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he summer of 1964 was just like 
any other summer in Salt Lake 
City except that I hada good 
job. I was a caulker's assistant, 

which meant that I filled his caulking guns 
with a gooey, gray caulking compound 
which stuck to my hands and clothing. I 
also cleaned old caulk out of joints and 
often had to sandblast them clean for him. 
Then he'd come along behind me and fill 
the joints up again. 

His name was Joe and he'd originally come 
from Oregon or Washington. I always get 
those two places mixed up. I think he was 

from Portland. At any rate, about all he 
ever did was complain about the way we 
were all getting screwed in Utah because 
we didn't have a powerful union. "In 
California," he'd brag, "I used to get seven 
thuty-three an hour. Don't know why I 
ever came to this God-forsaken place in 
the first place. Think I'll move back to 
L. A." As far as I know, he's still here in 
Utah someplace - he was one of those 
people who are always complaining about 
life and planning to pack up and get out, 
but never do. He was sure a good caulker, 
though. 

We spent almost the whole summer 
working on the roof of the Veteran's 
Administration Hospital. It was really 
rather pleasant; the sun shone most of the 
time and we couldn't work in the rain 
anyway, so it was a pretty good job. They 
also paid me something like two-fifty an 
hour which wasn't too bad for a kid just 
out of high s&wl. Besides, Joe was a nice 
guy to work with. He wasn't too smart, 
but he never yelled at me or aade me 
work too fast. We were both getting paid 
by the hour, so as far as we were 
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concerned, the job could last all summer. 
As we worked i n  the capstones and fascia 
of the hospital, I noticed that Joe seemed to 
be avoiding one certain building. 'Well 
catch it later," he'd say. "I'm saving that 
one for last." I couldn't imagine why we 
were going out of our way to leave 
anything 'ti1 last unless it would be a lot 
harder than the rest. Finally, when we 
were working on the building right next 
door, I asked him about it. 'Zook, Joe - 
we're just gonna be making work for 
ourselves if we skip that one. We'll just 
have to haul all our equipment back over 
here again. Why not do it now and get it 
over with?" That was the first time I 
realized Joe had some kind of strange fear 
of that building. ''Don't you know what 
that building is?" he asked. 'That's the 
looney bin, the crazy house, the place 
where they keep all the psych&. Don't 
want anything to do with that building! Do 
you?" 

I'd never really been around aazy people 
before, at least not the kind they lock up. 
When I was ten or so our cub scout pack 
went on an excursion to the insane asylum 
in Provo, but about all I can remember is it 
was nothing but a big disappointment. 
We'd hoped to see crazy lunatics banging 
their heads against iron bars, screaming 
that they were Napoleon or God. We 
hadn't really seen any crazy people at all - 
just a bunch of men and women sitting 
around playing cards or reading or resting. 
We knew they couldn't be crazy - they 
looked too normal. We didn't even see any 
buck teeth or crossed eyes. There was one 
woman with beautiful blonde hair and I 
remember 100- at her, thinking how 
beautiful she was. She sat there all by 
herself, combing that wonderful hair and 
smiling at me. Everybody there looked just 
like the people you sit next to in church 
every Sunday. We felt very bad that they 
wouldn't let us see the crazy people. 

"Hell, Joe -what are you so nervous 
about them for? They'll just be a lot of old 
men who went uazy over some war or 
other. Even if some of them are really 
dangerous, we won't be anywhere near 
them." 

"Look, kid - you don't understand. I 
used to have a little brother that was crazy 

like that. When he was born, he'd just lie 
in his aib and stare at the ceiling. He'd 
never cry or nothing. They took him away 
to a kind of hospital. We used to go and 
visit him every year. Now we don't go no 
more." 

"Gee, I'm sony Joe - I didn't know. Is 
there any hope that he'll be cured?" 

"Cured!" Joe echoed with disdain. He just 
picked up a caulking gun and walked 
away from me across the roof. ''I don't 
want to talk about it," he mumbled. 

I knew immediately that I had said the 
wrong thing. I felt like an idiot, but I didn't 
make things worse by attempting an 
apology. We just kept caulking for another 
month while Joe continuously complained 
about the right-to-work law, and I silently 
wondered about his little brother. I tried to 
shove the word "cured" out of my mind, 
but it kept corning back to me. I was 
haunted by thoughts of fresh caulking 
being cured in the sun and hams hung up 
in a smoke house. I wondered what his 
little brother looked like. No arms or legs?A 
huge, oversized head? I pictured him lying 
in a aib, his parents and Joe standing 
around with tears in their eyes. I saw the 
looks of disgust and pity on their faces. No 
love - just disgust and pity and g d t  
because there was no love. 

