth and fingernails. Ted wasn’t sure if it was Carl’s medication or his large size that made him sweat all the time, but he must have terrorized the kids in his class. 

“Did you enjoy your visit with your mother today, Rick?” Carl asked in a manner that Ted thought he saved for his fourth-grade students. 

“No, I did not enjoy the visit with my mother today.” Rick yawned loudly without covering his mouth. 

“I wish my mother was still alive,” Carl said. “You only get one mother, my boy. You should remember that.”

“Oh, fuck off, you freak.” Rick slipped his slippers back on his dirty feet. “I’m gonna go out in the garden to smoke a joint before these pills knock me out.” 

Rick fumbled with the small ties on his hospital robe and, unable to tie them with his big clumsy fingers, finally just left the robe open and walked across the room toward his bed. With a look of annoyance, he grabbed the newly weaved basket on Carl’s bed and threw it against the wall in the same spot he had tossed the stuffed bear.

“Why’d you go and do that?” Carl said.

Ignoring Carl, Rick picked up a book from the bedside table between his and Carl’s bed and pulled out a joint he had hidden in the spine. 

“Reefer! Count me in.” Jonathan rolled out of bed, straightening his Expos ball cap over his shaggy black hair. 

Rick frowned. “Just how old are you, Pressman? A hundred and fifty-two? Who the fuck says reefer anymore?”

“Yeah, Jonathan,” Ted said chucking. “Did you sit in the Vietnam jungle waiting to shoot the big bad Viet Cong communists and say to the guy next to you, ‘Hey, doughboy, don’t bogart that reefer’?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” Jonathan said. 

“I bet you did,” Ted said.

“So, how did you get your hands on that anyway? Did your mom smuggle it in up the teddy bear?” Jonathan asked. 

“I got my ways. But this shit isn’t cheap, so you’ll have to give me a few bucks later if you want a toke.” 

Ted knew exactly where Rick was getting his pot. Ted had learned that you could get pretty much anything you wanted if you knew the ropes in the nuthouse. This wasn’t a prison, as they liked to say. You either had a visitor bring it up or you knew someone on the inside, an orderly probably, who could get you what you wanted. Rick was probably paying through the nose for it. 

 “Sheesh! You guys and your dope. It’s darn sad if you ask me.” Carl shook his head as he walked across to the room, bent over with a grunt, picked up the basket and sat down with a thump on his own bed, carefully turning the basket over, searching for damage.

“Nobody did ask you, fuck-face,” Rick said. “And just keep your mouth shut about it too. I’m Italian. I know people.”

Jonathan grinned. “Who do you know?” 

“And, while we’re at it,” Rick said, “I’m not sure what’s a more fucking stupid word for it, dope or reefer. Another thing about your guys’ generation—”

“Us guys?” Ted doused another cigarette in the Styrofoam cup. “I’m not Carl’s generation. He’s like twenty years older than I am for Christ’s sake.”

“I’m forty-one,” Carl said. 

“Forty-one? Really? Only forty-one?” Ted said, genuinely surprised.

“And you’re, what, Ted? Thirty-five?” 

“I’m thirty-three.” 

“Same difference.” Carl refused to turn his gaze away from the basket he was inspecting. 

Jesus Christ! I’m only eight years younger than old Carl? Christ, now I need a fucking Thorazine too. Ted hopped off the bed. “I’m coming too. Then I got to take a shower. I’m starting to smell like Carl.”

“Well, if you’re coming hurry up before they wise up,” Rick said. “Not that they care much. They just want us comatose until they throw us back on the streets of Hamilton to hang ourselves or shoot ourselves or… slice our throats open, eh, Ted?” He smiled. Not much of a smile but enough to see.

 Ted smirked. “You really are a little prick.” He was just happy the kid finally smiled.

“Maybe I’ll try cutting my throat next time. If nothing else I’ll have another cool scar,” Rick said.

“Don’t use a broken beer bottle. It doesn’t work too well.” 

“You guys aren’t funny,” Carl said. 

“Want to hear something really fucking funny?” Rick said. “It’s the crazy guy who took his entire fourth-grade class hostage and fucking scared the shit out of them until the police came and hauled his fat ass away. The same guy who wants to tell the rest of us what’s funny and what’s not. Now that’s fucking hysterical. Though it probably wasn’t so funny to those kids, was it, Carl?”

