5

Winter was creeping into the house —
through every cracked window, through the
rotting bricks and absent insulation, through the
front doors that never closed properly. Few of the
ancient radiators in the rooms coughed up heat; mostly
they clanged and banged energetically but stayed icy
cold to the touch. There were no extra blankets allo-
cated, no warm clothing, no layers of socks to keep us
from feeling numb inside and out. The porch was
abandoned. Morning coffee disappeared twice as fast as
usual. And depression settled everywhere, finding many
hosts. The owner made complaining noises about the
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price of oil, the inability of the tenants to properly
bleed their rads, every open window or door a
rationale for turning down what heat there was. “I'm
not paying hundreds of dollars so some bastard can heat
the outside!”

A few rooms, especially those on the first floor,
seemed to capture all the heat and became unbearably
hot, while the second and third floors left people with
blue nails and white skin. The owner, with his first-
floor office, said, “People are complaining about how
hot it is, and you want me to turn up the thermostat?”
Coming from his home, better fed and better dressed,
he wandered around in his shirtsleeves complaining he
was sweating from the heat.

None of us knew about the city by-law demanding a
‘minimum of 72 degrees; inspectors were a rarity here.
Snow drifting down from the sky was no occasion for
joy; it sealed us inside as it piled up, making the trek to
the dining room wet, slippery and unpleasant.

It was no one’s favourite time.

Alice, forced like Dennis to go down to the hospital

‘to collect her ration of pin money, would wrap a towel
around her head, tucking the ends inside the neck of
her dress. Her coat had no buttons left, so she tied it
with an old, cracked belt from which the buckle had
long ago disappeared. She had no boots, so her feet
were always soaked by the time she made it back. At
least when she left the hospital she could afford to take
a streetcar back, so there was only one-way misery.
Nobody at that institution seemed to notice or care
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about her inadequate clothing.

Miss Pattison wore her coat constantly from October
to April, held together with two buttons and a variety
of safety pins. She at least had black rubber rain boots
to wear as she picked her way through snowdrifts to
her diminishing flock of birds. In his shirtsleeves, Barry
went home to his ageing mother and stepfather, bang-
ing on the door until they promised to buy him a
down-filled jacket. It was stolen a week after he
received it. Red never noticed the change in tempera-
ture, naturally insulated against the cold with his
ninety-proof blood. I had no boots or gloves, but I did
have a warm jacket I took to sleeping in.

We grew used to the cold as the weeks passed, mak-
ing do, always making do. The owner eventually had to
turn the heat up or risk losing a few of the old people
to the morgue. He even sent Red and Jack around to
each of the rooms to properly bleed the rads, and had
someone in to fix those that had given up the ghost.
Mine went from cold to warm to almost hot. I covered
my cracked windows with green garbage bags filched
from the storage room, attached with wide strips of
adhesive tape that Jack lent me.

I stuffed newspapers under my door at night to keep
out the draft from the hall.

The common room, in spite of its larger windows
and proximity to the front door of 1243, was fairly
warm, perhaps because of all the bodies huddled there.
It seemed too cold in the house for the lice to survive,
which meant the cloth couches could be used without
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too much worry. That was the only perceptible benefit
of winter.

People slept more than usual, dreading the cold
floors, freezing toilet seats and, worse, the trek to the
dining room. Depression was everywhere, and you
could tell from people’s faces that a number wondered
whether they would survive the season, especially with
the mockery of Christmas lurking around the corner.

Gary spent almost a week silent and brooding in his
bed after receiving a card from his mother, who was in
Florida with her latest lover; a cheque for five dollars
was tucked inside and a “Love, Mother” scrawled hast-
ily on the bottom. Dennis’s mother called, for the first
time since last December, saying she was coming for a
visit. For two days his homely face was radiant; he told
everyone 1n a voice wrapped in pleasure that his
mother was coming to see him. [ missed the event, but
the owner told me she dropped into the office, asked
that her son be brought to her, gave him a reluctant
peck on the cheek and a hat-and-scarf set and was
gone within ten minutes of her arrival. Other obliga-
tions. Dennis, like Gary, took to his bed, crying out his
own misery.