Joe beame less and less talkative as we 
neared the inevitable endof the next to the 
last building. I could feel the tension 
building up inside him as he counted up 
the joints to estimate how many days we'd 
have left before the "crazy house." Finally, 
after spending half a day going around 
doing all kinds of odd repair jobs, Joe 
reluctantly picked up two cans of caulk 
and headed toward the last building 
without a word. I grabbed the caulking 
guns and the ladder and humed after him. 
When we checked in at the front desk for 
the necessary keys and stuff, the head 
nurse explained how all the men in 
I'm sure if our boss hadn't been already 
yelling at us to finish the job fast, Joe 
would have actually built the scaffolding. 
be up on the roof most of the time and the 
last time I checked, we didn't have any 
patients living up there." She sort of 
giggled nervously as she waited for us to 
join her in her joke. We didn't. She then 
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cautioned us to be sure to lock every door, 
window,andhatch right behind us. "If one 
of those poor boys finds a way to get to the 
roof, he just might jump. We certainly 
wouldn't want to be responsible for that 
kind of tragedy, now would we?" What 
she really meant, of course, was that we'd 
better be careful how we locked things up 
if we didn't want her to iumo on us. She 

I '  

handed us a set of keysand a map of an the 
entrances and exits of the building. 

We spent the first two and a half days 
working on the portion of the roof we 
could reach through the door at the top of 
the stairs. For a while, Joe didn't say too 
much. He'd just ask me for a caulk& gun 
when he needed it and tell me when I was 
using too much grit in the sandblaster. We 
got a kind of rhythm going: he'd hand me 
an empty gun, I'd hand him a full one. I 
don't suppose we exchanged more than 
twenty words that first afternoon. But by 
the end of the second day, it looked like 
we'd be able to finish the job without 
having to go h u g h a n y  of the wards. Joe 
began to smile again and soon he was 
taking about his old girl friends, his wife, 
and the labor unions. 

For a week we crawled through hatches 
and climbed up ladders. We even lowered 
a rope over one ledge so we could cauIk 
the nact level without having to go 
through a ward. Things were going 
smoothlv and the iob was nearlv 
completk. The dbsest contact &e ever 
had with the patients was to see them 
lined up for lunch in their blue pajamas. 
There'd usually be about forty of them 
stretched down the hall in single file. They 
all looked alike - slumped shoulders and 
wrinkled blue pajamas; they shuffled 
along in their hospital slipp& as they 
approached the cafeteria. I could never be 
sure about the expressions on their faces 
-Joe wouldn't lit me get close enough. 
We ate over in Building A. As long as they 
were far enough away from us, roe 
seemed fairly happy. 

But just as we got to the end of the iob, we 
discbvered a s k l l  ledge sticking &tat the 
third floor level. It was about eight feet 
wide and some fifteen feet long: We had 
two choices: we could either build up three 
stories of scaffolding to do a 

twenty-minute job, or we could gain 
aacess through one of the windows 
leading into a kind of patients' dayroom. 
I'm sure if our boss weren't h d y  yelling 
at us to finish the job k t ,  Joe would have 
actualIy built the scaffolding. 
So we went on down to the third floor and 
started following our map down the 
corridors as we seamheti for our ledge. 
Twice we had to show our passes to 
people and explain what we were doing. 
Three times we had doors opened and 
locked behind us. I was getting very 
interested in the whole thing. I was 
curious to see what t h w  guys really 
looked like. Joe wasn't saying a word - 
he'd frozen up again. 

Finally we got to the southeast comer of 
the building. The door was marked 
"Patient Day Room," and I knocked as Joe 
stood there, praying no one would be 
inside. We heard a key turn and two 
attendants came out into the hall to see 
what we wanted. They were glum-looking 
fellows with remarkably well-starched 
white uniforms. They wore shiny black 
name tags over their hearts - one said 
Compton and the other said Smith. They 
seemed glad to see us. I showed them our 
pass andthey admitted us into the room. 

Immediately we were greeted with the 
unmisiakable smell of old men- a smell I 
had known so wen as a boy when we 
visited my grandfather in the nursing 
home. The attendants were standing 
guard over twenty or thirty men dre& in 
their sloppy blue pajamas. I n o t i d  with 
interest that the ~atients wore no name 
tags, -w the &. ~ o e  just stood 
there looking at his feet, so I explained 
what we were going to do. They showed 
us which key to use for the window, and 
we quickly walked aaoss the mom 
without saying another word. Our 
footsteps seemed thundmus against the 
hardwood floor. No one else was making a 
noise. The room was damp and cold. 