Carl ignored the remark and the three men walked out of 215W and down the ashtray-lined corridor toward the hospital garden.

“This stuff any good, Rick?” Ted asked.

“As good as you can expect.”

“Luckily,” Ted replied. “I never expect much.” 

 

 

 Ted had heard stories about the infamous Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital all his life, just as everyone else born and raised in Hamilton had, but he’d never been inside it. Not until the night they brought him in. 

Unremarkable from the outside, the sprawling one-storey structure had been built only ten years earlier. It was a tawny beige brick building with faded olive-green aluminum siding around its many windows and large wooden double doors at the front entrance. It could easily have been mistaken for a high school. Architects seemed to have gone out of their way to ensure the new hospital looked nothing like its predecessor, the old Hamilton Lunatic Asylum, that had once been on the same parcel of land on the edge of the mountain on West Fifth Street. The original asylum, built in the late 1880s, was an enormous red brick gothic building built to hold the growing number of hopeless inebriates that had plagued the growing industrial city. Later, the asylum would expand its mission, accepting those suffering from wet-brain psychosis, syphilitic insanity, and other such unfortunates.

Even today, Ted would hear old-time residents of Hamilton speak about the days when they would occasionally hear the asylum siren, signalling to the city below that another lunatic had escaped. As a child, Ted always felt unsafe whenever he looked up and saw the old Asylum on the mountain brow. The Hamilton Lunatic Asylum stood for generations but now the only relic left over from the old asylum days was the Manor House. Built in the same gothic style as the old asylum, it was a decaying three-story ruddy brick box with a yellowing white porch and matching two-story wings on either side. The Manor House sat directly across a well-kept garden behind the new hospital connected by a garden path, and still housed some doctor’s offices, an employee lunchroom, and held, Ted was told, a century’s worth of fading and molding medical files that Ted imagined to be full of botched lobotomies and suspicious deaths.

Ted shuffled down the corridor to the hospital lounge in a clean pair of jeans, a harvest-gold polyester short-sleeved shirt and matching yellow wool socks that Gloria had brought up earlier that week, and brown loafers that he had cleaned up as best he could with some water and paper towel from the men’s room. He shuffled a lot these days. It was quite different from how he’d strutted like the cock-of-the-walk down the streets of east Hamilton not too long ago. It was the drugs they gave him that slowed him down, mostly. Ted had not kept track of the concoction of drugs that he was on now. They had started him on some, stopped them, tried others, and then put him back on the ones they had taken him off. Then they took him off them again. It was too exhausting to keep up. 

“This is for anxiety.” 

“This is to help you sleep.”

“This is for depression.”

“This is for pain.”

Chewing a fresh stick of Doublemint gum, Ted entered the cool fluorescent white lights    of the hospital lounge into a fog of cigarette smoke that constantly hung in the air. He knew that if he was ever going to get out of this place, he would have to try, but he wasn’t ready to get out of the hospital quite yet. For the moment, it was the safest place to be.

The hospital lounge was built for patient comradery and cheerful family visits, and they had done their best to make it look pleasant and inviting with colourful furniture and a large Zenith colour television, nevertheless it was, perhaps, the saddest room in the hospital. Its enormity, heavy with an overall mood of sadness, failure, and shame hung in the air like the cigarette smoke. Most difficulties that arose with patients happened in the lounge and usually when family was visiting. To keep any major altercations at bay, large orderlies, dressed in white, were always standing by, like sentinels, near entrances and exits. Nothing could upset patients as quickly or as thoroughly as family. 

The lounge was almost empty except for a few patients scattered around the large room, and the odd visitor. Ted could always make out the visitors; they were pink and plump and always looked so concerned. Patients, on the other hand, seemed far less concerned with being where they were. And everyone in the hospital, everyone but Carl, seemed to lose weight in here. Not that Ted and the others weren’t fed well; they shoved food, and big helpings of it, at them three times a day in the hospital cafeteria, but most of it went in the garbage at the end of the meals. 

I should write a diet book, Ted thought. Something along the lines of The Drinking Man’s Diet except I’d call it The Crazy Man’s Diet. I could take photos of the patients when they came in and again when they left the hospital. Yes! You too could lose twenty-five pounds in a month! All it takes is a bit of high voltage to the head! I could make a fortune.