The owner rented a working television to try to cut
through the pervasive gloom. He hadn’t replaced the
one with the kicked-in screen for over six months,
punishing all the tenants for the actions of one psycho-
tic woman who had been evicted within two minutes
of her tantrum. Somehow, seeing those ersatz families
gathered around glowing fireplaces, singing carols and
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feasting, did nothing to decrease our sense of abandon-
ment and loss. We left the TV on, even so, night and
day, always trying to get some warmth, some laughter,
from the black-and-white flickering images. There was
no talk of how we were feeling; no one gave voice to
the emotions pervading the house.

It was a dirty secret no one mentioned.



Cards,
Cigarettes and a
Touch of Arson

1

The front porch helped. From there I could
see the three buildings that comprised this board-
ing house. The house was in fact three houses, which
altogether took up a third of a city block and three street
numbers. My porch stretched across 1241 and
1243. These had once been semi-detached
houses, but walls had been opened up
between the two, so that they became one
house. A set of stairs led to each entrance-
way. Immediately adjacent was the
corner house, 1245, whose ground floor
was taken up by the kitchen and dining room.
To get to my porch retreat, I had to walk past
an office on the first floor. It was easy to peek in
the mostly glass door, but I had yet to see
anyone actually sitting behind the
old-style office desk. It was as sparsely
turnished as the few bedrooms I had seen:
the owner’s chair was behind the desk, and a
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couple of dining-room chairs sat in front. There was a
jumble of pill bottles on top of the desk, a phone and a
chess set that looked as though it had been left in the
middle of a game. Once I heard someone who I
assumed to be the owner screaming loudly enough to be
heard from behind my closed door on the third floor.
Something about idiots and drunkards. I was not
looking forward to meeting him.

I spent whole afternoons on the porch in the sun, my
back against the railing, watching the line-up start to
form around three in the afternoon for the five o’clock
supper. I could look at individuals without having to
speak to them, sneaking glances as they sprawled on the
steps or made their way between the buildings.

Seen in the light, some were less scary, some even
more frightening. A few poorly dressed but tidy
middle-aged women would smile shyly at me as our
eyes accidentally met, or as I passed them on the stair-
way. An old Korean gentleman bowed to me every time
he saw me, proudly displaying rotten and missing teeth,
laughing at whatever tickled him.

A horrible man with crawly lips and a head that
seemed glued to one shoulder gave me the shivers.
There were others with missing arms or legs. The old
guy who'd wielded the fork in the line-up turned out to
be fairly pleasant, buying me coffee the few times he
went down to McDonald’s. He wouldn’t speak; I wasn’t
sure he knew English. He’d just shove the cup at me,
piled high with sugars and cream, then sit a few stairs
down from me and point his face at the sun.
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The first person to really speak to me was Andy,
which was lucky, since he was the least crazy. He stank,
but I suspected I did too. I never took off my clothes,
always ready for fight or flight, needing to feel a little
armoured. Deodorant was a luxury I couldn’t afford,
and I wasn’t about to attempt a bath in a room that
didn’t lock, and which was always in high demand. Not
to mention that there was no plug for the tub, or hand
soap, or towels, or curtain, or mat.

Andy walked funny, with a kind of flat-footed wad-
dle, but his eyes looked unmedicated, and he was polite
and friendly, not given to sudden moves or bizarre state-
ments. We were probably the same age; certainly we
were in the same circumstances. Names first, then the
important stuff out of the way, like what hospital we
were from, I could finally begin to ask some of the
questions milling about in my head.

The house was owned, according to Andy, by a
couple who’d bought it a few years before. The husband
was the one who ran the place, who bought groceries
and collected the cheques. Andy didn’t appear to know
any more than I did why this kind of place existed, but
he assured me there were hundreds of them. He'd been
in half'a dozen or so himself.