I unlocked the middle window, and Joe 
stuck his head out into the sunlight toward 
the ledge. "You stay in here and lock the 
window after me," he said mechanically. 
"I11 go outside and do all the work - just 
hand me a fresh caullcing gun when 1 
knock." 
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Joe stepped through the window easily. 
We'd h d y  decided we wouldn't bother 
to sandblast this m a  - it would be o.k., 
and besides, what building inspector 
would get out on that ledge to check up on 
us? Joe stuck his hand back through the 
window. It was like a nurse handing the - 
surgeon his instruments during an 
operation. Joe never looked toward me 
and the room full of patients. He 
concentrated on the ledge as I handed him 
his took. "Hand me the bucket of caulk, 
too," headded. 'That way, we won't have 
to keep locking and unlocking the 
window." "Eje carefulout there," I 
warned. I closed the window behind him 
and locked it tight. 

'Iherewerethreeemptychahbythe 
window. I chose the middle one and sat 
down. I looked up at the men lining the 
perimeter of the large room. Almost an of 
them were staring at me. Some were 
interested, or at least they seemed to be 
interested, in what we were doing. But 
most of them merely stared. 

I was nervous, but I tried to casually lean 
back in my chair as I studied the 
expressions on their faces. For the most 
part, their faces were blank, t d y  
expressionless. One man, however, 
seemed very perplexed as he tded to 
smooth out the m e s  in his pajamas. I 
wondered how many years he had been 
trying to smooth out wrinkles that never 
had been - never would be ironed. 
Another man was fiddling with some kind 
of plastic puzzle while the man next to him 
watched, grinning. I was surprised that 
none of them were canying on any kind of 
conversation. Three or four seemed to be 
talking to themselves, but no one was 
listening. Except for their mumbling 
whispers, it was deathly quiet, and I began 
to fiddle with the keys as I nervously 
waited for Joe to finish the job. 

I turned and looked out the window to see 
how Joe was doing. I was surprised to see 
that he was more than half-way finished. 
Instead of cautiously lying on his stomach 
and stretching the caulking gun out over 
the capstone, he was foolishly kneeling 
right next to the edge as he hunidly tore 
out the old caulk and re-Elled each joint. 
He was using a saew driver to clean out 

the old joints, slashing and jabbing 
viciously at the cracked, dried-out caulk. 
Even from inside I could see the air 
bubbles in the new caulk as Joe quickly 
squeezed too much into the cracks, letting 
&e excess ooze over the top and splatter to 
the asphalt parking lot three stories below. 
I watched as Joe slipped a little and caught 
himself on the ledge. I tapped on the 
window with the keys to warn him to be 
more careful, but Joe just kept on working. 
Apparently he couldn't hear me. 

Suddenly one of the patients began to get 
very upset. He started wriggling in his 
chair and began to poke the man next to 
him. "Harvey," he finally shouted, 
"you're on fire!" Harvey looked at him 
dumbly, not understandmg what his 
buddy was trying to say to him. I noticed 
the cigarette he had been smoking had 
burned its way to his lips, and I was about 
to say something wh& Harvey reabed 
what all the commotion was about. 
Quickly, he reached up and slapped the 
burning ashes out of his mouth onto the 
floor. The echo of his slap traveled 
instantlv around the bare walls of the room 
as each -n stared at him. He sat there on 
the edge of his chair, bewildered and 
apparently dazed. 

One of the guards, who had been 
watching the whole thing, stomped aaoss 
the room, grabbed the man by his collar 
and began to shake him. "You know that's 
against the rules, Harvey. You know 
you're not supposed to throw your 
cigarette on the &or. Now pick it up and 
throw it in the butt can where it belongs 
and don't you ever let it happen again!" 
Both Harvey and his friend tried to explain 
to the guard what had happened, but he 
wasn't interested. He knew what had 
happened, but just didn't care. All he 
cared about were the rules. He stomped 
back aaoss the room to the other guard 
while Harvey cleaned up the ciragette, but 
he licked his lips, trying to extinguish the 
pain. 

I glared aaoss the room at the two guards. 
I guess I expected to see them auelly 
lapghing, but every- was back to 
normal, as if nothing out of the ordinary 
had occurred. I don't think I've ever felt so 
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angry, so indignant. I was standing, my 
fists denched and once again, almost all 
the patients were watching me, waiting to 
see what I'd do. 

Just then Joe knocked on the window - I 
unlocked it and he stood there, looking 
into my eyes. We faced each other over the 
threshold of two worlds. A fresh, warm 
breeze entered the cold mom and then, 
once more, Joe looked away as he handed 
the equipment in to me. Again, it was the 
surgeon and the nurse. The sun reflected 
off the metal caulking guns, and I thought 
they gleamed like the sterile instruments 

of an operating room. Joe turned once 
more to look at his work or at the ledge, 
grimmaed and then stepped heavily 
through the large window. He picked up 
the can of caulk and one of the guns and 
quickly walked aaoss the mom. I looked 
around at the room full of blue-pajamed 
dead men, dosed the window on the 
warm summer breeze and pretended to 
lock it. 

fb we got to our truck, Joe asked if I 
remembered to lock the window. "Sure," I 
said. ''Good," he -lied. And we drove 
bad< to the shop in silence. 