Ted looked around the lounge for Jonathan. Maybe he was in the garden or with Dr. Shackelford. Well, he can’t be far, Ted thought. He sat down on a teal-coloured vinyl sofa across from the television showing an old black and white movie. He crossed his legs and grabbed the front section of The Hamilton Spectator. The front page was mostly taken up with the Ragno murder case again. Every day they would report the latest news and gossip but would always start by rehashing the lurid events of last fall’s murder of a local woman, Linda Ragno, and her kids, eight-year-old Jennifer and four-year-old Alan. Linda and Jennifer had washed up wrapped in wool Hudson Bay point blankets on different areas of the Lake Ontario shoreline a few days apart. The search for the boy continued by dragging mouths of rivers near the lake. Today’s main story was how the husband, Jake Ragno, despite being charged with their murders, was inexplicably out on bail until his November trial. Incredible, Ted thought. Jake Ragno was out there going for coffee at Tim Horton’s and picking up lawn fertilizer at Canadian Tire, and I’m in here. Rick was right; you could write a whole fucking list of things that aren’t funny in this goddam world.

Shaking his head, Ted turned to the daily horse racing results at the back of the sports section. Ted’s heart beat faster under his gold shirt. There were some huge payouts yesterday. I could have made a fucking killing with these long shots! He lowered the newspaper to his lap and looked around the lounge again. Maybe Jonathan and Rick would stroll in stoned. Ted didn’t mind being excluded; he had something of his own hidden away to take the edge off. It was also possible that Jonathan was hooking up with one of the women here. It wouldn’t be the first time. After all, Jonathan was a handsome guy, and Ted certainly wasn’t naive about the goings on in this place, having had to push away more than a few groping female hands under lounge tables himself during a game of cards or in the cafeteria during a breakfast of toast, bacon, and powdered eggs. Ted had also seen the glances between Jonathan and a few of the east-wing women and a bit of flirting in the garden. 

At the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital, there were more women than men, and all the men (even sad sack Carl) had been warned numerous times about messing around with the women patients in the hospital. 

“That is one thing that is not tolerated,” Dr. Shackelford had said to Ted early in his stay. “Our patients are at an extremely vulnerable point in their lives and taking advantage of someone sexually when they are vulnerable would be…” 

Now, what was the word he had used? Ted tried to remember. Damned ECT Swiss cheese brain! Well, whatever the word was it wasn’t good. So, they locked the men up tight in the west wing at night while the women were locked up in the east wing with a nurse and orderly on duty between them. During the day the sexes only commingled in the cafeteria, garden, lounge, and the basket-weaving art room. 

Ted finally remembered the word they used. Immoral! Dr. Shackelford had said that taking advantage of someone sexually when they are vulnerable would be immoral. Christ, I really should have remembered that word, Ted thought, amused.

Even so, Dr. Shackelford had also stressed that this was a hospital, not a jail or asylum. The doctors and nurses were there to help and he promised Ted would not be constantly watched or stalked by the staff. 

“This isn’t the dark ages; it’s 1977,” Dr. Shackelford had said. “You may have come in as an involuntary patient but now, like most patients here, you are a voluntary one. You’re capable of making your own decisions on treatment and you could even refuse treatment if you wished. However, Ted, I think you know that, right now, refusing treatment would be a very poor decision for you and your family.” 

Ted tossed the newspaper on the coffee table. He had nothing left to read after he finished rereading the Che Guevara biography last week and had read the entire collection of magazines in the hospital lounge except the ladies’ magazines like Family Circle and Canadian Living. On the Zenith television, Lana Turner and John Garfield were hatching a plan to kill her husband. It was the afternoon movie on CBC. Ted has seen The Postman Always Rings Twice at least three or four times on the late movie over the years, and each time he saw it he thought Garfield was a bigger sap.