He’d lived here for five years. I couldn’t believe he
could say that so matter-of-factly. He shared a room on
the first floor, to the right at the bottom of the staircase,
with three other men. He seemed to hold most of the
tenants in easy contempt. He warned me about how
many thieves there were in the building, warned me
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about Jack, and a couple of other bullies whom he
dismissed as loudmouthed drunks. _

As people would appear on the porch, he’d give me
thumbnail sketches of who they were and how long
they’d been here. Occasionally he’d yell at someone to
come over, and then he’'d introduce me.

It was always like being introduced to the bogeyman.
Long minutes would pass before the fear stopped dis-
torting my vision and I could see them as people, as
individuals caught up in the same mess I was.

There were very few women in the house — less
than a dozen out of seventy — and those were mostly
elderly alcoholics.

“There’s the Phoney Father, he’s away now, but he’ll
turn up soon as Miss Pattison’s money runs out.” Miss
Pattison liked to feed the birds with leftovers, but was
otherwise known as the house tyrant. Everybody in the
house had been, or was on the way to being, crazy. “But
if they get too nuts, the owner gets the hospital to take
them back, or kicks them out.”

Andy went on to tell me that his second roommate,
Old Bob, was only really crazy on weekends, when he
was more a pain than a problem. “I've shared that room
with him for years, and it’s always the same — up early,
to bed early, yelling at us to turn off the light around
seven. Then he listens to religion on the radio Sundays,
and walks around yelling and cursing at the program,
damning everyone to hell. Him and that stupid pipe of
his. He’s always setting off the smoke-detector and
getting yelled at. Then doing it again.”
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One afternoon, a man-mountain with straggly black
hair, a growth of something on his chin that couldn’t
really be called a beard, a bare, sunken chest and a low-
riding, ballooned-out stomach that hung over his belt
wandered out onto the porch. My hands began to sweat
and my breathing constricted.

“There’s never a goddamn chair. I always bring one
out, and some stupid son of bitch goes-and moves it!”
He spat something disgusting over the rail onto the
brown lawn, a gesture accompanied by hawking and
deep rumbling.

“Shut up, Gary, I'll get your bloody chair. This is Pat,
the girl I told you about.”

Gary stuck out a grime-encrusted paw, and having no
choice, I offered my own, only to see it disappear in his.

“Hi. Seen you around. Felt sorry for you, you looked
so scared. Don’t have to be scared. Get my goddamn
chair, Andy. And bring one for Pat.”

He released my hand from his surprisingly soft grip,
and we waited in silence until Andy came back, drag-
ging a few kitchen chairs. In a moment, we were lined
up at the rail, our chairs tilted back, our three pairs of
feet hanging over, Andy on one side of me and Gary on
the other.

Andy continued, “I been telling Pat about the house.
She’s not from around here, she’s from Quebec.”

Gary was trying to roll 2 cigarette, sprinkling tobacco
around his gaping navel and onto the porch.

“Well, you just don’t worry. Andy and I have the
front bedroom.” He gestured over his shoulder, sending
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more tobacco flying. “Anyone bothers you, come and
get us. I been here for years. I come from Whitby
Psych. Where you been put? Third floor? You got your
own room? Good. Ask Jack to put a lock on for you, or
Andy can do it.”

“Sure,” Andy added, “ask me before you ask that
bastard Jack” The epithet didn’t surprise me, since I'd
figured out that Jack was the one who served up insults
with the dinners.

It didn’t take long to figure out that Gary’s bark was
considerably worse than his bite. When he told me he’d
Spent seventeen years in Whitby Psychiatric, I stared,
open-mouthed.

“Yep. They sent me there from training school. Then
the assholes give me a bus ticket and an address and I
wind up in this house”

“What got you sent to training school?”

“I don’t know. Supposed to have tried to strangle my
mom when I was in grade school. That’s what she says.
Training school scared the shit out of me, [ was always
crying, then I got sent to Whitby.”

He'd been here seven years. He remembered the Jast
owner, a born-again Christian.

“Hal Some Christian! She had a mouth on her. And
the crap she called food . .

Opver the next few weeks, we talked, smoked and
drank coffee on the porch every sunny day. With names
and faces and histories to attach to people, the shadows
receded and I felt freer to move around the house. [ was
accepted as Gary’s friend, and protected.
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