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On The Record
By: Teresa Sweeney

I have been in the privileged position of being able to watch peo-
ple in here for a while now, and I can tell you quite honestly they 

are all mad.

Of course, I distance myself from them. I have my reputation to 
think of, and my career to consider. Even though I am fabulously 

young and already highly successful, working with and around the 
mentally ill can seriously damage your health.
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It isn’t just the ‘drool out the side of your mouth’ 
crazy here. Oh no. These people are on a whole 
other level of insanity. Some of them wander 
around like the walking dead, all lost and lonely 
and melancholy. I mean, get a grip, it’s called Life, 
it’s meant to be hard.

Some others rant and rave about some un-
known thing or another. Screamers, I call them. 
OK, so sometimes they aren’t exactly screaming, 
more whispering, or imagining. But still, you can 
be sure that whatever it is they are mumbling or 
lost in thought about isn’t anything from the real 
world.

There is this woman, we’ll say her name is Mar-
lene ( I’m always professionally discreet), and she 
is completely insane. She is small, and round. Ac-
tually even her hair is kind of round. She’s always 
wearing those ugly long peach cardigans, loose-
ly knitted and badly fitting. You’d know to look at 
her something isn’t right.

Anyway, every day since I’ve started here I’ve seen 
Marlene three, four, maybe five times a day with 
her chubby little fingers messing in the medicine 
bottles. Imagine, the dirty cow.

Sometimes I watch her while she’s fingering them 
all. She spills entire bottles full of tablets right out 
into a bowl. Her beady, round eyes get rounder 
and rounder at the sight. Other times she tips 
the bottle half empty into her open palm. She 
pretends to count them, and then throws them 
down into another bowl. They’re all sorts, these 
tablets. Some are those awful big oval ones that 
get stuck in your throat. Some of them are the 
plastic capsules, assorted colours and flavours, 
with that unmistakable taste of production.

What I have to wonder though, is who on earth 
sorts them all out again after she’s finished play-
ing with them? Nice one, Marlene. And did you 
wash your hands?

Sometimes in here it’s like walking between 
ghosts. These empty and emotionless things, so 

high that they can’t move or shit. It’s what we like 
to call ‘calm’. 

Ever seen someone who looks so animalistic 
hungry that they might actually go for your face 
just for something to eat? Then you should meet 
some of our girls in here. Why they can’t just sit 
down like any normal human being and just eat 
is beyond me. I can only tolerate certain forms 
of crazy, and abusing food isn’t one of them. It’s 
one of the few sensual pleasures we have in life, 
Catholic-guilt free, fuck the fat.

Annette (obviously that’s not her real name, I 
wouldn’t dream of using real names) is practical-
ly Marlene’s physical opposite. A cartoon anti-he-
ro. She is tall, incredibly thin, and has long, drab 
poker-straight hair. Her skin is grey. I mean, its 
colour is actually grey. There are hollows where 
her cheeks should be, and huge dark circles un-
der her haunting eyes. I have heard that she was 
beautiful once, a real head turner. But I can’t see 
it. To me she looks grossly skeletal, like some-
thing from a World War II POW camp close to the 
end of their stay.

Annette walks around all day holding a tray of 
food. Sometimes it’s tea and toast, with butter 
dripping off the sides. Other times its mashed 
potato (more butter oozing out) and unrecog-
nisable vegetables, boiled into a mushy kind of 
sogginess.

You will see her at other times as she walks 
around so carefully grasping a tray of dirty plates 
and cups. I can just imagine her scraping and 
smelling those plates in desperation, just a taste.

Even Dr. Do Little As Possible can’t force a spoon 
of those creamy, buttery mashed spuds down 
her throat. He’s the place’s resident doctor. I ap-
preciate a good looking man, but no woman 
could ever love him as much as he loves himself. 

He has a mop of wavy brown hair. He likes to 
toss his head to throw it back from his eyes. Or 
he runs his girly, bony fingers through it. Some-
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times I think he is really a patient who thinks he’s 
a doctor who is working in the women’s ward.

The last time I spoke to him (or his hair since it 
was freshly styled) was this morning. There is 
something slightly unnerving about such a girl-
ishly pretty man. 

Of course he wanted to check in with us all, staff 
and patients, to make sure no one’s gone even 
more insane since yesterday. Can happen. I have 
seen them when they first come in sometimes, 
half way normal, then, within twenty four hours, 
there is that familiar vacant stare as they move 
around dragging their feet. Some of the staff are 
as bad after a few months.

So, this morning, he sat opposite me, leaning 
forward, his white bony hands joined together, 
a smile of perfect white teeth spread across his 
face. His fingers looked like they were recently 
manicured, pretty. 

‘So. How’s it going?’
He had such a way with words.

‘Great. I’m doing great.’
He nodded. A shock of hair collapsed into his 
eyes. He tossed his head back. The hair moved.

‘So. The tablets this morning. What was the prob-
lem?’  He was still smiling, softer now, and he 
had creased his eyes for A Look of Concern. ‘She 
keeps touching them. I mean, I understand that 
there are a lot of medications in there. But her 
fingers, they’re so sweaty. Are they clean? How 
can they be clean? It makes me want to vomit.’

He nodded. His nod was strange. It was like he 
nodded with his whole body, not really moving 
his head much, more from the hips. It may be 
because of the hair. ‘

‘Ok. Well. Hmm. And the tray of food was taken 
back. It wasn’t eaten.’ 

Wasn’t he perceptive? Weren’t we lucky to have 
him on our team? ‘

‘Well she doesn’t, does she? I’ve never seen her 
eat even a mouthful.’

‘We’ve talked about this before. It’s because of 
her job. She can’t eat with the patients. She takes 
her dinner in the kitchen.’

But how do you know she does? Maybe she only 
says that to throw you off the scent. I bet if you 
pumped her stomach out right now you’d get 
nothing.’ ‘

‘Ok. We need to focus here.’

I hated these bloody support meetings. I could 
have been doing my work. He should have been 
doing his. 

‘The issue is not about her or what she has eaten. 
I am concerned about you, what you perceive 
around you. How you rationalise this situation. I 
mean, it can’t be easy for you. No one imagines 
themselves being a patient in a psychiatric hos-
pital.’
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