Ted had no problem telling when a woman was bad news. He never did. An alarm went off in his gut. And that was one thing about Gloria; she never once set off that alarm. He knew from the start that she was a good woman. That’s what Garfield needed, an alarm in his gut. Ted tried to remember how the movie ended as he absentmindedly ran his hands slowly down his chest to his shrinking stomach. When he was a boy, he’d always been thin. Having grown up the sixth of ten kids (eleven if you counted poor Ruth) with a father who wasn’t always around meant that there were times food had to be stretched and with all those kids, food could only stretch so far. But privation aside, all but one of them had lived to adulthood so he really couldn’t fault his parents. Yeah, Ted thought, they fed you enough to keep you alive so they’re golden. At least Ted didn’t have it as bad as Gloria did growing up. She didn’t like to talk about it much, but she had told him a few things. Since Gloria never had a father around at all, she and her sister, Doris, would often resort to scavenging through the garbage at the back of city bakeries for food or raid the gardens of Italians in their east end neighbourhood for tomatoes and cucumbers. Now that was real poverty! And Hamilton’s penury was the worst kind of penury. 

Lana Turner was looking a bit grubby behind Ted’s eyeglasses, so he took them off and held them up to the humming fluorescent light above him. 

“Christ. They’re filthy.” He pulled up the tail of his polyester shirt and cleaned each thick lens.

Ted had worn glasses since he was six years old. He could still remember the doctor putting his first pair on his face and how his mother had burst into tears the first time she saw him wearing them. They were those enormous heavy black frames that people wore back then, too large and heavy for his small head. They kept slipping down his nose, creating a nervous tick of pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose, which he had to this day. Ted had been so proud of that first pair of glasses until he went to school, and the other kids laughed and called him Teddy Four-Eyes. Over the years, other kids in school would also get glasses, but Ted, being the first, would continue to be called Four-Eyes until he went into the army at seventeen. Now there’s a sob story to tell Shackelford next time, he thought. Shackelford loved a good sob story. 

Ted put the round wire frames back on his face, and Lana Turner looked even grubbier. “Jesus, that just made them worse,” he said aloud. 

“Quiet around here today, isn’t it?” said Carl, coming up behind him.

“Christ, Carl! Don’t sneak up on me like that!” 

Carl moved along the back of the sofa and grunted as he sat on one of the matching teal armchairs near the television. His large face was red and shining with a film of sweat, but instead of using his usual handkerchief, he just wiped the sleeve of his hospital robe across his face, breathing heavily. Ted knew Carl wasn’t expecting visitors. He never had visitors. He had no wife and never spoke of any family or friends. 

“What are you doing here all alone? You usually have an entourage with you. Or are they out smoking more dope?” Carl asked.

“I don’t know where Jonathan and Rick are. I’m just sitting here watching Lana Turner dupe some mark into bumping off her dud of a husband in trade for some pussy.”

“You and Jonathan have become pretty good friends, I see,” Carl said, crossing his legs at the ankles in a prim grandmother pose. “I suppose it makes sense; you both have been in the army. You can share war stories.”

Ted shrugged his shoulders. “Jonathan was in the war, not me,” he said, staring straight ahead at the television, hoping that Carl would get the hint and get lost.

“Want some advice?” Carl asked, looking around for prying ears.

“No,” Ted said, not turning away from the television.

“I’d stay away from that Jonathan Pressman if I were you.”

“You would, would you?” 

“I see things you don’t, Theodore. Nothing gets past me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. And if you want to call me by my full name, it’s Edward, not Theodore.”

Carl had been in the hospital the longest of all of them in Room 215W. He was one of the few involuntary patients in the hospital, and, after almost four months, no one seemed to think he was safe enough to be let out yet. After spending all this time with Carl Gruber, Ted concluded that that was probably for the best. The only nice thing Ted could say about Carl was that he had never ratted out the rest of them to Dr. Shackelford about the marijuana… or anything else that went on in 215W. At least not that Ted knew. The truth was that no one knew what Carl was saying during his sessions with the doctor. Who knew what they were saying about anyone else in Shackelford’s office? Maybe all of them, except Ted, were ratting on each other. 

“I want you to know that I did not take a classroom of kids hostage like Rick said the other day,” Carl said. 

“Okay. I believe you, Carl.”

“I’ll tell you exactly what happened.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I don’t mind telling you.”

“I don’t want to know, Carl.”

