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He follows her into the clothing
room. “Remember black, I just

want black. Guys like me, we only
wear black.”

He is a thick-set man, shortish, with
a rough-shaven chin. The cast on his
foot thuds as he walks. He stands now
in the doorway of the clothing room,
scrutinizing the selection,
hands on hips.

“You know who I am,
don’t ya? Everyone knows
me. I done it all, ya know.
Viet Nam, Hell’s Angels.
All of it.” He coughs from
deep in his chest, wipes
his mouth with the back of
his hand.

“Here’s some black
trousers,” she says. He
snatches them from her,
moving into the room.
He’s already said no to socks and un-
derwear.

“Yep,” he continues, digging
through the piles of clothes. “All of
them cops with their big guns — they
know me. Yep, and all them big doc-
tors, they know me too. I’m famous.
My whole family is.”

He finds a woman’s black blouse and
stuffs it under his arm where he’s hold-
ing the trousers. A lock of yellow-grey
hair sweeps across his forehead.

She finds a black leather jacket on a
hanger at the back of the rack. He
snatches it from her. “Might be a bit
big,” she says.

He grunts. “It’ll look good on the
street. I gotta look good on the street.”

Under the arm again, with the
blouse and trousers. There are no shoes
to fit. “No bother,” he says, “only got
but one good foot anyhow.”

They leave the room together, his

new clothes under his arm. She offers
to go with him back to the floor.

“You’re wise not to trust me,” he
says. “I’ve killed with my bare hands.
Remember I been to Viet Nam.” He
holds his hands up like trophies; they
tremble slightly. Together they head
off down the hall to the elevators.

He’s all smiles now,
pleased about the new
clothes and conversa-
tion. They get on the
elevator; it’s almost
full with uniformed
staff, visitors in busi-
ness suits, and one pa-
tient — a young
woman on a gurney.
Everyone is staring
straight ahead. His
floor number has al-
ready been pushed.

“Yeah, yeah,” he says. “You people
treat me really well, you treat me real
well here.”

Everyone shuffles slightly. The
young woman on the gurney smiles.
She’s the only one looking at him.

“Ya know when I came in I had so
much lice they had to give me three
treatments. Can you believe it? Three
treatments!” He grins.

In one quick silent motion everyone
backs away, pressing against the eleva-
tor walls, still not looking at him. He’s
beaming, standing in the newly
opened space in the middle of the ele-
vator. “Three treatments — and now
they’re all gone, every one o’ them
damned bugs.”

The young woman on the gurney
laughs softly. He chuckles, too, at the
sight of everyone plastered against the
elevator wall. Some are smiling now,
just a little.

“That’s why I gotta have black
clothes,” he says, showing the bundle to
whoever cares to look. “’Cause black
shows up the bugs the best.”

The elevator stops, and he gets off
with her. She sees him back to his bed.
“Thanks,” he says, “stroking the black
leather jacket. You treat me really good
here. Real good.”
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Room for a view
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Things cannot always go your way. Learn 
to accept in silence the minor aggravations.
— William Osler, 1903

Should equanimity be so widely praised for all
physicians? — Howard Spiro, 1992

Our virtues are most frequently but vices in 
disguise. — François, Duc de la Rochfoucauld

Do we move too placidly amid the
noise and haste, or not placidly
enough? Do we know how to put
emotion to good use? Tell us about
the times you didn’t stay collected.
We welcome submissions of 
unpublished poetry, memoir and
fiction for The Left Atrium. The
writing should be candid, but 
patient confidentiality must be 
respected. In general, prose manu-
scripts should be limited to 1000
words and poems to 75 lines. Vent
your spleen at annemarie.todkill
@cma.ca 

Models of composure