“I had been on medical leave for stress for a few weeks,” Carl began. “I had wanted to go back to my class, but my family doctor wouldn’t approve it. He said I should take the rest of the school year off and return to work next September. Then one day, I was sitting at home, doing nothing but watching television, just like you are now, and I thought about my class and how I was never able to say goodbye to them formally. I disappeared one day. I’d been their teacher for almost five months. Five months! So, you can imagine how scary and upsetting it would be for a child to have their teacher just… vanish into thin air!”

Fat air was more like it, Ted thought, watching Lana climb up a cliff in heels after shoving her slob of a husband and his car into the sea.

“So, I thought to myself, since I wouldn’t be back until the next school year, that I would go back, just once, and have a little visit with my class. All I wanted to do was say goodbye to them, but more importantly to show all my boys and girls that I cared. Well, apparently, that’s a doggone crime these days.”

“I said I believed you, Carl. This here is an important part in the movie.” 

“The rest only happened because that stupid substitute teacher made a great big fuss about my visit,” Carl said, spitting a bit as he spoke. 

“Jesus Christ,” Ted sighed. 

“This substitute teacher gets on her high horse and tells me that I couldn’t come into my classroom! Not even to speak to my kids. She told me to go home. Said I should call the principal first so that they could set something up. She might as well have just told me to shove off! Well, little Miss substitute whatever-her-name-was had forgotten that this was my classroom! So, I told her, as nicely as I could, mind you, to get out of my way and that I was coming in whether she liked it or not! But I never pushed or shoved her like they said I did. Never!”

Ted chewed harder on his gum and tried to concentrate on the television. Why exactly was Lana now running into the ocean? Probably just so the movie studio, MGM or Warner Brothers, could show a little skin. As much skin as the Hayes Code would let them, that is. Who would have thought the sight of Lana Turner in a thirty-year-old film could still give Ted a bit of a boner? Or maybe it was the sip of rye before coming into the lounge. Perhaps it was both. Skin and booze were two of Ted’s favourite things. 

 “I had stopped at the grocery store on the way to my school and picked up a big bag of Macintosh apples for the kids. A huge bag!” Carl said, now sitting forward in the teal chair like he was ready to pounce all three hundred pounds at this spectral substitute teacher who had probably forgotten all about Carl and his fucking apples.

“Carl…” Ted said.

“I had been teaching them about nutrition and the four basic food groups before I went on my medical leave and told them at the end of the module that I would bring them all apples. Now, Ted, you tell me, what’s so wrong with a teacher bringing their boys and girls apples? But from the way that bitch substitute teacher flipped her wig, and that’s exactly what she did, Ted, she flipped her wig, you would have thought I was barging into the classroom with… oh, I don’t know… a loaded pistol or something. It was just a bag of fucking apples!” 

“Okay, okay. Settle down.” 

Carl’s red face became redder as an orderly closely watched them from across the lounge. Ted wasn’t worried about Carl getting violent with him. As far as Ted knew, the only person Carl had ever really hurt was the policeman whose knee he had taken a chunk out of in the school playground that day when they tried to drag him off school property.

“Then I told this know-it-all substitute cunt to leave me alone with the kids for a few minutes.” Carl looked shocked at his own language and lowered his voice. “That’s all I wanted, a few gosh-darn minutes. I tried to tell her my kids were worried and probably had a lot of questions about what had happened to me, and all I wanted to do was answer them. And then… well, you know the rest. Everyone knows the rest.”

“They called the police, and they hauled you here.”

“Right! They called the police, took me to jail first, and then hauled me here. But no one was being held hostage. No one! And I really get angry when people say that. If I were holding my boys and girls hostage, would I have gone outside to speak to the police when they came? I went out there completely reasonable, ready to have a civilized discussion. And then the police, who I always admired and defended when people, people like… like you, who call them pigs and say they were nothing but fascists, attacked me! Four of them! Right there in the middle of the schoolyard. One of them tried to drag me away by the arm, and the next thing I know, I’m on my back, and two of them are on me, one with his knee on my throat. Right here!” He grabbed himself around the throat so hard he left a pink mark over his Adam’s apple as sweat dripped down the side of his face. 

The orderly across the room had been joined by a second orderly. Both began to walk slowly toward Carl from behind.

“If you don’t calm yourself down, they’re going to come over here and calm you down,” Ted said.

“Later, they said I bit one of the policemen. I never bit anyone! I’m a teacher, for God’s sake! I’ve been teaching for twenty years! Did you know that? Twenty years! Teachers teach! They don’t go around biting people! I didn’t find out until later that the whole thing was plastered all over the newspaper and on the 6 o’clock news. You’d think I was Jake Ragno, for goodness’ sake.” He picked up the newspaper’s front section from the coffee table and then threw it on the floor at Ted’s feet.

Patients and visitors were now looking over at them, and the large orderly was standing just steps behind an oblivious Carl, whose face was now purple and sweat dripped down his neck to the folds under his robe. Snot ran out of Carl’s right nostril, and he wiped it away with the sleeve of his robe. Finally, he sat back in his chair, looked up at the nicotine-stained ceiling, and took a few deep breaths.

“And do you know that not once did anyone ever ask me my side of it? How am I going to face those kids again once this is all over? How am I supposed to go back and teach school again? Or what if they won’t let me teach again? Teaching is the only thing I know how to do.” 

Ted thought about his job at Wentworth Steel. What if they didn’t let him go back after all that happened? 

“Rick was just kidding around with you,” Ted said. “He made some crack about my scar, too, remember? And I just laughed it off and forgot about it.”

“Well, I didn’t think it was very funny. I never took anyone hostage.” 

On the television, John Garfield was headed to the electric chair. With Carl’s freak-out, Ted had missed what had happened to Lana Turner. He would have to wait until it again popped up on some late show. One thing is for sure, Lana didn’t get away with murdering her husband. The Hayes Code always got them in the end back then, unlike movies today where you never know if the bad guys will get away with the terrible shit they do. Just like in real life. Look at Chinatown. Ted thought that Chinatown had the darkest ending ever. The child-molesting grandfather not only got away with murder, but they hand over his granddaughter (who was also his own goddamn daughter) to him on a silver platter at the end. It had been almost unbearable to watch. Gloria couldn’t even sleep the night they had seen it together at the Century Theatre. 

“Anyway, I just wanted you to know all that,” Carl said. 

The two orderlies were wandering away from them, likely content that Carl’s episode was over for now, when Ted saw Jonathan enter the lounge and walk toward them.

“So, are you planning on keeping that beard once you get home, Comrade? Are you trying to look like Trotsky?” Jonathan asked, sitting down beside Ted on the vinyl couch.

“Where’ve you been?” 

“Taking a walk outside,” Jonathan pulled down the brim of his Montreal Expos cap, turned to Carl. “Having a good day?” 

Carl, his face merely a tad pink now, nodded and, with a grunt, pulled himself out of the chair, giving Ted a ‘remember what I said about this guy’ look, and trudged toward the exit. Carl liked to be one of the first in the cafeteria when dinner was served. 

“I’m digging my new beard,” Ted said, rubbing his hand over his chin. “I never really tried growing one. Before the army I was too young to grow one, and by the time I could, I was with Gloria, and she doesn’t like beards. She complains whenever I forget to shave, even for one day.”

“Che had a beard, too,” Jonathan said. He reached over, ran the back of his hand over the whiskers on Ted’s cheek, and smirked. “So did Lenin and Marx, for that matter. I’m not sure about Engels. Did Engels have a beard?”

“A huge one,” Ted said. 

“Did Mrs. Che, Mrs., Marx, Mrs. Lenin, or Mrs. Engels complain about their husbands’ beards, I wonder?”

“That I don’t know,” Ted said. “Probably not when they were going down on them. But every time Gloria visits, she asks when I’m going to shave it off.”

“So, when will you?” Jonathan picked up the front page of the newspaper off the floor.

“Maybe never.” 

“With those round John Lennon glasses and beard, you’re looking more and more like Trotsky. And with that gold shirt you’re wearing, I’d call your look communist chic,” Jonathan said. 

Ted grinned. “I’m a socialist, not a communist, Jonathan. I could explain the difference if you want.”

“Please don’t,” Jonathan said. “But speaking of communists—” 

“I thought we were speaking about socialists,” Ted said. 

“Speaking of communists and socialists, I think one of my uncles was a Bolshevik in the old country. You two would have a lot in common.” 

“Once again, Jonathan, I am a socialist. I am neither a Bolshevik nor a communist.”

“I think my Bolshevik uncle ultimately threw himself on his own bayonet,” Jonathan said, smiling widely and showing his straight with teeth. 

The room was getting cooler. Someone must have turned the air conditioning up. Across the room, a blonde woman with a ponytail sitting alone, smoking and doing a jigsaw puzzle, paused to button up her red cardigan. 

“Oh shit,” Ted said. 

“What is it?” Jonathan said, turning around toward the door.

There at the door of the lounge, was Sonny Ferro looking around the room frowning. For a second, Ted’s flight instinct kicked in as he looked around to see if he could somehow scurry out the emergency door that led to the garden and sneak back to Room 215W before Sonny spotted him but gave up as Sonny began walking toward him. 

“Sonny! It’s good to see you.” 

“Hi, Ted,” Sonny said seriously.

Sonny Ferro, President of Steelworkers Local 2010, was a tall, stocky balding Portuguese man with dark eyes and a beer belly that hung over the waist of his work pants. He wore a flat brown cap and kept his hands in the pockets of his open blue and white union jacket. Ted had the same union jacket because he was treasurer of Steelworkers Local 2010—or at least he had been treasurer before he’d come to the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital. Odds were he wasn’t treasurer anymore.

“We gotta talk, Ted,” Sonny said.

“Sure, Sonny, I just…”

“Now.” 

“I… um… I wanted to talk to you too, Sonny.”

“Alone,” Sonny said in a tone honed by years as a union boss. 

Ted stood, and the two men walked across the lounge to one of the empty tables in a deserted part of the lounge near a window that looked out toward West Fifth Street. To look as ill as possible, Ted walked slowly, shuffling his feet. 

“Got a cigarette, Sonny?” Ted asked, sitting down at the table. His heart began to race again, and he felt light-headed. 

This is going to be bad.

Sonny nodded, took a pack from his jacket pocket, and tossed it across the table toward Ted. 

“Thanks, brother,” Ted said. With his hand trembling, he pulled his lighter out of the pocket of his jeans and lit the cigarette like he was facing a firing squad. 

This is it. 

“I can’t wait to get out of here and get back to work,” Ted said. He gently touched the scar on his throat with his index finger and grimaced slightly. “But I’m still healing up, you know, Sonny.”

“Uh huh,” Sonny said, seemingly unmoved.

“But I’m hoping to get back to work in time for the Labour Day parade. You know, Sonny, I haven’t missed marching in the Hamilton Labour Day parade with the Steelworkers since 1966. Do you remember that? That was the first year I ran for shop steward at Wentworth. Christ, I lost by a landslide! I was so green then, you remember? It took me two more tries before I finally learned the ropes and won. You know what I mean, Sonny?”

“Cut the shit, Ted!” Sonny said as he slowly leaned forward. “Where’s the eight grand you stole from us?”

 

 

 

 Two

 

Gloria hated wearing her work clothes downtown. 

In her black slacks, a pink short-sleeved polyester blouse, and clunky black work shoes, she sat alone on a seat near the front of the King Street bus staring out the window and hoping she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew. The kerchief she tied around her head during her shift at Munro Steel, along with her dinner, a chicken loaf sandwich, was in the black leather purse she had set beside her on the orange vinyl seat. The purse was covering the words FUCK YOU that someone had written on the seat in blue ballpoint pen, more boldly than they needed to in Gloria’s opinion.

She looked down and checked the time on her silver-plated wristwatch. It was past eleven-thirty. She gently bit her bottom lip. Gloria was on the swing shift all week and had to be up at the hospital by noon, or she risked being late for her 3pm shift back in the east end of the city. She yawned and, trying to conceal it, covered her mouth with the back of her hand. It was already a long day, and she wouldn’t get home until close to midnight. 

The bus came to a stop outside Diamond Jim’s nightclub. Diamond Jim’s was in a block of downtown buildings on King Street that included pawnshops, arcades, and the sorts of bars that Hamilton’s less affluent alcoholics convened outside of every morning, waiting for the doors to open so they could fill up on one-dollar draught beer. 

Diamond Jim’s was certainly past its prime when the likes of Vic Damone and Frankie Laine had sung there. Still, at night its enormous red sign sporting a man in a tuxedo and top hat holding a cane with a huge glowing diamond on the tip still shone brighter than any of the electric signs lighting up downtown Hamilton. In the middle of the day, with its faded and chipping red and gold paint and odd missing bulb, the Diamond Jim sign just looked absurd. Gloria sighed. It must have been at least a decade since she’d been inside. 

And both Jim and I are looking a little worse for wear.

Gloria had once seen The Platters at Diamond Jim’s. She tried to remember what year that had been. But the truth was, they hadn’t been the actual Platters at all since most of the original members had left the group by the time they had rolled into Hamilton. There had been, Gloria recalled, only one authentic Platter left among four fakes. Still, they had sung “The Great Pretender”, one of Gloria’s favourite songs, almost as well as on their old records. 

I looked pretty good that night, Gloria thought as the bus continued down King Street. That night she had worn her brown fox fur coat, the one she had bought at Modern Furs, after saving up every extra dime she possibly could for over a year. It wasn’t the best fur, but that night, with her black hair up and in a pale pink dress that made her light brown skin look like she had just returned from a holiday in Miami Beach, she had looked darn good walking under that blazing sign into Diamond Jim’s. That very well could have been, she thought with some sadness, the last time I looked good. Really good. Maybe it was the best I ever looked. Better than I’ll ever look again. Her fox coat was long gone. It had been hocked along with Ted’s Kodak camera in a last-ditch and utterly futile attempt to save their first house. She had tried to save up enough money to buy another fox coat but then… what had happened? Ah well, Gloria thought, no sense crying about an old coat now. And no one could ever take away from her that night with The Platters at Diamond Jim’s. 

The bus passed a variety store with a busted 7-Up sign where six teenage boys stood in a semi-circle smoking cigarettes and laughing. Gloria instinctively slipped her hand onto the strap of her purse. She never felt comfortable downtown, among the bands of teenagers outside record stores, the bums in Gore Park, and all the eerie old buildings from the turn of the century that ran along King Street. Those old buildings hovered too close to the sidewalk, suffocating her as they looked down with their soot-stained red and brown brick and their tiny windows on the top floors pushed open, letting out the heat and letting in the Hamilton smog from the steel mills. 

The bus rattled past the Pagoda Chop Suey House and the Chicken Roost Restaurant and turned onto James Street before stopping at Hunter Street, where a stream of kids, in their late teens and early twenties, probably off to Iroquois College on the mountain, noisily filed in the door, filling up most of the empty seats in the back of the bus. Gloria admired the easy way the girls chatted these days. They were all hair and teeth and dressed so nicely in bright colours. Skirts, she noticed, had gotten longer again. Miniskirts had gone out of style because women my age had started wearing them, she thought. A few years back, Gloria’s sister, Doris, had had a purple miniskirt that was, to Gloria’s mind, far too young for her. Young girls like these probably looked at Doris and other older women in those clothes and said, ‘count me out!’ And that was the end of the miniskirt. 

Across the aisle from Gloria sat a boy and girl holding hands. The boy, with a good-humoured face and shiny full lips wore a dark blue T-shirt, jeans, and a denim jacket. He has the same sandy-coloured hair as Ted, Gloria thought, but this boy’s hair was feathered back over his ears the way the kids were wearing it these days. The girl beside him wore a red blazer, white blouse, and tight blue jeans with fancy stitching up the legs. Her hair, blown out at the sides, was too platinum-blonde not to be bleached, but Gloria still admired how it bounced with each pothole the bus hit. That was one thing Gloria had never tried: bleaching or colouring her black hair, even though a few strands of grey had begun popping up. The girl with the bouncy hair leaned close into the boy and rested her head on his shoulder. That girl looks so pretty, Gloria thought. They all did. But everyone looks like a beauty when they’re nineteen, they just don’t appreciate it. I looked pretty at nineteen too, even though I had two kids by that time. 

The boy put his arm around the girl and kissed the top of her head. Together they sat that way with their eyes closed as the bus began its ascent up Hamilton Mountain. Gloria turned away and, resting her chin on her hand, looked out the window. She had lived in Hamilton all her life but was still rather unfamiliar with the mountain. East end folks like her and Ted stayed on their side of the city for the most part. Oh sure, there was the occasional trip downtown to Eaton’s or Kresge’s to shop or to visit a
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